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        To the woman that taught me what it means to be loved when everyone and everything made me feel like I wasn’t enough. I still feel you, grandma.
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      I can’t breathe! The pressure intensifies in my chest. Panic rises within me. While my eyes are tearing up, my mind is racing to come up with an explanation of what is happening. The last thing I remember is coming home from work, dropping my purse next to the door, kicking my shoes off and dropping fully dressed on top of the covers. It was one of those days, you know, when everything that can go wrong did go wrong...and then some.

      How did I end up in this cluster fuck? The gradual oxygen deprivation is shutting my body down, but my mind refuses to give up. It stays sharp and every thought is as clear as it can be.

      I guess this is how I go, I think to myself. I’m trying to remember when I last told people I care about how much they mean to me...I can’t remember. It’s been way too long! What a shitty person I turned out to be. And now I start regretting it? What a joke!

      I think I can hear some noise in the background, a song, but I’m not sure if it only exists in my head. I’m out of time for whatever it is, so I just let myself go. Goodbye, I think to myself, what a sorry excuse for a human you turned out to be. Maybe it’s better this way. The world will be a better place without a freak like me in it. Yes, definitely a better place!  Now I want to laugh hysterically at my thoughts. Oh, how the great have fallen! Here I am being sorry for myself when I know damn well I deserve worse than this. I should be publicly burned alive for what I’ve done! If I could, I’d smile, but my body betrays me. I don’t feel anything at the moment. Then suddenly electricity jolts me like I’ve touched a live wire. What the fuck? Can’t a person die in peace at least? I would think I’ve paid enough for my sins. Well...actually, maybe that’s too much to ask, since I’m not paying just for mine. I can’t even die with a smile on my face. It’s not important if I deserve it or not.

      The loud sound of the alarm wakes me up so fast I almost end up on the floor. My long, dark hair is plastered on my forehead and I look like I’ve jumped fully dressed into a pool. My shirt is sticking to my body and my skirt is twisted around my hips as if it’s trying to escape.

      I’m gulping air now. My heartbeat in my temples, and I start laughing at the predicament I find myself in. I was actually happy there for a second, thinking my miserable existence was coming to an end, and now here I am, awakened from yet another nightmare. I started having them twenty years ago, but it’s never the same story. Oh, there’s a connection in all of them: I’m dying. One may think there aren’t many ways that your life can end, but, well, you will be surprised.

      “Boo-hoo! Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” I say out loud.

      I wince at how rough my voice sounds, like I spent the night screaming. I look around the room to give myself time to calm down and slow my heartbeat, only to realize that my reflection in the mirror across the bed looks more miserable than I feel. The books sit perfectly lined on the shelves. The butterfly figurines on my dresser look dull. Their once-vibrant colors have faded with time, but just seeing them calms me down. I look out the window and wonder why it is that every time I have a nightmare, I wake up to shitty weather. It’s like the sky is crying for me.

      “Like anyone or anything gives a damn!” I mock myself while shaking my head in disgust. “Nothing that a good shower can’t fix, right? Right! Okay, you’re definitely losing your mind here, Al,” I murmur under my breath, peeling off my sweaty clothes as I walk towards the bathroom.

      I really need to clean this place, but I’m so tired when I get home that most nights I go to bed hungry. I’ll always choose rest over food, because I never know when I'll have a chance to sleep with all the nightmares and my job. Speaking of a job, I look at the time to make sure I’m not going to be late. The only thing that can make this day even more messed up than it already is would be Philip Stamelos, my asshole of a boss. I’m starting to think that even the Universe is trying to punish me by making sure I work for a heartless creature like him. I don’t know why he loves picking on me. I do my job better than anyone else they’ll ever be able to find, but he expects miracles. Or he just doesn’t like me, period. I’m not exactly everyone’s cup of tea, I guess. I’m so not going to think of him right now. I’ve had enough of nightmares for one day.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m out of the shower and doing my best to get my hair under control. It’s always like this when it’s raining, frizzy and with a mind of its own. Finally, I just give up and twist it into a messy bun, lather on some face cream, and after two minutes of rummaging in my makeup drawer, I celebrate with a little triumphant yell of “Ah-ha!" Raising my hand in the air like I’ve won an Olympic medal, I put my Two Faced mascara and lip gloss on, adjust the necklace I never take off—a glass butterfly pendant put around my neck when I was no older than five—grab my purse, and head out.

      Trying to lock the front door while standing on one foot to zip up the boot on the other is not much fun. It gets even worse when I hear the annoying, wheezing nasal voice of my neighbor Mark.

      “You look like something chewed on you, then spit you out this morning, Al. What have you been up to?” Chortling to himself like that’s the funniest thing said in the history of humankind, he stands at his front door wearing a dirty wife beater, boxers with carrots on them that have seen better days. and white socks. If that image isn’t bad enough, catching the motion of his hands scratching his balls while looking me up and down like I’m a horse for sale causes bile to well up in my throat, threatening to come out and spill all over him.

      Swallowing it all down, I looked him straight in the eye, smiling as I say, “Good morning, Mark.” My cheeks hurt from the big smile I give him, hoping it looks genuine but knowing I probably look more like I’m constipated. “Isn’t it early even for you to be standing at your door, making stupid remarks to people?” I murmur that last part under my breath, but as always, I’m out of luck on that one because he hears me.

      “I see no sense of humor this morning, not that you ever have it. I keep telling you to come over after work so I can put a smile on your face, but as always, you think you’re too good for me, you frigid bitch,” he says the last part with so much venom that I hightail it towards my car as fast as my feet can carry me.

      My Mustang is sitting in the parking lot patiently waiting for me, and as I’m almost running towards it, I’m thinking that Jasmine has seen better days, but I would not trade her for the world. She’s black with eighteen-inch wheels, and, yes, I love her, as you can tell. She’s the only thing I love these days. She can definitely use a fresh coat of paint, but I just can’t get myself to do it. She has more character like this, as her outside reflects my inside. I find it therapeutic when I put the top down and drive aimlessly through the streets of LA while the wind messes up my hair to the point I need to put a ton of conditioner in it to be able to brush it. Opening the door with a lot more force than I should, I slide into the seat, put my hands on the steering wheel, and lean my head on it. I remind myself that this is only temporary. Breathe...

      It’s doing its trick, as always. I look up at the sky and the grayness of it matches my mood perfectly. The wind picks up and the fallen leaves are dancing to their own music, reminding me of a time from my childhood.

      The street at my grandmother’s house was lined with linden trees, and I recalled their beautiful sweet smell, the joy and laughter when they were blooming. She would send me with a bag to collect the blooms so she could make us tea. I climbed those trees like a little monkey while waving at the other children that were doing the same. All the while, we were competing to see who would collect more. We played ball or hopscotch in front of her house until I heard her clear voice calling my name to get back inside when it was time to eat or study. I would run through the grass and through all her herbs and flowers, planted in there in an array of colors. I laughed when she scolded me, telling me I didn’t respect them and I should go back to apologize. I loved the safety of her embrace, her sweet voice telling me how much she loved me, and I was happy that I had listened. One time I hurt my knee, skinning it. She bent down, kissed it and made it better. I still miss her so much it physically hurts.

      Shaking my head to brush off the painful memories, I start the car and head towards work. Leaving the parking spot, I look in my rearview mirror and shiver when I see Mark still standing there, drilling holes in the back of my head with his eyes. I don’t know how many times I’ve said it, but I really need to get out of this place—this damn city. It’s been draining my life energy more and more lately. I’m not sure if it’s because of everything that has happened or if something is amiss, but I have a feeling if I don’t leave soon, I won’t be dying only in my dreams.
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      The grayness of the building in front of me complements the dark skies and feels like it is slowly leaching the color out of me. I’m guessing today is one of those days where I put my mask on, smile on autopilot, and pray to whoever is listening that the day passes fast. The slamming of a door jolts me out of my musings. I grab my purse so fast that most of the contents end up on the floor in front of the passenger seat.

      “Great! Like I wasn’t going to be late as it is. How can you be so stupid!” I berate myself loud enough that my coworker parked next to me knocks on the window. When I turn around with my smile already in place, I get a pang of guilt at seeing her wrinkled face marred with worry.

      “Are you okay, love?” Daisy asks, her gray hair neatly combed into a French twist. I can tell what an amazing beauty she was before the years left their mark on her. Her blue eyes shine with the kindness of her soul and my stomach twists when I see it. I don’t deserve her kindness or worry.

      “Of course, I’m fine. Just clumsy, as you see,” I manage to squeeze out between my lips so I don’t make her more worried with my silence.

      I shove everything back into my purse and exit the car. While I’m locking the door with my back to her, I take a few deep breaths to regain my composure. No one needs to know how messed up I am.

      “How are you this morning, Daisy? You’re looking as wonderful and as beautiful as ever!” I turn around and give her a warm smile. She reminds me of my grandmother. Warmth spreads through my tired body and a pain stabs my stomach at the same time. I have no right to have any warmth soaking inside me when I think of her.

      “Oh, Al, you’re such a sweet talker, but thank you. You sure know how to put a smile on an old lady’s face. Come now, dear,” she says, grabbing me under my arm and leading me towards the entrance of the building.

      I really don’t feel like going there at the moment.

      “We don’t want to be late and listen to how the entire firm is going to go down because we’re not doing our job.” She lowers her voice to sound deep and masculine, like Philip’s, then chuckles under her breath at her own theatrics.

      As soon as we enter the building, cold claws sink in my chest grabbing my heart, like something is trying to pull it out of my rib cage. I take several deep, even breaths. Cold sweat gathers on my forehead. It’s always the same sensation every morning when I come to work. I was hoping it’d pass after six months in this cage, but I'm not lucky enough. Nothing changes here.

      “I’ll see you at lunch!” I say to Daisy and give her a kiss on her cheek.

      She smiles at me through sadness in her eyes that she isn’t able to hide fast enough. I’ve seen it many times and it always leaves me puzzled. Does she pity me, I wonder, or is she thinking about her younger days?

      “Look who finally decided to show up.” The drawl behind me makes my skin recoil. I am in no mood today for this bitch!

      “I see you’re already here in all your plastic glory, Lidia.”

      Sometimes even I can believe that I’m a self-confident person, the way my voice rings out clear and even. Well done, I congratulate myself internally when I see Lidia’s face turn red with fury.

      “Not all of us want to look like something the cat dragged in, you know! Do you even own a mirror?” she says, loud enough for everyone to hear, thinking I actually care. I don't. Quiet laughing like the whisper of a husky, seductive woman’s voice in my head makes me jump a little. Oh no, no, no, no! Not again! I hurry past Lidia towards my office and the fool thinks she got to me with her childish remarks. She laughs with a hiss like the snake she is. “Run, little mouse...run,” she taunts.

      Sprinting to my office, I arrive in record time and close the door behind me, a resounding thud echoing within the walls of my space. I lean back, letting the wood support my weight while I try to gain control of my breathing. This is supposed to be over. The medication takes it away and I’m sure I took my pills this morning. Why is this happening?

      I started hearing the voice when I hit puberty, and although I ignored it as much as I could, I couldn’t deal with it anymore and told my grandmother about it, thinking she would definitely take me to see a shrink or something.  While I was close to tears hoping I wasn’t crazy, she cried tears of happiness, repeatedly expressing her gratitude to the Goddess for Her love and blessings. It confused the hell out of me, but she wouldn’t elaborate on it apart from telling me I shouldn’t worry, that I needed to listen to it. Apparently, when the time was right, she’d explain everything.

      The time never came.

      She’s gone now, so I wouldn’t be getting an explanation any time soon. Deciding to go see a therapist hadn’t been an easy decision, but I made it anyway. I was given a bunch of pills that silenced the voice as long as I took them religiously.

      Until now, that is. Maybe I did forget to take them. I seriously can’t remember.

      Pulling my purse off my shoulder, I rummage through it, looking for the bottle. Shit! It must’ve fallen in the car and I didn’t see it. “Get a grip, woman, and think,” I snap at myself.

      Going to the parking lot at the moment is a big no-no. I don’t think I can deal with that viper Lidia again so soon. I just need to breathe. That’s it! I imagined it. That must be it. It’s been an eventful night and morning, so it’s no wonder I started hearing things that scare the daylights out of me. Walking towards my desk, I immediately notice someone has been going through all the papers spread over it. Okay. I know it’s a mess, but it’s my mess and I do have order in this chaos. Obviously, whoever was looking for something wasn’t aware of that little quirk of mine. That rules out Philip and his sticky hands. I don’t know what use they’ll have for whatever they want. I’m the only quantum physicist here. I was hired because they wanted to branch out in that field, so it was a win-win situation. For me because I needed a job, and for them since I was the only one that applied for the position, or so I was told.

      Looking around the office, I notice that the books have been moved around. The Tesla coil I have sitting on one of them is slightly more to the left and the flower pot is sitting farther away from the corner. Can you tell I’m a little OCD? I know, it’s very hard to tell. Putting everything back in its rightful place, I sit on my chair and open my laptop. As I’m putting my password in, the door opens. No knock, no “Can I come in?” It just swings open and in walks the last person I needed to see today—or any day, really.

      “Good morning, Al, I see you’re already busy with work. I like that, especially from those that fail to show up on time … daily.” He says all this while his eyes are examining my face and body, like he’s recording every muscle movement or emotion I may show. I feel like a lab rat in his presence, but mostly it makes me want to take a hot shower and scrub away his look.

      “Good morning, sir!” I make sure “sir” is loud and clear to make him keep his distance. “I believe I was on time today, but Lidia was very chatty, as usual, so I had to entertain her for a couple of minutes. For the sake of a good collegial atmosphere.”

      There! Problem solved. I don’t like Lidia, but neither does he. For his own personal reasons, I’m sure, but if the rumor mill is to be believed about the one-night stand being him scratching an itch and her starting to hear wedding bells, it’ll become clear that might be why everything turned sideways. As you can imagine, it must have been fun to be around during those times, just to see him sweat his ass a little like he makes us do with his attitude. I know he will never go ask her.

      He walks to the middle of the office and turns in a circle. “I see you’ve noticed someone has been in your office.” He turns around and starts laughing, a deep, heartfelt laugh that makes me want to throw the paperweight from my desk at his face. “Don’t look so shocked, butterfly. I was looking for you when I came in, but you weren’t yet in your office. And the attentive boss that I am, I know how you like things to be a certain way. I do pay attention, you know.”

      He says the word “boss” sarcastically. I can only assume it was because of me stressing “sir” earlier. He looks at me mockingly. I realize I have my eyebrows up as high as they can go, showing my surprise over his comments, so I smooth my features, turn towards my laptop, and start opening files just so I don’t have to look at him.

      “Is there something I can help you with, or did you just come here to tell me someone has been in my office looking for who knows what?” I look up at him with one raised eyebrow and as stern of an expression as I can manage. While we are staring at each other, I scream in my head, Just go away, go away! I keep repeating it like a mantra. He stares into my eyes for a few seconds like he is trying to look into my soul, but then he relaxes his shoulders, shakes his head like I’m a child, and turns towards the door. At least his smug look is gone. I congratulate myself a little too early, though, as he turns around with his hand on the door handle. “Investor is coming at 1:30 today. You make sure you’re in my office with information on what we’re doing on this project. We need the money and he has more than he knows what to do with.”

      Before I have a chance to even open my mouth to object, he opens the door, walks out, and as he is closing it, I hear him mumble, “Let’s hope he likes smart women that have no fashion sense.”

      That shuts me up before I even say anything. What was that all about? What is wrong with these people? I wonder angrily. It’s not like we’re a fashion magazine or a place where you need women like Lidia to have more makeup than personality. It’s a freaking research company! I don’t know if they think they’re getting to me with these remarks or hope I start dressing differently. They’re out of luck on both. I had a time when I wanted to look pretty with my makeup and hair done, dressed in clothing that was trendy and showing legs, arms etc. A lot of good that did for me, I think gloomily.

      Honestly, this day can’t get more depressing.
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      Shaking my head to clear out my thoughts, I sigh like I have the planet sitting on my chest. For someone who has dedicated their life to quantum physics, energies and frequencies, I sure as hell don’t practice what I preach. If I’m to survive the day without a nervous breakdown, I need to get my shit together.

      I get up and walk towards the small Areca palm in the corner of my office. Everyone thinks I have it because I wanted to add something green to the office to make it homier, but my reason for this plant is more selfish than that. Kneeling beside it, I place my hands around the flowerpot, close my eyes, and slow my breath. Inhaling deeply, I the energy crawls up my arms like a lover’s fingers. The sounds fade away as I exhale, releasing the energy only to my heart, then inhaling again, I feel the serpent creep up like a wave of heat through my back. After a few more deep breaths, the palms of my hands pulse like they have their own heart in the center. The plant responds, palpitating its own energy towards me.

      “I love you,” I whisper to it. “I am forever grateful for your help and nurturing. Only you can understand me.”

      As I whisper things to my green friend like one would to a lover, I sense its essence enter my hands and spread through my body. Slowly, my inner peace comes back, my heartbeat evening out while the anxiety threatening to curse me disappears. After few more breaths, I open my eyes and smile at the palm.

      “Thank you, my friend. You are looking more beautiful every day.”

      I say this with a lot of gratitude and reverence as I have been taught my whole life. Sadness for my grandmother tries to sneak into my heart, but I push it away. I need to remain calm if I am to meet with this investor Philip was talking about. As I’m getting up, there is a knock on my door and Lidia walks in like she owns the place.

      “Talking to your plant again?” she mocks. “You’re as weird as you are plain, you know that? No wonder you’re single at your age.”

      She speaks of age like it’s some sort of disease. So, I’m thirty-nine and single. What’s wrong with that? I want to laugh all of a sudden and she must’ve seen it on my face because she continues without taking a breath. “It was a rhetorical question!”

      Crossing my arms like my grandmother used to when she was displeased with me—which was often—I silently look at her, waiting to hear why she’s here. We stare at each other for few seconds and I can’t take it anymore. I want her to leave.

      “You’re here because...?” I prod.

      With her eyes still on me and with, venom stabbing from her eyes, she steps forward, throwing an envelope at my chest. Lucky enough, my arms unfold on instinct, catching it.

      “This was delivered to you this morning,” she says.

      “Why didn’t you give it to me when I walked in?” I ask suspiciously, eyeing her warily.

      I really don’t know why she hates me so much. Making it a habit to steer clear of her, I hardly ever talk to her, and have made it my mission to never be in the break room when she is. With her long wavy blonde hair, blue eyes, and full pouty lips, she was a walking Barbie doll. I do look like a mouse standing next to her, I think to myself.

      “I’m not your assistant or your secretary, so I didn’t have to do this. You’re lucky the guy delivering it was cute, otherwise you would’ve been out of luck on this one.”

      She turns around on her six-inch stilettos and sashays out of my office like she’s on a runway. After she closes the door, it takes me a bit to stop staring at the door. Am I in a dream or something?  Moving my legs one in front of the other towards my desk feeling like I’m living in a movie, a tragic comedy at that, I can’t help but wonder. My desk is old, like the one my teacher had when I was in primary school. It just proves they weren’t really prepared to add a new research department when they placed the ad for the job. Maybe I need to ask about that, since I do need more space so I don’t spread the books and notes all around the floor while I’m working, but that can wait. There are more important things I need. Like the Schumann resonance machine. Obviously today’s meeting is a good thing, after all. This perks me up a bit.

      Sitting down, I look at the envelope. It’s quality-made, thick paper with my name written on it in beautiful and elegant penmanship. I admire it with a smile. It’s almost impossible these days to see that. Everything is typed on a computer, printed, and sent. Impersonal, cold, mechanical. There are no more connection, closeness, or emotions among people. It hurts my heart that we have pushed ourselves to this point where we act more like machines than living beings that crave closeness or need a soft touch from time to time. Releasing a deep sigh with one more look at “Ms. Semiramis,” I pick up the letter opener and gently pull on it. Even the sound of the paper ripping is beautiful. I drop the letter opener on the desk and pull out a rectangular piece of paper with the same penmanship on it.

      “They know who you are. They are afraid of your power. Be careful!”

      My entire body gets covered with goosebumps and the blood freezes in my veins. Who on earth are they? And my power? What power? I get hit with a million questions at the same time, making me dizzy. My heart is in my throat, my hands are shaking, and I think I’m going to start hyperventilating again. I look at the piece of paper that fell from my numb fingers onto the desk, and as shaken as I am, I stare at it as if it’ll start talking to me and explain what this craziness is. As I’m looking at it, I realize there are scrolls and markings making a border all around. Four black roses at each corner catch my eye, and like a switch has been thrown, my heart slows down and my hands stop shaking. There is something familiar about it, almost as if I’ve seen it before. But where? I pick it up and inspect it closely. The scrolls that connect each rose at first glance look like simple twisting vines, but the more I look at them, it’s like they’re changing shape in front of my eyes until they look like letters. I’ve never seen this language before and my curiosity excites me.

      I’ve always had this fascination with old languages, and this looks like an ancient one. Then I remember. I’ve seen it, but not in real life. In one of my meditations, when I thought it was a useless attempt because my mind was wandering from one thought to another, so I kind of drifted off to a light sleep. It was ten, maybe fifteen minutes, no more than that, and as I woke up from it, while my eyes were still closed, I remembered clearly seeing dark skies full of stars, like I was floating in space and a very bright golden circle was in front of me. The circle was spinning clockwise and as it was picking up speed, letters I’d never seen before appeared and disappeared on it—the same letters I am seeing on this note.

      The more I tried to look at the circle so I could remember the letters, the more elusive it became, then my eyes opened on their own like someone pulled on my lids. I remember thinking it was like I had intruded on something I wasn’t meant to see, and I remembered laughing at myself at how stupid that sounded.

      Well, it doesn’t sound so stupid now, does it? The opening of the door is so sudden that, without thinking, I grab the note and scrunch it in my hand while looking to see who walks in. Philip looks at me with squinting eyes, like he caught me stealing a cookie from his cookie jar.

      “Note from your boyfriend, Al?” he says it teasingly, but those eyes are staring daggers at me. There is no joking there.

      Rolling my eyes at him, I open my desk drawer and shove the note under all the candy bars and chocolates. What? Don’t judge a girl! I need my chocolate fix when I’m working. It helps me think better. Pushing the drawer closed, I turn my eyes to Philip, who is standing in the doorway with one foot in and one foot out of my office.

      “How can I help you, Mr. Stamelos? You know you don’t have to walk here to tell me anything, right?” I say, looking pointedly at the phone sitting like a decoration on my desk. Not that you can really see it with all the papers covering it.

      “I came to tell you to bring the presentation papers you showed at the board meeting last month with you. I was told that the investor wants to see them.” His words are professional, cold and clipped, but he’s still looking at me like he wants to shake me so I’ll tell him what the note is. I don’t understand why he loves making my life miserable. I come to work, I do my job—actually I do more than what I’m paid for, but that’s on me, not him. I make sure I show respect for him as my boss, but from day one, he’s been acting like I killed his pet or something.

      “You still with me, Al, or are you checking the frequencies in your brain?”

      His voice gets me out of my musings. I’ve been doing a lot of that today, haven’t I?

      “Yes, I heard you, and I’ll bring them. It’s very important to me that he invests in this, I assure you! Besides, I’ve been working on this for a lot longer than I’ve worked at this company. I can recite it in my sleep without the presentation. Now if that’s all, I have work to do.” Looking at my laptop, I think he gets the message to leave.

      Opening my mailbox and checking the emails that have piled up—you have to love junk mail—I almost jump out of my skin when the door slams so hard one of the paintings on the wall rattles. Letting out a deep breath, I go and straighten it. I need to talk to him about what the problem is, but not today. Every day I say the same thing, but I know eventually I’ll put my big girl panties on and do it.

      Hours pass before I hear a soft knock on my door. “Come in.”

      I recognize the knock. As the door opens, I lift my head and smile as Daisy pokes her head in, beaming at me. “Ready for lunch, love?”

      “Is it lunch already?” I ask as I leap out of my chair, making poor Daisy jump back a little. “Oh, dear mother, it’s lunch time! I have a meeting in an hour with an investor. Great, now Philip will think I did this on purpose!”

      Blabbing around, talking more to myself than Daisy, I push papers around, looking for the folder I’m sure is under here somewhere. Panic grips my heart. It’s nowhere to be found.

      Daisy walks in carrying a Tupperware container in her hand, her lips lifting at the corners triumphantly.

      “Don’t smile there, help me find it! It’s a green folder about five inches thick. I know I left it on the desk. I was actually looking at it yesterday.”

      Talking and searching at the same time, I don’t even look at her. She walks up next to me and grabs my arm. For an older woman, she sure has a good grip, which makes me stop shifting papers from one side of the desk to the other.

      “What?” I look at her and she’s beaming at me. “There’s nothing funny! I promise it’s the presentation of the project,” I solemnly say to her.

      “I brought lunch with me because you always do this, and you need to eat. You can’t live on air and coffee, you know.” She shakes the Tupperware in my face, chuckling.

      “I don’t have time to e—”

      “Enough!” she cuts me off and I shut my mouth midsentence, a reaction I always had when my grandmother would scold me. “Sit and eat. While you do that, I will look for the folder.”

      She opens the container and the smell of the food makes my stomach growl so loud one may think there’s a hungry wolf hiding under the desk. Daisy chuckles under her breath while searching and I lower my eyes. I feel like a child, not a grown woman. What’s wrong with me?

      “You fight who you are; that’s what’s wrong with you,” a husky voice full of sadness says.

      “Excuse me?” My head jerks up and I stare at Daisy. She looks at me with concern.

      “I didn’t say anything. Are you okay?”

      Searching her eyes, all I find is honesty and concern, and fear grips my heart. That’s the second time today I hear the same voice—the voice that brings back so many painful memories. Daisy is still looking at me with her sad blue eyes. I give her a small smile to put her at ease.

      “Oh, never mind. With all the pressure on me lately, I’m hearing things.” I laugh at my own joke, hoping she’ll buy it and not continue to prod. I turn towards the delicious food she set in front of me. The salad smells fresh, making my mouth water.

      “I’m assuming these are from your garden, huh? I haven’t found any from the stores that smell like this, like heaven!” Taking a mouthful, I start chewing and glance up at her. She’s still watching me and hasn’t moved. I’m guessing it’s from pity, because she chooses to let my slip up go.

      “Yes, I got quite fortunate this year. I’ve never had that many veggies—and quite large too—in my life and I’ve had my garden ever since I moved into the house.” She turns around and continues searching. “It’s a good year for sure. I’ll be able to put some in the freezer for the winter, too, and make some vegetable spreads for canning.”

      I’m not even aware that I finish the salad when I hear her exclaim, “Ah! Here it is!” She holds the green folder in her hand. My shoulders relax as I take a deep breath.

      “Thank you!” I’m hoping she can tell the gratitude in my voice.

      “You’re more than welcome, dear. I know you’re alone here, just like I am now, and you are like family to me. From the first day I saw you, I could see your heart in your eyes. Your light shines so bright that it took my breath away. I knew that moment you and I would be good friends.” Unshed tears shine in her eyes and, without thinking, I get up and give her a hug.

      “Thank you, Daisy. You’re my only family here and I’m very grateful for you,” I whisper reverently.

      “And I for you, love, and I for you.” She strokes my back up and down like she’s trying to calm a child, and that’s exactly how I feel right now.

      The clearing of a throat makes me release Daisy reluctantly. I turn around to see Philip leaning on his shoulder at the door, his arms crossed at his chest, looking at us with a softness I’ve never seen in him before. My surprise must have shown on my face because he shakes his head and laughs. “I’m not the monster you make me out to be, Ms. Semiramis,” he drawls.

      “Said the wolf to Red Riding hood before he ate her,” I mumble under my breath.

      Daisy laughs at my silliness. Looking up, I see something flash in Philip’s eyes like he hears me, but too fast it is gone, and it makes me think maybe I am imagining things again. The door is too far from the desk for him to hear what I said.

      “You’re here for the third time today because?”

      “The meeting,” he says simply, looking at me with guarded eyes.

      “Oh, right! I was going to head towards your office in a second. I don’t need to be escorted. I know where it is.” Annoyance could be heard clearly in my tone.

      “Change of plans. We’re meeting him at a restaurant for lunch, and before you go for my throat, just know I’m not happy about it either. I have a lot of work to do today instead of driving around town for your project.” The word project is said as a foul thing and it grinds on my nerves.

      “I didn’t say anything. If we have to go to lunch, we’ll go to lunch. This investment is important to me,” I say with as much calm as I can muster.

      “Okay, I’m off to my office while you two go do your thing. Good luck!” Daisy smiles as she picks up the Tupperware from my desk and walks out, leaving us still staring at each other.

      I grab the folder, my purse, and my phone, pushing the laptop closed as I head towards the door. When I stand in front of him, he doesn’t move an inch, still stock still staring at me like the lab rat I am to him.

      “Are we going or there is something else we need to discuss before we head out?” My voice breaks the silence, and like waking up from a dream, he shakes his head, clears his throat, and turns around, walking out of my office.

      He really is a strange man, I think to myself as I close the office door and follow him towards the parking lot.
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      “Table for three under Stamelos. Our party may already be here,” Philip says to the hostess, who’s checking him out and batting her fake eyelashes like she will take flight at any moment.

      I’m taken aback by my snide thought. It doesn’t matter that it’s only internal dialogue. It’s so unlike me that I want to slap myself. Why do I care what she looks like and if she’s checking out my boss? It’s not like I look at him as a man. He’s my boss, and I have no interest in men any more anyway.

      “Mhm, sure. You don’t see the nice sculpted muscles under the shirt, or when he sits down, his thick thighs stretching the fabric to its limit? Or those brown eyes with all the storms hidden beneath the calm?” purrs a husky voice in my head.

      I panic but I have no time for this right now. I need to be calm. “You’re losing your mind, Al,” I say to myself out loud just to shut the voice down.

      “It’ll be okay, Al. I’ll do all the talking. You just need to explain the theory of what the project is all about. I’m sure he won’t even understand a word of what you say, but I’ve seen you talk about your work. You have a passion for it so strong that even I agreed to start this nonsense before thinking how costly it would be for the company, or about the fact that we’ll never reach the finish line,” Philip says, thinking he’ll put me at ease because he knows I don’t like to be around people much. I don’t pay attention to the rest of his words because I’m fuming instantly.

      “You think my work is useless?” I say so loudly that a couple of people turn around to look at us.

      He grabs my elbow and leads me towards a corner. “Don’t raise your voice like that! The investor might be here. I don’t know what he looks like,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “What I think is not important. What’s important is that you believe in your work, and the only way for you to keep your job and keep doing what you’re doing is to get this person to believe in you so he gives us the money for it. Understand?”

      “First of all, it’s not nonsense. I have already proven that the electromagnetic field of the planet syncs with the frequency emitted by the human heart, Mr. Stamelos. It took years of research, and I will not stand here and let you belittle my work,” I fire back at him.

      He starts laughing, which makes me want to slap him again. Why is this man getting to me so easily? I keep asking myself.

      “Okay! Okay!” He lifts both hands up like he is surrendering while I’m holding a gun pointed at his chest.

      “I should’ve phrased it differently. I was trying to make you relax. Not many people understand it, you know, so to us, it sounds like a science fiction novel. The only thing I can tell you is that your passion and commitment to your work could convince a mother to sell her child. You’re that good at making someone believe it to be true,” he says, smiling sweetly. Watching his boyish attempt to look cute and shut me up, I can’t help but smile, which I regret the next second because his smile disappears, his eyes turn guarded, and he takes a step back from me. What the hell is wrong with this guy? I want to scream but I turn towards the door so I don’t have to look at him anymore. He and his mood swings are not my problem.

      “Your table is ready, Mr. Stamelos,” the hostess calls out, and as we both approach her, she gives me a quick perusal from the top of my head to my feet. Dismissing me, she gives Philip her biggest smile. “You and your wife can follow me?” she says it as a question and waits, still looking at him like a deer caught in headlights. I roll my eyes.

      “I’m not his wife, and we have a business meeting, so if you don’t mind?” I gesture with my hand towards the inside of the restaurant.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. How rude of me to assume,” she says breathlessly and starts walking in front of us. If I ever try to walk like that, I will end up at the ER with a dislocated hip. I chuckle inside my head.

      Following her, I pass Philip, who’s giving me a look that says I’ve lost my mind. And who knows? After everything—especially today—I may start thinking the same thing. As we approach the table, I can see an elderly gentleman in his mid-sixties talking on his phone. He’s gesturing with his hand and I almost laugh out loud. He looks like he’s directing an orchestra. What the hell is wrong with me today? I need those pills and I better remember to grab them from my car when we get back to the office. The investor hangs up the phone just as the hostess spins around and steps around me, moving past Philip and brushing her body against him, but I have no time to think why that bothers me because the person sitting at our table goes pale while staring at me wide-eyed, and I’m scared that he is having a heart attack.

      “Philip! Water!” I walk around to try and help the man. Help him how, I have no idea, but I have to do something.

      “Are you okay? What’s wrong, sir, can you tell me?” I can hear the panic in my voice, and as if that helps him, he looks into my eyes like he is searching for something. “Sir?”

      The color slowly comes back to his face just as Philip reappears, holding a glass of water while talking on his phone. He says, “No, no, it’s okay. He looks like he’s better now. Let me ask.” He looks at the investor. “Would you like the ambulance to come and check you over?”

      “I don’t need an ambulance. I’m perfectly fine, thank you.” He may say he’s fine, but his eyes aren’t on Philip when he does. They are staring at me so intently that I squirm in discomfort. Glancing at him, he is definitely in good shape for his age. Apart from his gray hair and his wrinkled skin, there is nothing about him that indicates he’s in his sixties.

      Thankfully Philip decides to end our staring match. “My name is Philip Stamelos and this is Al Semiramis,” he says, holding his hand out to the investor.

      Finally, the investor turns his head away from me and looks at my boss. “Yes, yes, of course. Nice to meet you, Mr. Stamelos. Sorry about the scare, but looking at Ms. Semiramis was like looking at a ghost from the past. The name is Thomas. Thomas Bail.”

      They shake hands, but he only nods at me and sits back down, so I follow suit and so does Philip. We order our drinks, and thankfully everyone is back to their own thing after the drama we created, so I relax a little, although I still look at Mr. Bail warily. There is something about him that isn’t right. I don’t have much time to dwell on it because he continues with his apology.

      “You see, I knew a woman in my younger days who looked so much like Ms. Semiramis that when I looked at her, I thought I was looking at Margaret, but you see, she’s been dead for over twenty years, last I heard. I was caught off guard because I’ve never seen anyone who even remotely resembled her, but your colleague not just resembles her, she is so like Margaret that if she didn’t speak, I would’ve bet my life I was seeing a ghost. She looks exactly like the woman. Even that beauty mark on the left side of her lip is in the same spot. Amazing.”

      He’s speaking breathlessly, but I don’t buy it. It seems too forced, too dramatic, and my inner alarms are going off. There is more to this story, so when I hear him say my grandmother’s name, I force myself not to move a muscle on my face, not to show one emotion, like I’m a statue. He is explaining to both of us, but he won’t take his eyes off me, as if he’s is expecting a reaction, which proves to me even more that something is fishy here.

      “How interesting.” I pretend I find it fascinating; two can play this game and I’ve been wearing my mask much longer than him—obviously, because he looks surprised at my reaction.

      “You must miss her so very much judging by your reaction. I’m sorry that my looks brought up painful memories for you,” I say with as much sincerity as I can fake.

      “Well, yes, it was definitely not expected.”

      That’s all he says, and I know I’m right. This person is no friend of my grandmother’s. So, who is he and how does he know her?

      Philip changes the subject, thankfully, and they start talking about the firm, what we do, etc. I switch off and make up many scenarios in my head about this stranger. Sharp pain gets me jolted out of the fruitless trip down memory lane, where I was trying to remember if I’d seen him at some point in my life, when Philip kicks my foot under the table. Turning to him, I grind my teeth to cut off the words rushing at the tip of my tongue.

      “I was telling Mr. Bail that you brought your presentation of the project.” He looks pointedly at the folder sitting on the table.

      “Right! Yes, I have all the findings and research so far summed up, so you can have an idea of what you’ll be investing in,” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “There is no need, Ms. Semiramis. I’m aware, just as much as you are, that I will not understand a word you say to me. I don’t know much about quantum physics frequencies or energies, but I was advised that it is a good investment and that’s where the future of business is, so as a good businessman, if I may say so myself, I’ll trust your word on it, and I’ll let you know by tomorrow if we can start working on this project of yours.” He smiles at me, but I fidget uneasily. Obviously, I’m quiet for too long because I get another kick.

      “That sounds wonderful and I’m looking forward to it!” I plaster a smile on my face while my brain is working a hundred miles per hour.

      “Perfect! If I decide to invest, please make sure there’s an office ready in your building for me the day after we sign the contract,” Thomas Bail says, and before we can register his words and react, he gets up, slaps Philip on his shoulder, nods at me, and starts walking away.

      “I have another meeting, but hopefully we will talk tomorrow,” are his last words as he turns his back and hustles away. We just stare at each other.

      “What just happened?” I say more to myself than to Philip.

      “I think we need to clear an office,” he says grimly, and the look on his face mirrors mine, I’m sure.

      The drive back to the office takes forever and we both sit, each lost in our own thoughts. Just as we near the parking lot of the building, I turn my head to look at the old building across the road on the corner, with its beautiful arched windows and stained glass. Before I can even take in enough air to scream, a car slams straight into the middle of our limo. The driver tries to straighten the car that is fishtailing wildly. I hear a scream. Is it mine? I have no idea. Everything slows down and like in a slow-motion film, I see my body lifting off the seat. I watch as Philip’s head hits the window and bounces towards me. My arms go around his shoulders to hold him so he doesn’t go back to hit the window again and as I touch him, a bright golden light envelops us both. The car flips many times, but we do not move. Instead, we’re floating in the middle of the limo like we’re in water. My necklace hovers in the air in front of me and the beautiful butterfly looks like she is taking flight. A rainbow of colors reflects off it like a lightshow before it bursts into a million tiny pieces, forcing my eyes to close so they don’t blind me. The car slams into something and completely stops. With his head on my chest, I glance down into Philip’s eyes, surprised to see the look in his eyes while trying to decipher it. Is it awe? Amazement? Fear?

      “Who are you?” he says breathlessly right before he passes out.

      My eyes move from him, to the inside of the limo, then they fall on my still-glowing arms wrapped around his shoulders, although the glow is fading bit by bit. Voices from outside drift to my ears as people try to get in and see if we are alive.

      “Who am I? Now that’s a very good question,” I whisper as darkness slowly takes over and I gratefully slide into oblivion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of waves crashing against the shore lulls me into a dreamlike state. Salty air enters my nostrils as I take deep breaths like I’ve never been able to do before. A gentle breeze moves my hair like fingers brushing through the strands. Feeling like a loving embrace, the sun warms my skin and I smile, turning my face towards it. I stretch my body, twisting like a cat on a lazy morning, my arms raising above my head and my toes pointing down, as I half bury myself in the soft sand. It’s a wonderful experience, and I almost think this is what it is like to float on a cloud.

      “Ah, good, you’re awake,” a woman’s voice says to my left. With my eyes still closed and the grin still stretching my lips, I turn my head towards her.

      “Come on, we don’t have much time. We need to get you all cleaned up and dressed,” says the same voice.

      I’ve never heard this voice before in my life, yet it sounds so familiar. Wait! What? My eyes fly open and I jump up from stretching to a sitting position on the sand, staring at a lovely woman around my age with a thick mane of curly black hair and soft brown eyes that are crinkled at the corners because she is trying very hard not to laugh. Her appearance denotes Middle Eastern heritage to me, but I could be wrong.

      “Who the hell are you?” I rasp. Wow! I sound like I haven’t said a word for months.

      “My name is Remi, and we can talk as we walk because we really don’t have much time. It took me a bit to find you on this beach. I’ve been at it for a couple of hours, pretty much since we heard the alarm that someone passed the veil,” she says sternly, reaching for my hand.

      I pull away and look at her warily. “I asked who you are, not just what your name is, and I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me how I got here and where ‘here’ actually is.”

      I frown at her and she chuckles, which grates on my nerves. What the hell is wrong with people that every time I get upset they find it funny? This woman, Remi, is laughing. My boss is the same way, amused at my misfortunes.

      Memories hit me like a shockwave in my head. The meeting, the investor, driving back to the office, Philip. My thoughts trail off.

      “I’m dead,” I say, my voice flat even to my own ears. Then I start snickering, finding the whole thing rather hilarious. I survive. It’s what I do, what I have done. In fact, I’ve survived so many horrible situations in my life … and now I die in a car accident on my way back to work. Cackling like a lunatic, I fall on my side in the sand, tears running down my cheeks from the hilarity of it all.

      “Are you okay?” Remi asks, pulling my attention to her with the worry I hear in her voice, although when I glance at her, she comes off more annoyed that worried.

      “Oh, I’m peachy, thank you. I’m just celebrating my own death!” I tell her .

      “Well, celebrate while we walk. I don’t want to get in trouble. Come on, move it. And for your information, you’re not dead. You’re just in a coma until we’re done here,” she says while grabbing my hand and yanking me to my feet. Not letting go of me, she starts moving.

      “First, we go to the pleasure gardens, then to your chambers to get ready, and finally we go to the temple. We have an hour and a half max to get ready, and with the way you look right now, we need at least a day to make you look presentable.” With raised eyebrows, she peers over her shoulder at me.

      I don’t believe her that I’m not dead. Not for a second. Examining myself, my boots are missing, my knee length skirt is torn in various places with patches of dirt and sand marring the once-clean article of clothing, and my silky blouse—which used to be a nice ivory color—is either a gray or green color with blood splattering it in a couple of places. Reaching up with my free hand as I half-walk/half-run after her, I touch my hair only to see little pieces of glass fall from the matted lumps. I sigh and speed up. For a short little thing, Remi walks pretty fast. From the corner of my eye, I scan her as she pulls me towards a line of trees in the distance. Her silky black pants hug her round hips, ballooning down to her ankles where they are tied in perfect bows. A silky black scarf is wrapped around her torso, and a medallion sits in the center of her chest, drawing attention to her full breasts.. Barefoot just like me, she has some sort of chain decoration with little bells on her feet. She is a woman who walks with her head held high, confidence radiating from her. I can never walk like that. Truthfully, if not for my C-cup breasts, I will be mistaken for a boy—and had been more times than not. My narrow hips and tiny butt scream tomboy, and that is exactly what my grandmother used to call me.

      While I’m lost in my thoughts, as strange as they are considering the situation, we make it to the trees where she leads me towards a narrow path that will take us into the forest. I follow silently, not sure what to say to this woman. She’s a stranger to me, even if part of me wants to grab her and hug her like a long-lost friend I haven’t seen in years. I don’t know how long we walk through trees so tall I can’t see their tops. Barely any light comes through the branches. There’s just enough for us to see where we’re going.

      Beautiful fern and dwarf palm-like bushes surround the path, some with flowers as big as my head in rainbow colors. I look left and right in amazement, trying to take it all in. Being dead isn’t that bad, I think to myself. I could stay in this forest for eternity and be perfectly content. The husky woman’s voice chuckles in my head like she can hear my thoughts, and this time, I don’t even panic. Even when I’m dead I guess I’m still crazy, hearing voices in my head that aren’t actually there. Either way, nothing else can go wrong. I’m already dead, after all, so I just ignore it the best I can.

      We round a bend on the path and my breath catches in my throat as I stare at the beauty in front of me with wide eyes. In the middle of what looks like perfectly-manicured gardens, there is a rectangular pond filled with colorful little fish with lotus blossoms and flowers around the edges. Around the pond there are rows of trees—sycamores, palms, and grenadiers—alternating with the flower beds. The edges of the pond are sloping and there’s a stairway on one corner. Around it are columns supporting grapevines with intricate and colorful cone mosaics in geometrical shapes of people, animals, and black roses. Remi walks towards the pond like it’s an everyday thing, as if she can’t see the beauty around her. I guess if she sees it every day, she is probably used to it by now.

      “Welcome to the pleasure gardens, sister,” she says, peering over her shoulder at me.

      “Take those rags off. The shampoo is in the blue bottle, body wash in the red one. I’ll go fetch a towel for you. Hurry! We don’t have much time. She doesn’t like to wait!”

      Remi’s rushes off, leaving me with so many questions, all of which are unimportant and can wait. It’s not like I have anything else to do now that I’m not among the living. I walk towards the pond, shedding my clothing one piece at a time. The weather is perfect—not too hot and not too cold. As I reach the pond, I look at the crystal-clear waters and the beautiful lotus flowers floating peacefully around it. I spot the bottles Remi mentioned on the other side, so I walk into the water, submerge myself, and swim towards the opposite side. It seems almost tragic to add soap to the water, but as I wash and the suds hit it, they disappear and the water is crystal-clear again. At least I won’t pollute the beauty of this pond.

      Just as I finish washing my hair, Remi shows up, standing above me and holding a thick towel in her hand. Glancing at my naked body, I meet her eyes, knowing my face shows my weariness at getting out of the water in front of her.

      “Oh, get out of there. You have nothing that I don’t have myself,” she says, rolling her eyes and slapping her butt with her free hand.

      “Right!” Awkwardly, I snicker, climbing out of the pond and snatching at the towel just as she yanks it away from me. Giggling, she finally throws the towel my way after what seems like forever.

      “Come now, shy girl, you need to dress.” She turns on her heel and steps away. Wrapping the towel around me, I run to catch up.

      “Now I understand why she picked you,” Remi says, I think more to herself than to me.

      “Who picked me? And for what, exactly?” I ask.

      “Never mind, you’ll know soon enough if you hurry and get dressed. Almost everyone is at the temple.”

      Shoving at my back, she pushes me through a set of double doors and straight into a huge room with a four-poster bed in the middle big enough to fit a family. Silky curtains cover the floor-to-ceiling windows, and plush pillows in greens and blues are spread around the floors. I stare in awe.

      “You can look at it after, shy girl. We need to go. Your clothing is on the bed. If you need help, call out for me. I need to grab something from my room across the hall.”

      Remi disappears, and I remain standing in the entrance like a statue. Dress first, stare later! Right! Dropping the towel, I pull on a pair of turquoise pants in the same style as Remi is wearing, only in a different color. I don’t know why I’m surprised that they fit perfectly. Even the shampoo and body wash I used had my favorite scent. It’s like they can read my mind here.

      Inspecting the scarf top, there’s no logical way I can figure out to wrap it around me and cover all my bits. Luckily, Remi chooses that moment to return, sneaking up behind me and grabbing the scar. Twisting it around my torso and over my breasts like it’s completely normal that I’m standing bare chested in front of her, I have no time to react before she fastens it and moves on to my hair.

      “Your hair is beautiful, like a waterfall,” she says as she untangles the knots.

      “Says the woman with the shiniest hair I’ve ever seen in my life,” I mumble under my breath, inciting a bark of laughter from her.

      “The grass is always greener on the other side, sister.”

      “Why do you call me sister? Are we nuns in this temple or something?”

      Throwing her head back, she guffaws so hard the brush drops from her hand, clinking as it bounces on the marble floor.

      “Nuns?” she barks.

      Annoyed I bend down and snatch the brush from the floor. “Well, we’re not sisters, so if we’re not nuns, stop calling me that. I have a name. It’s Al,” I snap at her.

      Trying to look serious, she eyes me, but I still see the humor painted behind her eyes. “We are sisters, Alexia, but I guess it’s been a long time and you have forgotten, just like all the others.”

      She says the last part with such sadness that I feel like a bitch for snapping at her. It’s not her fault I’m all messed up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to act like a spoiled brat, but all this is stranger than anything I’ve ever seen or lived through in my life—and I know strange, believe me.” Then it hits me. “You know my real name!” I look at her wide-eyed. I changed my real name everywhere on official papers after my grandmother died. Absolutely no one knows my real name, and that makes me narrow my eyes at her.

      “Of course I know your real name. You’ve had it through many lifetimes. All right, not exactly the same, but variations of it. Alexandra, Alexandria, Alexia, Alexis …” She continues listing even more names, and every one she speaks sends a jolt of electricity through my body that travels from my feet to the top of my head and back. When her eyes land on mine, she must see something in my expression because she closes her mouth with a snap, silencing her never-ending list.

      “I do have a big mouth, as I’m sure you’ve noticed by now,” she says, shaking her head. “Come on, turn around so I can fix your hair. We need to go.”

      She spins me around, holding my shoulders with her vine-filled hands. She twists them around my hair and the most beautiful smell hits me, forcing my eyes to close on instinct. Jasmine. It has been my favorite flower as far back as I can remember, and my favorite scent as well. Inhaling loudly, I let it calm me.

      “I knew you’d like that,” Remi says, and I can hear the smile in her tone.

      “Thank you, Remi.” I turn and give her the hug I’d wanted to give her since I first saw her at the beach. She hugs me back.

      “You’re welcome, sister,” she whispers in my ear. Then she pushes me away. The girl is much stronger than she looks. Stepping towards the door, she shouts, “Let’s go!”

      I hurry after her. We walk through corridors I don’t notice until now—thanks to me acting like a five-year-old embarrassed because Remi saw me naked at the pond. Even here, the walls are covered with the same cone mosaics, creating shapes all around us. If I gaze at them long enough, the scrolls and pictures pull me in as if they are coming to life. As we move, the sound of voices chattering and chortling in the distance grabs my attention, making me slow my steps. Remi has no patience for my hesitation, seizing my hand and dragging me behind her, giving me no option but to follow.

      The first thing I notice as I exit the sleeping quarters are the pillars stretching from one end of the forest to the other. They my eyes move to a beautiful garden sitting between the two buildings, but it pales in comparison to the temple in front of me. Between the sky-high pillars, a statue of a goddess stands tall and proud, her eyes trained on whoever dares to approach. It’s as if she’s telling them to think twice because there is no turning back, and I sense that deep inside, knowing if I cross the threshold and enter the temple, I will never be able to turn back. My mind goes into overdrive at that thought, and my heart speeds up. Even while my mind is in panic mode, my body moves forward like it has a mind of its own. Anticipation entices each step I take, like my body knows something my mind doesn’t. What’s wrong with me? Even dead, I’m still weird and strange. Why can’t I be normal, at least here? My internal dialogue will have to wait, however, because when I glance up, we are in front of the temple doors.

      Remi pauses, her gaze finding mine. “I know you don’t remember and I know you’re worried, but I need you to trust me, please. When your name is called, I want you to walk all the way to the middle of the temple where the drawn circle is. The rest of us will be at the front of the lines, but you, sister, need to stop only once you are inside the circle.” The stern tone she uses makes my head bob up and down to show my comprehension, although panic is making me dizzy.

      “You’ll be fine, Alexia, I promise, but you must do as I tell you, understand?”

      “Yes,” I squeak.

      She grabs a cloak from some hooks behind her, which I don’t notice until now. Wrapping one around my shoulders, she brings the hood over my head, then does the same for herself. Taking me under the arm and holding one of my hands with her free one, together we walk into a wide-open temple. I don’t have time to see the beauty of it because as soon as I walk through the door everything vanishes and I’m standing in the middle of a fog all alone.
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      Thick fog swirls around me like a living thing. With the heart in my throat I swivel around looking for something, anything really to calm the panic down.

      “Hello? Remi?” I call out but my voice only echoes in the silence. A faint light in the distance gets my attention, and while I’m dragging my feet, I start moving slowly towards it. It’s better than standing here freaking out, that’s for sure. I inch forward, hoping I’ll see Remi any second, but I have no such luck.

      Suddenly the fog in front of me clears, and the most beautiful woman I have ever seen stands before me. Her hair is reddish blonde, like wheat fields before harvest, and it reaches all the way down to her ankles. Her nakedness is only covered by a cobweb-thin, baby-blue scarf around her hips and chest, but I can clearly see her beautifully-shaped body. I gape at her with my mouth open until I catch myself, at which I jerk my eyes up from her body to her face. Geeze, what the hell is wrong with me? I think. Then that thought leaves as fast when my eyes land on hers. This is what love looks like, my mind supplies. And it’s true. Love shines from her star-filled eyes, and I’m so sure I will be my life on it. The color of them … well, it’s something I don’t know how to describe. If I must pick a word, it will be they are like the universe.

      She smiles at me and reaches for me with her left hand, her palm inviting me. I don’t even have the chance to think before I lift my arm and place my hand in hers. She leads me to a small oasis in the middle of the fog and points at the rock for me to sit on. I do. I don’t think I can do anything but obey. I think if she asks me to jump head-first into an abyss, I will do it without a question and with a smile on my face. So, I sit where she points, and she curls up next to me.

      I can’t be quiet anymore. “Who are you? Please, I need to know. Why am I here?” The questions rush from me, but she lifts her hand to stop me, smiles again, and reaches with her other hand into the pool. I follow her movement like a hawk. She gestures with her chin, indicating the pool where her hand is making tiny ripples in the water. Automatically, I extend my same hand into the water, and as soon as it is submerged, memories flood in like a dam has been opened in my brain. I see past lives, some happy and some said, and even though several last longer than the others, they are all mine. They might be different places, different civilization, but there is one constant in them all: me.

      It’s all too much too fast, and I think my head may explode, so I rip my hand from the water, my eyes falling to her an making my heart break. Sadness fills her features. Sparkling like a diamond, one tear trickles down her cheek. As it hits the grass where she’s sitting, a flower blooms. With an outstretched hand, she caresses my cheek.

      Leaning towards me, she touches her forehead to mine. We stare into each other’s eyes for a moment before she lifts her forehead, pressing a gentle kiss right between my eyebrows. Pulling away, her eyes search my face like she’s expecting something to happen. And it does. A pressure so intense floods my skull, like something trying to shove its way out from inside, only in the process it’s about to split my head in half. With a strangled cry, I take my head between my palms, about to push against the pain to drown some of it out, but instead she takes them in hers and holds me still.

      Whether it lasts a second or a year I can’t say. I can only say it’s like an eternity of pain before it dissipates, as if it has never actually been there.

      Teary-eyed, my eyes plead with her, bouncing every which way in my frantic need to find answers. “Why did you do that? Why did you hurt me?”

      I can’t believe this being—whatever she is because she is not human, that’s for sure—will hurt a fly, let alone me. What did I do to deserve it? My mind tells me to run as far and as fast as possible, but my heart tells me to stay, that she hasn’t actually hurt me.

      All of this tells me I’m just as crazy as I think.

      “I didn’t hurt you, child, I only gave back what was taken from you.” Her gentle, melodious voice drifts to my ears, calming me. If she wants, she can stand at my side and speak to me for the rest of her life and I won’t grow tired of hearing her. Only … her lips aren’t actually moving. Her words are coming through my mind and I can hear her clearly, so I will try to do the same.

      “What was taken from me?” I ask with my thoughts. A bright, pride-filled smile shines back at me, like she’s looking at her child who has just spoken her first words.

      “Your gift. You see, by trying to protect you, Margaret, I believe did more harm than good with her talents, but there will be time for that. You must go back now. I’m sure my sister will not be happy if we keep her waiting.” Humor lacing her words, she helps me up and leads me back where she found me, giving me a hug. Before I can say a word, she disappears, making me a little dizzy.

      Someone is shaking my arms, so I open my eyes, irritation swirling inside me. It’s Remi, and she has her eyebrows pinched in annoyance. “Are we walking in, or you are going to measure the pillars first? Move!”

      Wondering what just happened and how long I was standing there, I shrug it off because I don’t have the time to dwell on it. Remi guides me inside where we line up with the rest of the cloaked figures inside the temple, rows and rows of them standing on each side. She deposits me at the front of the third row, and just as we take our places, the hum of voices stops. It’s so silent I think I can hear the temple breathing. Spooky. A figure appears from the front of the temple, prowling towards the biggest altar I’ve ever seen, like a sure and powerful panther. Two huge lions walk on either side. My eyes widen, unable to find any leashes or chains binding them. The fact makes a tremor start in my hands. Maybe I’m in hell and these beasts are to be tasked with eating my flesh as punishment for whatever crimes I’m charged with. Shaking my head to dispel my thoughts, hoping I hurry so I don’t have a heart attack, I almost laugh at how stupid I am being.

      The silence is deafening. Trying to get a good look at the figure, who turns to us after she stops in front of the center altar, I realize I can’t get a good look at anyone in this room. The cloaks we wear not only cover our bodies, but our faces as well.

      One of the cloaked figures from the front row steps to the altar, a stack of papers in their hands. Facing the crowd, a woman is revealed when she removes her cloak, and she’s dressed just like Remi. She’s curvy and very tall, so beautiful with her full lips and her ebony skin glowing like oil in the light of the candles strategically placed all around us. Her hair hangs in braids that reach her hips while her eyes sparkle with excitement. Lifting the stack, she starts reading in a language I’ve never heard before, although somehow I understand her.

      “Welcome to the temple of heaven and netherworld, sisters. Let us pray first so that the Mother can give her blessings to those ready to leave the realm.” Her voice rings clear and bounces off the temple walls. Everyone drops to their knees and leans their forehead to the floor, so I follow, but not before I see the cloaked figure still standing in front of the altar, not moving. I guess it’s the high priest or priestess since they aren’t joining us. Maybe they are above kneeling on the ground.

      The husky female voice laughs in my head.

      “Well, I’m glad I can at least entertain you,” I say in my mind, sarcasm dripping from my words because it really does annoy me that they aren’t on their knees with the rest of us.

      “Oh, you do, love, you always do,” says the voice, and after another low chuckle, it fades.

      I shake my head and realize the woman reading at the altar is now staring daggers at me, so shaking off my distraction, I hit my knees on the ground and press my forehead to the floor. The prayer goes on forever. We speak our gratitude for our hearts, our minds, our bodies, and our essence. Everyone speaks at the same time, but since I don’t know the prayer, I stay silent and repeat the words in my mind. After the final words are spoke, quiet encompasses the room, but nobody moves, staying in the praying position on the ground. One by one, the woman calls names. Since my head is down, I can only hear their footsteps as they move towards the altar, each whispering “Thank you, Mother.”

      So, I was right. It’s a high priestess.

      When they call Remi’s name, I jump as she climbs to her feet and steps away. Forcing myself to stay down is hard because I desperately want to follow her. She is the only person I know here, but after a short minute, her voice rings out louder than the rest when she says, “Thank you, Mother.” A few seconds later, she returns to my side, but she remains standing this time.

      About to turn to see what she’s up to, the woman at the front shouts my name. “Alexia Semiramis.”

      I freeze.

      I try to move, trust me, but for some reason my body likes staying here in a child pose, like in yoga class or something. Too bad I am shaking so much internally, otherwise I might laugh at that thought.

      The woman repeats my name again and Remi kicks me in my ribs, making me jump up like I’m being electrocuted. One quick glance at her face tells me she’s trying hard not to laugh. She’ll pay for this later. Her cloak is gone, too, but I don’t have time to ask her why as I turn, walking towards the altar. Remembering what Remi said about moving to the enter, I have a quick image of me being eaten by lions before I push forward. When I pass the line, the woman who called my name sucks in a sharp breath. I hope this isn’t some back attempt at a joke to upset this woman, but there’s no turning back now—not when I’m almost at the center. My eyes down, I stare at my feet, the first part of the circle coming into view. I speed up before anyone realizes what I’m doing, stopping in the middle. Now what?

      Before I have too much time to think on that, someone is in front of me. Assuming it’s the woman, I lift my head, shocked to see the person is cloaked, too. Hands grab at my clothing, ripping the cloak from me. It’s the high priestess.

      “Kneel,” the woman says in a husky voice—the same husky voice I hear in my head so often. And if I kneel, that puts me at eye level with the now-prowling lions, so that’s a big no from me. When the figure in front of me laughs, my jaw falls open. “Kneel, love. Do it. They will not harm you; you have my word,” she says.

      I drop to my knees in front of her, craning my neck to stare at her wide eyes. The two lions curiously come up and circle me, shaking their big manes of hair around their heads and making sure whoever sees them remembers why they are called kings. I wonder if they’ll pounce any second. My eyes don’t leave their giant paws, which are at least as big as my head. After a minute, I meet their yellow eyes, which look more human than animal, and it seems like they know a secret I don’t. Closing my eyes, their heads slanting towards me, their chins each take up one of my shoulders, as if approving of my presence here.

      My eyes snap open. A hand with olive skin like mine comes out of the cloak and touches the top of my head. When she puts her hand on me, a drumbeat starts, moving my body without my permission. Her mouth movies, but I can’t hear what she is saying because the drums get louder, a million voices chanting with the beat while I sway like a snake coming out of a basket at the sight of a flute master. Heat moves up my spine, crawling in a spiral like it’s wrapping every vertebrae. The way my hips swing opposite my shoulders and back makes me sway like I’m boneless. My thighs tremble. I have no control over my body, and that scares me.

      When the energy inching up my spine reaches the top of my head where the hand still holds me like she’s the puppet master to my puppet self, it exits through the top of my scalp, leaving me writhing with an orgasm like nothing I’ve experienced before. I almost think I’m having a seizure. Even that doesn’t stop my body as it continues undulating to the rhythm of the drums and chanting.

      My wetness runs down my thighs, puddling on the floor as waves of pleasure assault me. I think my heart might stop from the pleasure thrumming through me. It’s ultimate bliss and  a never-ending ecstasy.

      I don’t know how long it lasts. Time seems to move different here. Everything is like a second or an eternity, yet both are one and the same. As I’m thinking this, the hand moves away from me and everything stops. The drums and the chanting are gone, the orgasm is over, and I collapse in a heap at her feet. My pants are stuck to my thighs, my whole body is covered in sweat, and my nipples could poke holes in the marble floor, but that doesn’t stop the slow, long moan from escaping my lips. I should care that all these people witness this, but I feel so relaxed and whole for the first time in my life that I couldn’t care less.

      My heavy-lidded eyes raise to her face as I think, Who is this woman and what did she do to me? The lions stare at me with interest, one moving closer to lick my face while nudging me with its big head. I can only keep breathing. It’s all I can focus on right now.

      Reaching for me, I automatically take her hand, allowing her to help me to my feet. I mean, what else is she going to do? Give me another orgasm? I laugh at myself and hear her laughing too.

      “It’s rude to pry into peoples’ thoughts without permission, you know,” I say, a lot louder than I intend., My voice echoes through the temple.

      The collective, sharp intake of breath tells me I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Like that’s something new. She laughs again next to me and the sound of her voice makes me want to rub myself on her like a cat in heat. Yes, there is definitely something wrong with me. “It’s not just you, love, don’t fret,” she says, and I lower my eyes in embarrassment.

      She turns towards the crowd and I follow her with my eyes, only to see all the cloaks are off now and I’m staring at a sea of women in every shape, size, and color, all dressed exactly like me only in all black.

      Well, I guess I was the entertainment, I think grimly.

      No wonder Remi made me wear this color. She wanted me to separate myself from the women here.

      “That’s enough!” the priestess’s snaps, her voice like a whip. There is no trace of the humor or amusement there and I straighten up like a soldier at boot camp. I don’t think she appreciates my last comment, even if it is only in my head.

      Turning, she addresses the sea of women, their wide eyes beaming at me. “It has been a very long time, millennia in fact, since they have made us bow our backs, bend our knees to them, and submit!” she spits the last word like something vile. “In that time, we were their punching bags, their whores—undeserving creatures that were left at their mercy so they could keep us scared and under their control. They succeeded, for millennia they did. They turned sister against sister, and we let them. No more!”

      Every woman in the room hangs on every word she speak, her voice echoing and bouncing off the walls. It seeps through our flesh like healing balm, washing away any feelings of unworthiness, guilt, pain, and suffering that have built up over our many lifetimes.

      “You stand witness. I have had enough. You all stand as witness. I am taking back what they took from us. You stand witness to the rebirth of the Divine Feminine! You stand witness to my vessel!”

      Facing me, she grins, the excitement in the temple a palpable, tangible thing. But then it hits me.

      “Wait, what?” But it’s too late for me, and it’s a fact I know—knew even before I entered the temple.

      Throwing her cloak from her back, my mouth parts as I suck in a breath. I’m staring into a mirror. I am her and she is me. As I look at her eyes, I can picture the billions of years she has lived. In that moment, I’m witness to the birth of worlds and civilizations made and destroyed. She has seen it all. She has lived it all. The pain is there, the suffering of every single one of us … she carries it in her like it is her own—and it is her own because, vessel or not, she lives in every single one of us.

      Dropping to my knees in front of her, placing my hands and forehead on her feet, I can hear the reverent whispers of the women in the temple who are kneeling again, too. “Mother of Heaven, Inanna, the Goddess...” I lean on her feet while tears run down my face and I repeat, “Mother, Mother, Mother …”

      “Stand! You don’t need to kneel to me anymore, Alexia,” she says, and I gape at her.

      She is blurry from the tears still soaking my cheeks, but I do as she says, raising up on my legs that can barely hold my weight at the moment.

      She angles her head at me. “Have you spoken to anyone else but your sisters here?”

      I open my mouth to tell her I haven’t, only Remi, but an image slaps into me so hard I can’t say a word. Is this real or is this another one of the visions I used to have as a child? I really don’t know.

      Her hand touches my forehead, and I close my eyes as her soft laughter fills the space.  “I see my sister beat me to the gift bearing.” The shock on my face must be plain to see because she laughs harder. “Venus never was one with great patience, I assure you. Come, we need to finish this. There is much to be done. I have changed the rules of the game by pulling you here like this, but I have been patient enough. Every time you are reincarnated, they find a way to get to you before I do. Well, not anymore.”

      When she takes me to the altar, she points at it, as if she wants me to hop up there. I narrow my eyes and raise my eyebrows, thinking it will bite me if I touch it.

      “Come now, love, you are very important to me. Do you think I would hurt you in any way? You are my child. I only wish to protect you.”

      Her eyes shine with love and so much more. The strength of a warrior is mixed with something primal, something wild. Chills envelop my body as we continue to stare at each other, but after another couple moments, I step towards the altar, jumping on it.

      “Lay down, it’ll be easier. You might get dizzy if you’re sitting,” she says as she taps the cold slab of marble.

      I do as she says, and her chanting brings the drums back. I hope I don’t have another orgasm, although …

      When she places her hands on me—one on my stomach and one on my heart, the years of her existence flood me. Battle training, pleasure training, languages, history, geography, astronomy, and astrology. The information rushes through me, like I have spent lifetimes learning and practicing it. My head spins, black spots sprinkling my vision as my stomach lurches. I want to tell her to stop, that I don’t feel well, but I’m paralyzed. All I can do is look at her serene face, her eyes closed as she continues to chant, and tears run down my cheeks. The darkness tries to swallow me, but before it can, her eyes open and find mine.

      “Be sure you make us both proud, love. Remember I am always with you.” After her last word, she smiles so bright it’s like the sun is shining on me, but then the darkness comes back, carrying me into oblivion.
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      “Nurse, get someone! She’s waking up!” a familiar voice shouts.

      The constant beeping grates on my nerves, faint at first but growing louder with every passing minute. I want to cover my ears, but when I try, I can’t move my arms. When I open my eyes, I slap them closed a moment later because it’s much too bright, like I’m staring directly at the sun. I try to speak, but my dry throat makes my words come out as a gurgle. Did I drink an entire bottle of wine and sing karaoke last night? What has happened to me? I’m coming up blank.

      And can anyone stop that damn beeping? I scream in my throbbing head while moaning out loud.

      “Quick, get the doctor!”

      The faint sound of someone talking makes me stop struggling to move my arms. Where on Earth am I? Squinting so maybe I can see something, I almost vomit from the brightness. Cold hands attempt to pry my eyelids open, and when the person succeeds and pulls one up, another stabbing pain takes over. My mouth opens to scream, but again I can only gurgle, and even that hurts like a bitch.

      “Oh, she’s awake. Quick, we need to get her off life support!” an urgent voice exclaims. T

      Hands prop me on my side, pulling wires, tubes, and who knows what else off me while all I can do is observe. A tube is removed from my mouth—no wonder I couldn’t talk—and I am finally able to take a long, deep breath, so like I’ve been underwater too long I gasp for air.

      “Turn the lights off; it’s too bright!” I rasp. A second later, a wonderful shade comes over my face, allowing me to peek at the faces examining me from above.

      “How are you feeling, Ms. Semiramis? Can you see me well? Can you hear me?” asks someone, and I assume it’s a doctor.

      “Yes, I see and hear you perfectly fine, and as for how I feel … I feel like I’m two seconds from dying. Everything hurts, and I can’t move my arms or legs.”

      “You were not far from death, to be honest, and I can’t believe we’re actually having a conversation,” he replies while checking my vitals.

      “You flat-lined twice in the last twenty-four hours.”

      Now he has my full attention. “What do you mean by twenty-four hours? I’ve been here for an entire day?”

      He pauses, his concern-filled eyes falling to me. “Do you remember what happened? How you ended up here?”

      “Not really, no. But you didn’t answer my question. Have I been here an entire day?”

      “Ms. Semiramis, you’ve been here an entire week,” he says in a slow voice, almost like he’s speaking to a child.

      He says it like he’s talking to a child.

      My mind spins. A week? How did I end up here? A nightmare woke me up and I went to work. Lidia had been her usual self, all sunshine and rainbows. Philip …

      Oh. It all comes crashing into me with the speed of a train. The business meeting. The car crash.

      “Where is the man I was with? Is he okay? Is he alive?”

      “Yes, Mr. Stamelos is okay. Quite lucky, actually. He only had a few bruises and a concussion. The paramedics said you covered his body with your own, so you took most of the beating when the car flipped over from the impact. He is very grateful, hasn’t left your side for longer than ten or fifteen minutes, and even then, only when we forced him to eat or take a shower,” says the doctor.

      At his words, like the doctor has summoned him, Philip walks in and I can’t help but stare. He looks like he’s aged ten years. His clean-shaven face is covered with a beard and he looks like he hasn’t slept for ages. When my eyes meet his, I can see he’s fighting tears, but he looks down quickly so I can’t see anything else. While the doctor and nurses are making sure everything is okay, taking away the machines and other things, he sits and waits on the chair in the corner of the room, and since I can’t do anything else, I observe him. He gives me quick glances but otherwise looks at his hands in his lap.

      “I’ll be back to check on you shortly,” says the doctor as he steps out of the room, leaving the two of us staring at each other without a word.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, and he shakes his head with a humorless laugh.

      “You saved my life and almost died. Actually, you did die, many times over this past week. I watched all of it, and you’re asking me if I’m okay?” He stares at me with such anguish a lump forms in my throat that is almost impossible to swallow down.

      “We’re both alive, aren’t we? So, everything is good, right?” I try to make light of the situation.

      “No, Al, everything is not good. You know, I’ve been replaying the scenario in my head all week, trying to figure out what I would say when you woke up. How I’d express my gratitude for what you did, but now … Now I don’t know what to say because there’s nothing that will tell you how I …” his words trail off like he’s talking to himself, not to me.

      “Well, you’re welcome. You would’ve done the same, I’m sure. It’s what people do,” I say matter–of-factly. Then he laughs, and I gape at him.

      “No, actually, I wouldn’t have done the same, Al. That’s the problem. I’ve been a selfish bastard my whole life. I would’ve made sure I was okay and not you, to be honest.” He grips the sides of the chair he’s sitting on as if he is bracing for impact.

      I’m tired and sore and have no desire to argue, so I just shake my head at him sadly. “Well, I guess we are lucky I’m not you.” I add the last part more for myself than for him. “I need to get up.”

      I know I’m not allowed to move, but I can’t stave off this unexplainable need to stand up. Fidgeting, I start pulling off the attached monitors, telling Philip what to switch off so the alarms don’t alert the nurses that I’m going against their orders. As everything is turned off, I try standing up and Philip is instantly next to me to help. I want to object, but I let him help as long as he lets me be. We don’t talk much in the next couple of days. The hospital staff performs test after test, their comments about what a miracle I am and how I seemed to heal overnight ringing in my head, but I ignore it all. I want to get out of here. Philip doesn’t talk anymore but he’s a permanent fixture next to my hospital bed, even after I ask him to leave many times. At least he looks a little better now. Plus it looks like while I slept he shaved, so that’s a good thing.

      “So, can I go home now?” I look at the doctor hopefully.

      “Hmmmm. Well, I can’t see why not. I have no explanation how this recovery is possible, but I have no reason to keep you here,” he says as if he regrets that I’m not going to be his lab rat anymore. Actually, I’m sure he does.

      “Wonderful. Then I’ll be out of your hair in the next hour or so,” I say, smiling.

      “Not so fast, Ms. Semiramis. I’ll sign the release papers, but a nurse is coming with you until I’m sure you are good to be left alone—miracle recovery or not.” He frowns at me. My mouth falls open to argue when the door opens and a woman walks in, smiling from ear to ear.

      “This is the patient, Doctor?” She speaks to him, but I’m the one who can’t stop staring at her. She looks so familiar, but I can’t place where I have seen her before.

      “Yes. Ms. Semiramis, this will be your live-in nurse for a while. Remi, this is Ms. Semiramis.”

      At her name, another set of memories hits me and everything comes together. Glancing at her, she winks.

      “Nice to meet you, Miss …”

      “You can call me Al,” I cut her off.

      “Al,” she repeats, and her eyes crinkle in the corners as she tries not to laugh. I smile at her, too, until I realize the doctor and Philip are looking at both of us like we’ve lost our minds.

      “Right. I’m out of here,” I say as I get off the bed to start dressing.

      “I need to finish a couple of things here,” Remi says. “I’ll meet you at your apartment shortly. It’s the address we have on file, correct?”

      “Yes,” I answer from behind the bathroom door.

      “I’ll take her home,” Philip tells the doctor, and then the room goes silent. When I walk out of the bathroom dressed in sweats and a t-shirt Philip got from the gift shop downstairs earlier, he jumps up off the chair.

      “Oh, I thought you’d left to go outside.”

      He doesn’t answer, just grabs the plastic bag and my purse and starts walking out. I follow. Who cares about his attitude as long as I get out of here and get home? I don’t have to deal with him anymore after that.

      The drive takes longer. He’s driving like he thinks I might jump out of the car if we move faster than five miles an hour. I keep my mouth shut. I just need to get home and I’ll be fine. We park and both walk out of the car. I’m looking at him warily, hoping he doesn’t plan on hanging around, but I say nothing. I’m grateful my neighbor Mark doesn’t come out to give his two cents, but then again, he wouldn’t when he sees a man. He’s tough but only when women are around.

      I unlock the door, walk in, and as I turn around to tell Philip thank you and good bye, he takes the door handle, makes me take a step back, walks in, and closes it behind him. I don’t have time to react. He wraps his arms around me, crushing me to his chest and holding me like that for a second. I’m shocked by the action and just stare at him like a deer in headlights. He leans his head forward and his lips touch mine softly, tenderly at first, and since I didn’t object(I was in shock by all this, remember)he takes this as encouragement to part my lips with his tongue and his kiss turns from gentle to urgent. Turning around, he has me pinned to the door. His energy changes from caring and worry into something primal. I can’t just sense it, I can taste it, too. His left hand is in my hair, controlling the movement of my head while he is holding my hip with his right. I can feel his erection pressing on my belly, pulsing even through his pants and the sweats I wear. My mind is reeling from what’s happening so I stupidly go along with it until he moves away and starts kissing down my neck. His hand goes under my shirt, grabbing my breast and pinching my nipple. He is moaning like a man dying of thirst after his first sip of water. I can finally take a proper breath.

      When I can finally take a proper breath, I shout, “Stop!” Nothing stops; his thigh lodges between mine and he starts moving it in rhythm with his hips.

      “Philip! Stop! Right now!” I snap at him and grab his shoulders to push him away. He doesn’t let go but lifts his head and looks at me with heavy-lidded eyes.

      “I want you. I don’t know what is going on with me, but I have never wanted anything more in my life,” he growls, and my blood freezes in my veins. He sounds possessed and acts more like an animal than a man. Fuck! I need to get myself out of this. Talk, Al, fucking talk! Get his mind off whatever it’s stuck on, my mind screams at me.

      “Philip, you need to stop and let me go. I don’t know what’s going on, but you don’t even like me, remember? Stop, please. Let’s talk about this,” I say it as calmly as I can. His body is still pressed to mine, and while he never takes his eyes off me, I feel him move. I thought I got through to him, but he only moved so he could slide to his knees in front of me, and still staring into my eyes like some sort of predator, he slides both hands under my shirt. I grab his wrists. “I asked you to stop!”

      “I know what you asked, Al, but I’m telling you, I can’t. You’re right. I don’t like you, you and your know-it-all attitude, and ‘I’m too smart for you’ remarks. I was there in the hospital for a whole week because I felt responsible for you being hurt. Then two days ago, before you woke up, something happened. I could smell your skin from across the room like it was luring me to come taste it. I’ve had many women in my life, Al, but I’ve never felt anything like it. It’s been driving me so crazy that I almost locked us in the hospital room, but I had to wait until no one could disturb us. Now I can taste you as much as I want.”

      He’s talking like he’s giving a confession on his knees in front of me, and I’m glad, because as long as he’s talking, he can’t do anything else. Lifting my shirt, he starts kissing my stomach and moving up towards my chest. My body starts shaking.

      “Stop this, Philip. This is not like you. Maybe you were hurt more than they thought. Stop it!” I scream the last part, trying to push him away with my legs. I only move a little, but his body flies back like a rag doll. He slams into the armchair closest to the door and drops unconscious to the floor. Holy shit! I have to get out of here. I grab the door and fling it open, slamming face first into someone’s chest.
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      “You’re in a hurry.” I look up into the face of no one else but Thomas Bail.

      “I waited a week to see if the problem was solved, but no such luck with you. A person just can’t kill you and make it look like an accident, can they? You have to stay alive.” His cold eyes are looking at me like I am a bug he is planning to squash.

      “Mr. Bail, what are you doing here?” I say out loud, but inside I’m screaming, Think, Al, think if you want to live.

      “I came to make sure that you are not here, or anywhere for that matter, but I see if I want something done, I need to do it myself. At least that bitch grandmother of yours was easy to get rid of,” he gloats, then laughs at the shock on my face.

      “Aw, poor little Alexia,” he mocks. “You’re stupid enough to believe that you had something to do with her death.”

      He keeps laughing. To be honest, I don’t remember anything from that night apart from my grandmother jumping up in the middle of our lesson, telling me to grab the three butterfly figurines from the dresser in her bedroom, and sending me to the attic. Years ago, we had painted the sigils on the attic door together for fun and she used to make me go inside and sit there as a game we played. I’d sing a song she taught me while she tried to open the door with spells. It never worked. I always had to open the attic door from the inside and she was always very happy that I won. She also made sure that after each time we played this game, I would sit on my knees in front of her with my palms up and she would bring an offering bowl full of sea salt. Standing in front of me, she would start mumbling words I never understood, but they sounded more like a snake hissing than her talking, while she held a pinch of salt between three fingers circling my head over and over. When she stopped talking, she would throw the salt over my left shoulder and repeat the process three times. When that was done, she would make me lick her finger that she had the salt on. It always made me act like I couldn’t exactly remember what we actually did that day. That night was different. I ran and did as she asked, and as I was opening the attic door, I heard the front door crash open, the windows throughout the house burst like a bomb had exploded, and I crouched down covering my head with one arm while holding the figurines against my chest with the other.

      “You will not have her this time, Tiamat, you are too late,” I heard my grandmother say and the screech that followed was so loud that my ears bled from the sound. I got such a horrible headache and I thought I would pass out right there at the threshold.

      “You’ll tell me where she is before you die, witch!” said a raspy woman’s voice that sounded more snake than human. “You’ll tell me while you beg for your life!”

      The threat chilled me to the bone. I got up to go help my grandmother but her next words stopped me. “No, pussycat! Go, sing,” she said in her native tongue.

      She always said that when she wanted me to hide in the attic and sing that song. I debated whether I should obey, but I knew her. If anyone could deal with that creature—whatever it was—it’d be her. So, I turned, entered the attic, and closed the door. I had no idea how long I sat there singing, but after a while, the crashing sounds stopped, and I stopped. Everything stopped and there was only silence. I waited for a long time for her to come get me, but she never called out for me to open the door like she used to. I was fifteen years old. When I finally came out, the house looked like a tornado had hit it, and in the middle of the broken pieces was her body, all twisted. Her open, unseeing eyes were staring in my direction like they were accusing me of being a coward, and I was. I should’ve stayed to help, but no, I hid and she died for it. I’ve carried my guilt and shame for years, and now this … this person—whoever he is—is telling me he knows what happened. If I’m smart, I’ll push him out of the way and run for my life, but as you already know, I have a death wish.

      “It’s okay, love, I’m with you.” This time, I’m very happy to hear the husky woman’s voice in my mind, and I reply, “Mother.”

      “I see I got your attention,” says Thomas.

      “Yes, as you can see, you did. What do you know about my grandmother’s death?”

      “Let’s go inside. We don’t need an audience.” He pushes me inside and I stumble back just as I hear Philip swearing behind me. Shit. I forgot all about him.

      “You bitch!” he starts, but he shuts his mouth and widens his eyes when he sees Thomas Bail looking at him.

      “Mr. Bail? What are you doing here?”

      I guess he remembers he is on the floor in my apartment, so he continues like it’s the most normal thing in the world to nap on the floor of an employee’s apartment.

      “I helped Ms. Semiramis home from the hospital, but I guess my

      concussion is not healed yet. I must have zoned out or something.”

      I want to laugh at how stupid that sounds, but I don’t have a chance because Thomas speaks.

      “Yes, I’m sure. Maybe that’s why she stinks like you. I’m sure she was helping you walk,” he says sarcastically.

      Philip goes red in the face, either with embarrassment or fury, but I can’t really tell which.

      “Well, it’s really none of your business, now is it?” he snaps. “Why are you here? Making sure your investment is protected?”

      “No,” was the short reply.

      Thomas grabs my shoulder and leads me further inside the small, one-bedroom apartment. I wasn’t planning on living here long, so it serves its purpose, but with these two standing in the middle of it—both over six feet tall—it looks crowded. They are staring at each other like roosters squaring off. Thomas pushes me onto the sofa and I slam into it. He is much stronger than he looks.

      “I’m going to make a phone call, and then we will sort this out once and for all. None of you move,” he says and walks a few steps towards my small kitchen. As soon as he starts mumbling in a strange language, I turn to Philip.

      “You need to leave. Right now!” I say, my voice filled with urgency.

      “Why? You like older men?” he spits at me.

      “Philip, please. I’ll forget everything that happened if you just go. I’m begging you.”

      Instead of leaving, he sits next to me and puts his hand on my thigh. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re mine.” The possession in his tone is so absurd that I can’t help it. I laugh. If the history with my grandmother repeats itself, we are probably both going to die, and he’s still thinking with his penis. Men!

      “I’m glad that you’re in a good mood, Alexia. I do hope we can do this nicely and you’ll cooperate,” says Thomas, obviously finished with his conversation since he is walking towards the armchair.

      Before I even say a word, Philip opens his mouth, “Who is Alexia?”

      “I see you two are very close, but not first name basis close.” Thomas chuckles and looks at Philip. “Your little sweetheart over here. Her real name is Alexia Semiramis.”

      He looks at me as he speaks my name. The moment his eyes land on mine, the now-welcome wave of energy rises from the soles of my feet to the top of my head, and when it thrums through my body, Philip starts breathing heavily next to me.

      “Stop it!” I snap between my teeth at him. What the hell is wrong with him? His injury must have been much worse than just a concussion. He’s lost his damn mind. He’s a very good-looking guy, with a tall, athletic body, wavy brown hair, and the face of an angel. It’s not like he needs to walk around forcing himself at women because they’ll jump on him every chance they get.

      “Your name is Alexia?” He growls. “I like it.”

      I slap his hand that’s crawling up my thigh and Thomas laughs again, looking pointedly at Philip’s crotch. It’s kind of hard to miss, if I’m being honest, but that’s the least of my worries. I can see we are all stuck here, but I want information, so no looking back now. I’ll deal with the ramifications later.

      “You were going to tell me about how I had nothing to do with my grandmother’s death,” I say to Thomas, and Philip stills next to me.

      “Ah! Yes! Margaret!” says Thomas, almost like he’s talking about a lover. My stomach churns. “You see, I knew her long before you were born. She was a feisty little thing, only too smart for her own good.”

      Philip butts in. “The woman you thought was a ghost?” He looks from me to Thomas like he’s watching a tennis match.

      “Yes. You see, Alexia looks exactly like Margaret, only at the time I was so shocked I didn’t notice the height difference. Alexia here is much taller, but that face … I will never forget that face.” He narrows his eyes at me.

      “Well, you can’t have Alexia, sorry,” Philip says, as if he’s talking about an object, and I gape at him. The guy seriously has a problem.

      “Oh, don’t worry, chap, she’s all yours—or what’s left of her if she doesn’t tell me what I need to know,” Thomas informs him casually, like we are discussing the weather.

      “I thought you needed to tell me something, not the other way around,” I say as calmly as I can, but my hands start pulsing.

      “Considering the situation, I don’t see why not,” says Thomas. “You see, we’ve been looking for three potions that are very important to us.”

      “Who’s ‘us?’” I ask, but he continues like I haven’t spoken.

      “Those potions were made a very, very long time ago and the recipe is long lost so they can’t be made again. They were passed from generation to generation among a family of witches and every time we got close enough to take them, the witches hid them from us. So, when we couldn’t find the potions, we made sure we destroyed the vessel.”

      He notices my jolt at that word, smiles an evil smile, and I see his eyes flash red for a second before he continues with his story. “Yes, I see you know what I’m talking about. In every lifetime, when the potions are hidden, you die, little witch. Every lifetime, they’d rather sacrifice you than give them to us. This time, I imagine Margaret got too attached to you, her precious little granddaughter. She would rather die than let us get our hands on you. You see, even if she gave you away, she would still have died, only maybe a less painful death. But we all pay for disobeying the gods, don’t we?”

      My mind is going three-hundred miles an hour with everything he is saying. What potions? They asked my grandmother to let them kill me? They have killed me in all my lifetimes? Where are these potions and what do they do? I guess the last one came out loud because Thomas answers.

      “That stupid creature, Anzu, stole the Tablets of Destiny, and Tiamat wants to make sure she finds it before Enlil, but the only way to find Anzu is by traveling to the realm where he is hiding. Those potions are the only way anyone, even the gods, can travel there and back without being wiped out from the web of life. That bitch Inanna made sure to beg her father Sin to hide the gateways, so only the one willing to sacrifice everything for his passion—that being the passion for the vessel—can find them, but the key is in those potions.” His tone rings with annoyance.

      “So what now? You going to kill me? Be my guest. I’ve had enough bullshit to last me ten lifetimes this round,” I say as I stand up.

      “Over my dead body,” says Philip as he jumps to his feet beside me, reminding me he has been there the whole time.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I snap at him.

      “I’m planning to put this grandpa on his ass.”

      He takes two steps and swings at Thomas. I am expecting Thomas to be knocked down, to be honest, but as Philip’s fist flies towards his face, he just raises his hand and Philip is on the floor, unconscious again. Poor guy.

      “Well, now that the human is out of the way, let’s get to business,” says Thomas as he steps over Philip’s body to sit in the armchair.

      “Where are the potions, Alexia?” he asks sternly.

      “I know as much as you do.” I shrug.

      “I know Margaret told you, I’m sure of it. You meant too much to her not to. So, think hard if you don’t want her fate. Remember the stories she might have told you, the favorite places you should visit … or anything else you can recall.”

      I keep thinking about the butterfly figurines on my dresser, but those have no liquid in them or anything. They’re solid. I should know, since they’re the only things I own that mean more to me than my life.

      “Her fate or not, I don’t know what to tell you. I’ve never heard of any potions until you told me about them just now.” I brace myself. This is it.

      He lifts his hand again and my throat contracts. I can’t breathe. I grab it with both hands as if that will help, but nothing. I’m starting to see dark spots within seconds.

      “Let go, love. I need your trust. Let go of your control.”

      I hear the husky voice in my head and I instantly obey. I relax, even as the darkness is closing in on me and I’m suffocating. Suddenly, I can breathe. The pressure around my throat disappears, leaving Thomas frowning. His mouth opens as if he is about to say something when the front door swings open and in walks a lady around my age, thirty five, maybe thirty six. She is short, around Remi’s height, with brown hair cut in a bob and green eyes that look like the might spit fire at any moment.. Storming in, she raises both hands, veering straight for Thomas.

      “Repeat after me, sister!” she says, and instantly I nod.

      “Darksome night and shining moon, hearken to our joyous tune. North, East, South and West, we call ye forth to bless. Earth and Air, Fire and Water, come and join your daughters. Body, Mind, Spirit, and Heart make sacred this space, a world apart. Great Spirit, Divine One, Creator of all, answer our most reverent call. The light is unbroken; freeze the time. Our magick is spoken.”

      We say this in unison and Thomas freezes like a stone statue. I have no idea how I know what to say, and I look at the woman who’s smiling at me.

      “Well done, sap, now let’s go. This won’t hold the warlock for long,” she says with a British accent, her eyes glistening like stars.

      “I’m Jezzinta, by the way,” she adds.

      Gaping at her, I’m frozen in the spot I stand.

      “Don’t just stand there, sis, move! We have to go!” She reaches for me but I pull away.

      “I have to get a few things,” I say as I run to the bedroom.

      I grab my little roll-on suitcase, throw some changes of clothes inside, grab a few things from the drawers, and add a couple of hand towels. Jezzinta is looking at me from the doorway.

      “Planning on going on a holiday? I’m sure they have towels,” she says jokingly.

      I ignore the comment and start wrapping my butterfly figurines. When she sees them, she stops smiling and comes to help.

      “You need to work on your sense of humor, sis. It’s nowhere to be found,” she mumbles while wrapping the last figurine.

      “I know. I left it in my other pants.”

      She laughs again as we put everything in the bag and step towards the door, but my eyes land on Philip sitting in the middle of the living room, holding his head. He is mumbling something, but I don’t have time, so I walk past him towards the front door with Jezzinta at my heels.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he yells after me. I turn around to tell him to go home, but as I open my mouth, I see his eyes roll to the back of his head. It’s lights out again for him.

      “Are we going or are you two planning on standing there all night? I can’t leave you alone for an hour, Alexia. Look at this mess.” I turn around and Remi is standing at the open front door with her hands on her hips.

      “Hello, sister,” says Jezzinta as she leans in for a hug.

      “It’s been a long time,” says Remi.

      “Let’s go,” they both say at the same time, and with one last look at the two men and my apartment, I walk out of the life I had known and silently close the door.
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      “He actually did all that, and the only thing you could think of was to zap him??” Jezzinta looks appalled by my reaction to my story about Philip’s sticky fingers … and other parts.

      “I would’ve ripped off his joystick and fed it to him,” says Remi casually.

      I widen my eyes at her. “You wouldn’t, and as I said, there’s something wrong with him. It’s not like him. I would bet my life that he doesn’t like me, much less want me. Maybe something really went wrong in his head from the accident,” I add, quietly shaking my head.

      “Of course, because everyone comes away from accidents with an erection and sticky fingers while trying to force themselves on you.” Jezzinta rolls her eyes. We’re sitting on plush pillows thrown around a cozy living room. I stretch out as much as I can. My body feels as battered as my soul,  like I’ve lived a few lifetimes in a matter of a week.

      Remi is sitting across from me, a solemn expression shimmering from her eyes. “What?” It’s unnerving to see her looking at me like that with those ancient eyes of hers.

      “What makes you think he wasn’t like that always? People are good at pretending to be not interested and normal in order to blend in, then when you least expect it, they’ll strike. Like vipers.” There are no emotions in her voice while she talks, but she’s studying me.

      “I’m not a little girl, Remi. I think I’d know if a man is interested in me that way. I’m telling you, there’s something fishy going on. Yes, okay. He loves making me sweat and be uncomfortable. I can’t deny that, but I’m neither naïve nor a fool to not notice if there was an attraction there. I feel everyone’s energy, remember?”

      I’m tired and all I want to do is have a nap, but we need to stop talking about penises and sticky fingers so we can come up with a plan for our next steps. Surely by now, Thomas is out of his frozen state and is looking for me. “Can we talk about something productive for a while, please? For example, what do we do now?” I glance at both of them in turn.

      Remi looks at me for a few more seconds with those eyes of hers—it’s unnerving, I’m telling you—then she turns to Jezzinta. “When did you get into town, sister? I thought your mother had other plans for you.”

      “Lilith is stern and headstrong. I’ll give you that much,” says Jezzinta, all serious now. “But she loves all her daughters, no matter if we’re her sister’s vessel or not.” She quickly looks at me and then back to Remi. “She saw it coming, you know, as soon as word got out that Inanna is changing her game.”

      “And what? Now she wants to join, too?” asks Remi with her left eyebrow raised. “I find it hard to believe she’ll want to get her favorite daughter involved if there isn’t something in it for her.” Remi stretches and folds her arms on her chest, looking suspiciously at Jezzinta.

      “No one wants Tiamat to get her hands on the tablets, Remi, and you know that as well as I do. I don’t know why we’re even having this conversation. I almost had that demon Pazazu cornered and sealed when she called me to come here. I’d say it was perfect timing, considering Alexia would’ve been waiting on her next reincarnation if I’d gotten there a couple of minutes later. The sap was standing there like an ornament while the warlock choked the life out of her.” She shakes her head and stands up. “It’s tea time for us sophisticated creatures. Do you ladies want to join me for a cuppa?” she asks over her shoulder while walking towards the kitchen.

      We’re in a beautiful little cottage-style two-story house situated in the middle of a wooded area just outside of LA. We drove here in Jezzinta’s Nissan Micra, a cute little silver car that she apparently brought over from the UK with her. I’m lucky Remi decided to take the back seat or I would’ve had to put my legs in my pockets. The house looks and is much bigger on the inside than it does on the outside. Very strange. To my right sits a nice fireplace with beautiful, intricate metal around it, and when I look closer, I can see the carved figures of lovers embracing in many different positions. All around them there are vines twisting and turning through bodies with tiny little roses blooming on them. It’s magical craftsmanship that reminds me of the sanctuary close to the temple where I was initiated as a vessel.

      “Whose house is this?” I ask, climbing to my feet. “I think I need a shower before I do anything else. I feel yucky. Jez, can I please have a cup of strong black coffee as well and no sugar with the cup of tea? I need it.” Remi chuckles even before I hear Jezzinta yell from the kitchen.

      “Eww, coffee is disgusting. What on earth is wrong with you Americans? That dirt water is beyond me!”

      “I’m not American, FYI,” I say, laughing. “And coffee, my friend, is the elixir of life, unless you want me walking around like a zombie with a bitchy attitude.”

      “Never argue with a Brit about tea, sister. You’ll never win.” Remi is still laughing.

      I shake my head and follow Jezzinta in the kitchen. It’s a beautiful homey-looking kitchen with mahogany cabinets and a big six-burner gas stove on top of a double oven, just like my grandmother’s. Sadness creeps in but I push it away. I want to tell them what Thomas was gloating about, but not now. First, I need to wash the day from me first.

      “Can I have a shower and then we have the tea—and coffee?” I add the last with a grin on my face. Jezzinta scrunches her cute little nose but smiles.

      “Go ahead. It’s up the stairs, on your right. And walk through the house, sap. You should know what’s where. It’s your house, after all,” she says as I walk away.

      Her words stop me in my tracks. “Say what, now?” Gaping at her, her eyes crinkle and light up with humor.

      “Close your eyes before they fall out of your face! You’ll need them.”

      She laughs even harder at what I’m assuming are my eyes going even rounder. Her laugh rings clear and feminine like twinkling bells. Since my voice is quite deep, I’ve always admired women with that sound. I can’t stop the smile that stretches my lips.

      “Jez, you’re not making sense. I would’ve known if I had a house here. I assure you this is not my house, and I hope whoever owns it doesn’t come here and put all three of us in jail.”

      “No one is coming here but us, sap. Margaret had this house built for you when you were a child and asked my coven to look after it. She figured the less connection it had to you, the better, but if you ever needed it, you’d always have a place to stay.” She looks up from the teapot she pulls out.

      “That woman did everything possible and impossible to make sure you’re safe this time, Alexia. She stood up and argued with gods and demons alike to protect you. I don’t know about the rest of them, but I can tell you Lilith admired her for it, and that’s why we agreed to look after this place for you until you were ready to use it. It’s protected with the most powerful spells and sigils. Since your blood was added to the foundations of the house, no one can enter the perimeter unless they’re human. Of that you can be certain.” She smiles but I can see the sadness she’s trying to hide—the same sadness I’m hiding myself.

      “I thought it’d be for nothing, to be honest, just like always. I guess even I underestimated her love for you.”

      The weight of her words hang over me, but I’m not sure what to say, so instead of replying to that, I tell her, “I’ll have a shower now, then I’ll come join you again.”

      The warm water running over every inch of my body and hair is like heaven. It washes away all the worries, stress, and negativity from days past and I lift my face up to it. Just breathe, I tell myself. As my hands glide over my sore muscles, it’s like new ones are replacing them. I feel better, stronger, and more like myself. Well, myself from a long time ago, when all the shit life has thrown my way didn’t happen. Water always does that for me. As I’m washing out the shampoo, I almost think there are four hands in my hair. While mine wash the hair, the other two hands massage my skull with strong fingers. I can’t help the moan that falls past my lips.

      “You always do that when I touch your hair, my love,” a deep, masculine voice whispers in my ear. Goosebumps cover me from head to toe instantly. I open my eyes and turn around so fast I almost slip on the tiles, but I catch myself just in time. There’s no one there, but now my eyes are burning from the shampoo. I splash water in my face, berating myself for being an idiot. A man in the shower. Out of thin air. Right!

      You are pathetic, Al. It’s been long, but that doesn’t mean you should start having imaginary friends.

      I’m angry at myself. Is five minutes of peace too much to ask for? Obviously, even being a vessel doesn’t change the fact that I’m nuts. My celibate state is my own choice, though. I don’t like a man touching me. It’s better for my wellbeing that way. Besides, no one wants to touch this Al. They wanted the Al with her hair done, makeup in place, dressed in second-skin clothing, arm candy. They want the one who’ll smile politely when she wants to scream, nod when she wants to punch you, and keep her mouth shut when she has plenty to say. Tough luck for them! That Al died not a long time ago and I am the one who buried her. I even had my own ceremony and everything.

      Annoyed, I continue with my shower. Closing my eyes, a sense of calm washes over me. No matter how bad things get, the water always does that for me, and I’m grateful. I was told it’s rare that a person can be water and fire elementals at the same time, but it’s not like everything else about me is normal, so why not be a freak in the witch communities, too? I can manipulate fire, but water is more natural, like it’s an extension of me. It takes very little effort for me to use, so that is my go to. I make it wrap itself around me like a blanket and hold me for a while. It helps me feel safe, loved even. I didn’t notice it at first, but the stirring of air at my back makes me catch my breath.

      “Ah, no. No more freaking out, just breathe, my love. It’s only me,” the male voice says as his body lines up with mine, pressing to my back. “I have missed you immensely.”

      He wraps his strong arms around my waist. Since I’m crazy—as we all established by this point—I figure I will allow it for now even when everything in me says to push him away. Leaning my back into him, he sighs as if I’ve just offered him the world. His arms hug me more firmly and his breath tickles as he starts kissing down my neck. Slow, sensual kisses from the back of my ear towards my shoulder are followed by his tongue tracing the line he made. He nips at me where my neck meets the shoulder and I moan. I have an amazing imagination, obviously. An imaginary lover is much better than one you can find as a living, breathing human. He chuckles and bites my ear.

      “No other lovers, my love, breathing or otherwise. You don’t want me to melt the flesh off their bones, now do you?” he says and I laugh.

      “Yes, of course, because my imaginary lover will destroy anyone that will touch me. Where were you when I needed you to help me before, huh?” He stills behind me, his arms squeezing around my waist and causing me to cry out.

      “I’m sorry, my love, I never wanted to hurt you. I couldn’t find you for a long time or I would’ve been there. While hiding you to protect you, they hid you from me as well,” he says, giving me a soft kiss on my cheek. “I will correct my mistake, of that you can be certain.” There is a promise in his voice that scares me, but this is my imagination, right? So, of course I’d come up with something like that to make me feel safer. That thought makes me relax.

      “Less talking now. I have missed you very much. I need to feel you.” Caressing my body like a summer breeze, his fingers glide along my body like feathers, leaving goosebumps in their wake. One hand softly massages my breast, tugging gently on my nipple while the other slides between my thighs and circles my wetness, making me tilt my hips towards him with a loud moan. I lift my arms over my head. My eyes are closed, and I bury my fingers in his hair. It’s soft and my fingers slide through the strands like they are silk.

      “When I hear your moan, that sound brings me to my knees, my love. It’s been a long time. Careful, I don’t think I can control myself as I would like,” he whispers, and I the wild hammering of the heart in his chest on my back.

      “And who asked you to control yourself, lover? Let’s see what you got,” I say breathlessly.

      His hands are driving me insane as I start writhing in his arms. It’s not enough. I need more, but he is taking his sweet time touching, exploring, and caressing. I move one of my arms, thinking I can help him with that, but as I reach between my thighs, he grabs my wrist and pulls it back up.

      “There was a time when I used to be the impatient one.” He laughs softly in my ear. “I like this turn of events.”

      If he doesn’t do something, I think I’m going to combust any second now. Whining in protest, he finally moves his hand from my breast to my neck and, holding my throat, he lifts my head up so it leans on his shoulder while his other hand moves from between my legs to rest my hip. He tilts me back, his erection sliding between my thighs, but not entering, just gliding between them, teasing me. Pinning me to his body, his teeth find my shoulder and bite down. My body stretches in ecstasy, but all I can do is breathe and moan.

      “I love the taste of your skin.” He licks a long, slow line down my neck. “I could spend eternity tasting it.”

      “Good for you, but it’s not good for me,” I tell him, and he chuckles.

      “You always were a feisty little thing, weren’t you? It’s usually you doing the teasing, so let me enjoy this,” he says.

      “There are other things to enjoy,” I tell him.

      As if he had enough of it too, he enters me. We fit like I was made for him and him for me, like a key in a lock. My breath catches in my throat on a silent scream while he moans loud and long in my ear. I know I’m about to climax from this alone, but as his hips touch my behind, he freezes. Along with the sound of the water, all I can hear is our combined breathing in synchronized, short, shallow breaths.

      “Yes, it has been too long, and I can’t be very gentle this time. Forgive me, my love.”

      I am just about to tell him there is nothing to forgive when he moves my hands to place them on the tiles in front of me, grabs my hips with both hands, lifts them up a little and starts slamming into my body like he wants to enter me with his entire being, not just his penis. Oh, and what a glorious penis it turns out to be, I think in delirium. I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this before in my life. He keeps at it with a fast, even rhythm and all I can do is hold on to the wall like my life depends on it. Maybe it does, who knows? But what a way to go, right? I’m close, oh so very close, but I just can’t pass that thin little line that will take me where I need to go. As if reading my mind, he leans his head towards me and bites me hard on my shoulder. Millions of stars and colors explode behind my closed lids and I convulse in his hands for who knows how long. Through the haze of my ecstasy, he calls out my name like a prayer on his lips as he pulses inside me, which brings another orgasm that shakes me to my core. When everything is over, I lean my head on my hands on the tiles, breathing heavily like I just ran a marathon. He leans his head on my back, and we stay like this for a while, trying to breathe while still joined as one.

      “I think we are about to have company,” he says, laughing. “I had better go now. It’s not the right time for me to be seen. For their sake, not mine,” he adds. He kisses me gently on my back, then I don’t feel him anymore.

      There is a knock on the door.

      “Hey, sap, did you drown in there? You need a hand or CPR or something?” Jezzinta calls from behind the door.

      “I’m coming in a second, almost done!” I yell, still attempting to catch my breath while my mind is trying to understand what the hell just happened.

      “Okay, tea is getting cold,” says Jezzinta.

      The sound of her footsteps tell me she is walking away and I swear I hear her say, “I thought you already came twice. I guess three is the sacred number around here,” with laughter in her voice, but as nuts as I am, I could’ve imagined it, just like the amazing lover I imagined that I think messed me up for any man out there. The sad part? I didn’t even imagine his face. I have no idea what he looks like. The only thing I remember is a heart-shaped tattoo on his forearm. How pathetic is that!

      I turn the water off and grab the towel to dry myself. My body is deliciously sore, unlike previously, like I truly made love to a man. It must be because it’s been a long time, and it’s not like I’ve taken the time to take care of that aspect myself. As I start putting my bra on, I look in the mirror and freeze. There, on my right shoulder, are traces of where his teeth held me. They’re fading as I watch, but that brings dread to my stomach. Did this really happen? Was he really here? As if that wasn’t scary enough, the blood drains from my face and my eyes look too big in the mirror where I’m staring at myself.

      What the fuck did I just do?
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      “You look refreshed, sister,” Remi says, but she has a strange expression on her face. Then I realize she’s trying very hard to keep a straight face.

      I look at Jezzinta and her eyes aim down as she says, “Yes, very refreshed!”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. My mind is still spinning and I have no desire to socialize at the moment. As I’m about to tell them I am tired and am in need of a nap, they both burst out laughing, and.

      I jerk my head from one to the other. “What? What’s so funny?” I snap, and they both stop and look at me with raised eyebrows.

      “Easy, killer, we just didn’t take you for a screamer, that’s all. You know, when you were taking your tension out in the shower? By the sound of it, it’s been awhile, huh?” Remi wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Oh, fuck.” I know my face is turning all shades of red. Great. They heard the whole thing. Things can’t get any worse.

      “It’s okay, sister, we all need to take care of business from time to time, especially when there’s a lack of time for any type of relationship.” Jezzinta is trying to make me feel better, but it’s not working. I can’t tell them right now. I need time to think, so I change the subject.

      “Yeah, a long time. Anyway, I’d like to know what our plan is, and I could kill for a cup of coffee.” Walking to the pot, I try not to look at them.

      “Well, we’ll be staying here for a while since it’s the safest place for us while we wait for the full moon,” says Remi.

      Jezzinta continues, “We need to do a ritual. Well, you need to do it, anyway. It’s the only way to find out where and how to find the potions. We need to call on Sin, or Nanna, however you wish to call him, the god of the sun. He’ll tell you what we should do next, since he’s the one that helped Inanna hide them through the web.”

      “What, she can’t ask him? He’s her father, after all.” I’m suspicious. They look too mellow, both of them. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Calm down, we’re not here to do anything to you. We’re here to help, remember?” I can tell Remi is annoyed with me, but I don’t understand why.

      “I didn’t say you were trying to do anything. My question was ‘what are you not telling me?’ I can see it in both of you. I don’t need to know you for years to know what you’re thinking. I can feel your energy, and energy never lies.”

      “I can see you weren’t joking,” Jezzinta says to Remi like I haven’t spoken. “The gifts are manifesting very fast.”

      “Yes, mother said they would, but she wasn’t sure how fast,” answers Remi.

      “Do you think maybe we should test them, see which are manifesting

      first so we know what to do?” They talk like I’m not even there, and I want to throw my cup at them.

      “I’m standing right here! You can see me, right?” I ask a little louder than I should. They both glance at me again.

      “Are you okay, sister? I thought that shower did you some good, but you look like you’re ready to sacrifice a virgin,” Jezzinta says, and I can see she’s worried.

      “I’m fine. I just don’t like it when I have no control over my life, and lately, I have none,” I say out loud, but in my head, I remind myself I have no control of my body, either.

      “There is something else you’re not telling us,” says Remi.

      I raise my eyebrows and swallow hard. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. I guess you’ll tell us when you’re ready. I need to remember you’re a grown woman.” She shakes her head.

      This is getting us nowhere, so I prod. “You were telling me about the ritual. What kind of ritual is it?”

      “Come on, let’s look through Margaret’s Book of Shadows and we’ll see what we need for it. I might have to drive to town to get few things if there aren’t any on the shelves.”

      Jezzinta jumps up and walks out of the kitchen where we’re all sitting. I follow and after a few seconds, with a heavy sigh, so does Remi. Looking at the book, I can’t keep my awe hidden. It looks almost identical to the one she had while I was growing up, but with a slight difference. The weight of the book is different. This one is much heavier, and the energy I feel from it almost brings me to my knees. The leather cover is much softer and I can’t tell what it’s made of. There’s a beautiful stamped tree of life in the middle of it and scrolls with vines framing it. Under the tree is the symbol of the triple Goddess with a golden tint, and it shimmers as you move it. Two leather straps come out of the binding to be twisted around it and tie it when it isn’t in use. I have a feeling this one is much older than the one I’ve seen her use. Even the pages look like they are made of some unearthly fiber. It looks like paper but it’s like velvet under my fingers and almost like it’s a living thing, not a page from a book. It is simply magical. I relax a little while we flip through the aged pages of my grandmother’s book. I’m happy it’s here, even if I don’t understand how that’s possible. It was in her house that awful night, and I didn’t even think of taking it. I just ran. Tears prick my eyes as I gently flip page after page, looking at her writing.

      “I miss you so much, Nanna.” I whisper to the book like she can hear me through it, and the pages warm in my hands. I might think it is my imagination, but after everything that has happened, I’m not so sure anymore.

      “Jezz, you knew my grandmother, correct?” I ask, not taking my eyes of the pages.

      “Yes, I’ve known her my whole life. Why?” she asks from behind me where she’s inspecting shelves full of herbs and jars of liquids in an array of colors.

      “Do you think she was capable of somehow linking her Book of Shadows with her essence?”

      “What makes you ask that?” says Remi and I realize both of them have come to stand next to the altar in the room where the book was.

      “I just spoke to my grandmother, and I could’ve sworn the pages got warmer at my words.”

      Jezzinta reaches for the book, places her hand on it and Remi does the same. “Talk again,” says Remi. I feel like an idiot, but what the hell, at least I’ll know.

      “I wish you were here, Nanna. I miss you.” I say it and one treacherous tear slides down my cheek.

      “Holy fuck, you’re right!” exclaims Jezzinta. She’s excited, but her smile fades when her eyes find mine. “It’s okay, Alexia, you need a good cry. I’d bet my life you haven’t done that since that night.”

      “I don’t need to cry. I’m not a weakling, you know.” I wipe my cheek with my shoulder, not wanting to let go of the book.

      “Crying doesn’t make you weak, Alexia. It’s a sign of strength,” Remi says quietly. I look at her and her eyes are shining with unshed tears.

      “Crying only tells you that you’ve been strong for way too long, sap.” Jezzinta smiles sadly at me and leans her head on my shoulder. Remi follows on the other side, and I sit with the book in my hands when, like a dam has been opened, tears stream like rivers down my face and neck, soaking my shirt. I cry for my grandmother, for not being brave enough to help her, for shying away from what she was trying to teach me, and for not standing up for myself when I should’ve. But mostly, I think, I cry for myself, the me that died and I buried. No one ever shed a tear for that Alexia.

      I clutch the book to my chest while anguished sobs are wrenched from the bottom of my soul and my sisters clutch me against their chests on both sides, crying with me. I don’t know how long we sit crying, but eventually the tears stop. Only our combined shaky breaths can be heard in the quiet of the room.

      Remi and Jezzinta straighten up. “We witness your pain, sister, and we see you,” they say at the same time, and placing their palms together, they lift their hands to their foreheads and bow.

      I follow, bowing to them both. “Thank you.” My voice comes out half whisper, half sob. “I hope you don’t think I’m a poor excuse for a vessel. I don’t do this often, this crying business.” I smile at them, trying to lighten the mood. I really do feel much better.

      “There must be those among whom we can weep and still be seen as warriors. That is why we are sisters,” says Remi, and Jezzinta hums in agreement.

      “So, it’s true, then. The book is connected. Right?” I look at them hopefully. I’ll take anything, even a book, as long as I know it’s connected to my grandmother.

      “We need to check what exactly is going on, but the book definitely reacts to your words. If it’s not connected to her, it’s definitely connected to you,” says Jezzinta, and my heart sinks.

      “Well, can we find out?”

      “There must be something written about it inside. We just need to find it.” Remi tries to take the book but I’m not ready to let go of it yet, so I hold on. “I need to see the book, Alexia, or we won’t know. I’ll give it back,” she says.

      I can see she understands. She’s not making fun of me. I let her take it and we huddle together while she flips the pages. There are all sorts of spells inside, ranging from protection to banishing, summoning, astral travel, and projections. I remember doing some while growing up. After a while, I start getting bored, so while they’re flipping through and talking to each other, I play with the water in the glass Remi brought with her. I always do that when I’m alone, manipulate it and make shapes and bubbles. It’s like meditation for me, calming me instantly. Slowly, I move my index finger up and in circular motions, and the water rises and twists like a rope from the glass. I make it first into a sphere, then a rose that I turn in circles, and at the end, into a heart. That reminds me of a heart-shaped tattoo and I lose my concentration. The water drops into the glass that’s next to my knees and it splashes the pages of the open book in Remi’s lap.

      “Wow! What are you, five?” says Remi and I think, if I really was five, she would’ve pulled my ear judging by the way she’s looking at me. Before I can say sorry, Jezzinta stops me with her next words.

      “So that’s how she hid it! Smart woman.” Grabbing the book from Remi, she leans towards the glass in front of me,  taking water with her fingertips and flicking it on the page. Nothing happens.

      “What are you doing, Jez, you’ll mess up the ink!” I snatch it from her, but she doesn’t care. She’s thinking, and I can see the wheels turning in her head.

      “You do it again,” she says like I haven’t spoken.

      “Do what exactly?” I’m confused.

      “Flick water on the page. She knew you were a water elemental, so she made sure only you can see what’s hidden on those pages. I’m sure of it,” Jezzinta says, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Do what she says. I saw it, too,” says Remi. “When you manipulate water, you do it with your own essence and that connects the essence of the water to your blueprint. That’s why only you can make it visible. Margaret was too smart for her own good. Do it, Alexia!”

      She sounds like she is much older than me, and as much as I want to tell her to shut up, those eyes make me obey. I need to ask these two how old they are. They look to be around my age, but the things they say are hinting at much older, like maybe a couple of lifetimes older.

      “Do it, sap! If nothing happens, we might try fire next, since you’re a fire elemental, too,” says Jezzinta and I hug the book closer to my chest.

      “Are you mad? No fire goes near this book. What is the matter with you?”

      “I didn’t say burn it. I said manipulate fire to see if that’s the key.”

      She looks like I insulted her, so I don’t comment anymore. I open the book and take a deep breath. While I’m concentrating on the water, I keep repeating in my head, please work, please work. I really don’t want fire anywhere near the book. The water lifts up, and I let it drop back in the glass while holding the open book next to it. As the drops splash on the page, words show up in my grandmother’s native tongue. My heart speeds up shivers racing through me at that. I see them shivering and rubbing their arms like they are warding off chills, as well.

      “Well, that’s great! Only I don’t understand that language,” says Jezzinta.

      “That’s fine because I speak it fluently,” I say while trying to make out what the words are telling me.

      “Blessed … who … night … by … stars … light …” are the only words visible. I need to spray the page with a lot more water to see the text, but I’m worried I’ll destroy it.

      “Margaret would not put something valuable on top of a text she wrote where you need water to see it, Alexia. If it makes you feel better, I’ll write the spells in another book before you reveal the hidden text,” says Remi.

      I’m grateful she is at least trying to save what my grandmother wrote in her own handwriting. Taking the book with us, we go back to the living room, where Remi pulls the pillow to the coffee table, sits down, and starts writing the spells.

      “Hey, sap, you want to come have tea with me while she’s doing that?” asks Jezzinta.

      “Why do you insist on calling me ‘sap?’” I follow her into the kitchen.

      “Being a ‘sap’ is not an easily accomplished thing. It takes practice and determination, and you, my dear sister, have perfected it!” She turns towards me and starts laughing. “Oh, come on! Smile! You’re too serious, and I love making you smile.” As she nudges me with her shoulder, I can’t help but grin a little.

      “You’re a strange person, Jez, and coming from me, that tells you a lot.” She frowns at my words, and this time, I laugh.

      “With everything going on, I haven’t said it, but I should have many times over. Thank you! Thank you very much for coming to my rescue at the apartment.” I lean forward to give her a hug. She’s a tiny little thing.

      “I love you, sister, I will always protect you if I can. Even if I can’t, I will die trying,” Jezzinta says, making me pull back and look at her.

      “I know we call each other ‘sister,’ and I know we genuinely care for each other. I feel it even if we are not blood sisters, but I really don’t understand it. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll do the same for you, but why?” I ask as she gets the tea ready.

      “How much do you remember of your past lives?” Jezzinta asks casually.

      Now that’s a loaded question. First, with Venus, then with Inanna, plus my own memories from this lifetime and a few I’ve been able to connect to through meditations, I do have an overload of lives, times, and situations.

      “I remember them all now, but the details and faces are still fuzzy. I think I had an overload of information and I short-circuited at some point.” I laugh, and she joins me.

      “I mean, for a person with an IQ of 148, I sure as hell acted like a dumbass this past week, right?”

      “Oh, knock it off. See, you are a sap! You had a lot on your plate this past week. A lot of things happened at once, and anyone else would’ve run off screaming to hide under a rock. Look at you! Sitting here, trying to figure out what needs to be done. That says a lot about a person in my book.” She’s serious now, looking at me to make sure I pay attention.

      “I guess you’re right. I just find it strange that my brain kind of goes on standby when I need it the most, you know? I’m usually pretty good at thinking on my feet and taking control of any situation. This week, I feel like I’m walking around in a daze. It makes me want to slap myself,” I tell her, and I really mean my words. It’s so unlike me to just follow directions. I’m usually the rebel that breaks all the rules to get things done the way I think is right.

      “And as I said, that’s normal. You’re going through a transformation and it takes a bit of time. Some people go through it in years, but you’re doing it in one week. Give yourself some credit. Plus, I do believe you just found the key to your standby mode.” Glancing at her, I’m trying to figure out what she means when she continues. “You want control! One thing you need to let go of when it’s transformation time is control, sister. You need to surrender to it, breathe, and let go!”

      She puts her hand on mine and looks at me. In her eyes I see the lives she’s lived, the pain we all carry as dowry from birth and the suffering that each of us dons like a badge of honor even though it is hidden inside. It’s not easy to show emotion when everywhere people turn they are told to toughen up and not be emotional. Here, with these two women, I can let it all out. I can cry, laugh, or scream and they won’t look at me differently. They will encourage me to let it out, to acknowledge it, and when I’m done, to let it go so it doesn’t control my life. Here, with these two women, I can be me—the real me, the one I hide from the world. The strong-headed, stubborn, intuitive, emotional wreck with an alpha personality yet the one that cries when she sees a street dog with nowhere to go or a dead bird that didn’t make it to its nest on time. Here, being me is okay and it’s liberating. I’ve never realized before that I was still sitting in the cage of other people’s expectations with the door wide open, too afraid to step out. Now, as I look at my sisters’ eyes, I do just that. I walk out of that cage and feel like I can breathe for the first time in my life. I’m as light as air and I’m a shimmering drop of water carried by the wind from leaf to leaf, dropping on hot embers and turning into vapor, rising up, up, all the way to the blue sky where the coldness turns me into water and I float down on the breeze to the leaves where I first started. Everything is much brighter now. The colors of everything around me are vibrant and alive, and I can taste them as easy as I can see them. Everything is a part of me, and I am a part of everything.

      “Something has changed,” says Remi, walking into the kitchen.

      ‘You must be ready to burn yourself in your own flame or how else will you rise anew if you have not first become ashes?’ I quote Nietzsche and Jezzinta smiles through her tears.

      “Yes, something did change. The phoenix is getting ready to rise once again,” she answers Remi.

      “Welcome home, sister,” she says and gives me a tight hug. Remi does the same and now she’s crying too.

      “Welcome home, sister.”

      I’m hugging them back, but I’m still kind of absent somehow, like an apparition, real but not really real. Peace and love I have never felt before are in my heart, and I think I can walk on water from the power swirling inside me. Well, I guess I could do that before since I’m an elemental, but you know what I mean.

      “I don’t know what just happened, but I’m different,” I tell them both.

      “You trusted and you let go. You surrendered to the Universe, and you became one with your essence. I’m proud of you,” says Remi.

      “I’m so proud of you, sap.” Jezzinta hugs me again. It is like I fit in my own skin better, so I smile at them.

      “Is the book ready, Remi? Can we try and see the hidden text? The longer we wait, the less time we will have to prepare.”

      “You two do that. I need to talk to Lilith and tell her all that has happened. I will be back shortly. If you need me, yell,” says Jezzinta as she walks out.

      “Is she calling on the phone?” I ask and Remi laughs.

      “No, she is Lilith’s vessel just like you are Inanna’s. She’ll go meditate since that’s where they talk. Just like you can.” She shakes her head. “Let’s see the text and then I’ll start teaching you all you need to know about your gifts. Now that you’ve connected to the web, they will all manifest within days. I need you prepared, not freaking out.” She takes my arm and starts leading me to the living room.

      “I think the freaking out is over,” I say matter-of-factly.

      “So, when I tell you that you’ll grow two more sets of hands, you’ll be okay with it?” Remi asks, and she is dead serious.

      “What?” I yell, and she chortles, bending over and holding her belly. She straightens up and slaps me on the butt, which propels me faster towards the living room.

      “I’m joking, jackass, but I did prove my point.”  She points a finger in my face.

      I shake my head, but I join in with the laughing. I really need to stop freaking out.
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      “This is all useless,” I tell Jezzinta with a resigned sigh.

      We’ve been at it for two days now, following the spells and rituals to the T with no results, and in the meantime, the transformations in me are happening by the minute. I have to watch what I say because it manifests. I need to monitor my thoughts because I connect to entities I’ve never heard about. Spirits are excited that I can finally see and hear them, so they pop in and out, scaring the hell out of me. I freak my two sisters out because of it all. Plus, I do believe Inanna is getting a little fed up with me accidently bringing her into my body.

      “Something’s gotta give. I can’t keep up with this. If I don’t start controlling it soon, I’ll end up in a different realm or in a coma. It’s overwhelming!”

      “It’s okay, sister, just breathe. We’re close. I feel it.” Determination rings clear in her tone.

      She hasn’t left my sight for a second. Remi, on the other hand, seems distant, lost in her own thoughts like she’s only here with her body. At times, even her eyes look empty. I keep wondering if I’ve said or done something to make her like that, but I can’t think of anything.

      “You want to help, Remi?” I call out to her.

      “Hmm?” She looks at me like she just realizes we’re here.

      “I asked if you’d like to help with finding the proper ritual for controlling these … these ‘gifts’?” I twirl a finger around my head to indicate I’m a loony bin.

      “Oh, no. You two are doing well. I’m just tired. I think I’ll go have a nap,” she says absentmindedly and walks out.

      “Something is going on with her,” I whisper to Jezzinta, who has her nose in the book.

      “With who?” Her gaze finds mine and her forehead wrinkles.

      I huff a breath. “With Remi! Geez, am I the only one in this house paying attention to all three of us?”

      “Probably,” she says, then laughs at my expression. “Easy, sap. She’ll be okay, I promise. It takes time to get used to this world after spending long periods in other realms. If I’m not mistaken, it’s been a lifetime or two since she’s been here. Plus, last time she was here, she had to watch you die, so go easy on her. You two have been the best of friends since I’ve known about you. You don’t remember it too well, but she does.” She pats my knee and goes back to reading.

      I get up to grab a glass of water. The last two days I’ve been drinking it like it’s going out of style. Remi said it’s normal because of everything going on inside me with the DNA activations. I’m like a fish. As I stand up, I get dizzy and grab onto the first thing that is close: the floor lamp. It rattles and I’m about to go down, but abruptly it freezes in the air and it supports my weight. I see Jezzinta has her hand up, holding it there. I straighten it.

      “Thank you. That would’ve been a nasty fall.”

      “Deffo, you should drink more water. Maybe that’s why you’re getting dizzy,” she says, her tone calm like it’s a normal thing for people to catch flying lamps in midair without touching them.

      “You’ve got to love the witches,” I mumble as I go to get my glass.

      Walking into the kitchen, I hear her yell, “You’re one too, sap! Stronger than all of us together, but only if we can figure out how to get you to control it.”

      I take one step and turn to answer her when a sharp pain like nothing I’ve felt before stabs me in the chest. I can’t even scream. All I can do is gasp for air. Luckily this time, I do fall and Jezzinta comes running. Remi’s footsteps rush down the stairs, too. This is not pain, someone or something is here.

      “Someone is trying to breach the perimeter of the house,” says Remi. As fast as it comes, the pain is gone.

      “I felt it. How do you know? Can you feel the pain too?” I ask her while I climb to my feet with Jezzinta’s helpa.

      “Yes, I do but not like pain. With you, it’s different. This house is like a part of you, while the rest of us just get dread pooling in the pit of our stomachs.”

      “Yup, what she said, but all is good in da hood. Let’s go burn the sucker,” says Jezzinta, and she starts walking towards the front door.

      “Oi! We can’t just go out there! Are you nuts? What if there are a lot of them or something? We need a plan,” I say as I grab a metal baseball bat that Remi plays with while she ignores us.

      Jezzinta starts laughing, doubling over from it. “What do you think you’re doing with that, Alexia?” Tears from her laughter drip from the corners of her eyes.

      “What? It doesn’t say they’re not human. Humans are scared of big metal sticks, as I’m sure you’re aware. We can’t go walking around, flipping people through thin air from a distance,” I say, irritated at her laughter. Walking out, I hold my head high.

      “Let her be,” I hear Remi whisper to Jezzinta.

      My hearing is much, much better lately, but I’m not telling these two that because I want to hear what they’re hiding, and I know they’re hiding something. I can almost taste it.

      “Let’s split up. I’ll take the front, you two take each side. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes if we find is nothing.”

      I look at them and they just nod before taking off. Both of them are pretty fast for short little things. I laugh at myself because they’d make me pay if they heard me think that. I walk no more than four to five minutes and am just about to go back when I hear it. It is on the left, where the road swerves towards the wooded path that leads towards the house. I am walking through the trees on the side and trying to hide my presence, which is obviously a good idea. There are two voices arguing quietly. I creep closer, careful not to make a sound, when suddenly a twig cracks under my foot. Damn it, Al! I scream in my head.

      “Shhhh, did you hear that?” one says.

      “Yeah, but it’s trees, man. I’m sure there are some animals there,” says the other.

      The first voice was a little nasally and the words a little dragged, so I decide to call that one Hipster. The other is Smartass thanks to his animal comment. Who knew I’d have a sense of humor at times like this?

      “Go check,” says Hipster.

      “No way! The guy said if they see us, we’re dead meat. Let’s just pour this foul crap they gave us and get out of here. This might be a gang place, dude. Did you ever stop to think why they’re paying us so much just to pour shit-smelling liquid around someone’s property?” asks Smartass. I must give him credit because he’s not as stupid as Hipster, obviously.

      “I don’t care,” snaps Hipster. “I said go check or I’ll cut your share in half!” It’s obvious he is in charge, which only proves to be appointed as leader, one just needs to be a shithead.

      They’re quiet for a second, and I can just imagine the staring match taking place between them. Hipster won, because Smartass starts walking towards the tree line, towards me. Congratulating myself on grabbing the baseball bat, I quiet my breathing and lean back on the tree. Something tickles the back of my neck and when I reach to scratch it, my fingers touch something soft and small. I take it between two fingers and bring it up to my face so I can see what it is. Smiling, I place the little caterpillar on the closest branch without moving. I hear Smartass shuffling around. For someone who is so worried about gangs, he sure is loud. His footsteps are coming closer and my heart speeds up. I don’t want to hurt him, but if it comes to me or him, guess who I’m voting for? He’s near my tree now, and I hold my breath. It’s so quiet here I can even hear him breathing. He walks past me, and I see he’s a young man, maybe in his twenties, tall and skinny. I relax. This could be easily fixed. I step out from the tree behind him.

      “You shouldn’t walk around on someone’s property without permission,” I say quietly. He jumps and twirls around. I can see I scared him and instantly feel bad about it. “You should leave before I call the police.” There, that should do it.

      He looks at me, squinting, and after a second, lifts his nose and sniffs my way like a dog. I frown. What an odd behavior. “Did you hear what I said?” I ask him, and he sniffs again, making growling noises. I shiver because that’s exactly what Philip was doing in my apartment.

      “Who are you?” he mumbles.

      “I’m the owner. Now get the hell off my property!” I say it as clear as I can.

      “Right, I should leave.” He inches in the direction he came from, which leads him towards me. I step aside so I’m out of reach, but obviously that is expected because he grabs my arm, pulls me towards him, and clutches me around my shoulders with both arms.

      “Before I go, I’d like a taste of you, sweetheart. You smell like nothing I’ve ever smelled before. It’s driving me nuts. That’s why I walked this way. I was following that scent.” He squeezes harder but that’s the least of my problems. He starts kissing my neck and I want to vomit.

      “Get your hands off me,” I twist and turn, but he holds on tight.

      “Or what? You’ll hit me with that bat?” He laughs. I’d try but I’d hit myself faster than I’d hit him because he has my arms pinned to my body.

      “What’s going on here?” Great. Hipster’s joined the party. Now I have to hurt them as much as I don’t want to.

      “Look what I got, Troy,” says Smartass.

      Troy is not like Smartass. He’s as tall, but he’s full of muscles. You know the type. They pick things up and put them down? Yeah, like that. He comes closer and sniffs too. “Give her here,” he says to the one holding me pinned.

      “What? No! I found her!” Smartass sounds like a spoiled brat defending his favorite toy.

      “Devon, give her here, I said!” Troy is getting louder, and I’m hoping the girls will hear him. I still have no control over my gifts and I don’t want to kill anyone.

      “No!”

      Smartass, or Devon as I now know him, grabs the metal bat from my hand and pulls it away. That’s my chance. I push with both legs as hard as I can and slam my back into his torso. He humphs and bends over. I elbow him in the face. He squeals, which would’ve been hilarious if two meaty arms hadn’t grabbed me that instant.

      “You’re a feisty bitch, aren’t you?”

      Now Troy has my arms pinned. This is getting annoying, and if I’m honest, I’m a little worried about getting him away from me. He’s much stronger than Devon, judging by how my arms are going numb because he’s squeezing too hard.

      “Who, me? Nah, I’m as mellow as—”

      “A snake,” he cuts me off.

      Alright, then. This one is a mean creature. Who knew I’d miss dealing with Devon, who has his nose perched not far from where Troy is holding me and looking at me accusingly, as if I’m doing something wrong.

      “Let me go, Troy. I really don’t want trouble. Let me go and leave. You shouldn’t be here. How about this. If you two go now, I won’t call the police.” I even try to smile a little to encourage him to do what I ask.

      Yes, I know it’s stupid.

      Troy lets my arms go and as I’m about to move, he bends down and picks me up, throwing me over his shoulder.

      “Hey, caveman, let me go, I said!” I punch him in the kidneys. He grunts and we both topple over. I end up pinned under his body. This has gone on long enough. I wiggle my hand free from under him and start manipulating the water in the air. Within seconds, I have a big enough bubble that I wrap around his head. Scratching at it with his fingers, he tries to get it off so he can breathe, but his fingers just go right through it. It’s only water, after all. He gets up to get away from me, probably thinking distance will help him, but I hold it longer. And then out of nowhere, I sense something cold around my wrist and the bubble around Troy’s head splashes on his neck and shoulders. He is gasping for air and coughing, but I don’t care about that. I’m looking at the thin bracelet on my wrist and the grinning face of Devon.

      “They gave us these if we come across some girls that act strange,” He says, like I’m his teacher and he knows the answer to the question.

      I feel the strength seeping out of my body and I start pulling on the damn thing. No such luck; it’s not coming off.

      Devon continues like nothing is happening. “They said just put it on their wrist and you’re good. I think my friend drowning in a bubble of water around his head is strange. And look at that! It’s working!” he says triumphantly.

      I ignore him, continuing to try to pull the thing off as I’m slowly walking backwards. I need to get out of here. I turn and start running towards the house, but not as fast as I would’ve liked. With every second, I’m more tired. I hear someone running after me, but I don’t dare look back. Where are Remi and Jezzinta? I hope they don’t end up with bracelets like this, too. I keep running, but it’s not long before a body slams into my back and down we go. Sharp pain in my knees, forearms, and my back make me cry out.

      “Where do you think you’re going, bitch?” Troy snarls,  his spit spraying on my face. My stomach turns inside out.

      “You’re going to pay for that shit you pulled. I was going to play with you a little, but now the rules have changed. You’ll beg me to end it!”

      He lifts up, and now he’s straddling my hips while he’s pressing me with one hand on the ground. I have no strength to move, to call out, or to do anything. He moves farther down my legs and starts pulling on my pants. Hot tears prickle my eyes. I wish he would kill me now. I pray to whoever is listening that I die before he gets a chance to do anything. The way my strength is leaving me, I just might, so I hold on to that. I repeat it like a mantra. Let me die, please. Let me die. I can hear him unzipping his pants and I scream silently, cursing everyone and everything, from humans to gods and beyond, and even my stupid existence. Then nothing … his weight lifts off me and no one is pressing me to the ground anymore. I try to move but I’m too weak to do anything, so I somehow manage to just flip from my stomach to my back. I look up at the tree tops swaying gently in the breeze and slowly the buzzing in my ears quiets down. Am I dead? Maybe someone answered my prayers. Then I hear it faintly. Flesh hitting flesh, grunts of pain and swearing, but it sounds far away. A few moments later, in my line of vision, crouching above me, is a man I’ve never seen before. His long brown hair sways in the breeze just like the treetops. He is looking at me with his brown eyes full of concern. His lips are moving but I can’t hear what he is saying, so I just look at him. He’s very handsome with his kind eyes and his unshaven face. Who knew I would find a man with a five o’clock shadow handsome? I try to smile at him, but I don’t think I manage because he looks more concerned now. I wish I could tell him that it’s okay, that I’m grateful he’s the last thing I’ll see before I close my eyes for the last time and that I will remember his kindness for eternity, but I can’t say anything, so I pray that he can read it in my eyes as I stare at him. Someone is touching my arms and then the bracelet is off, bringing the sound back with a whoosh.

      “That fucker had a sealing bracelet on her.” fury permeates from Remi’s voice.

      “I’ll deal with them. Stay here with her,” Jezzinta says from farther away, but I can’t stop looking at the man.

      “Are you an angel?” I whisper to him.

      I think he is shocked at the question because his eyes widen and he opens and closes his mouth a few times before he finally clears his throat to answer me. “No, miss, I’m far from an angel, but I’m very glad I came to see if someone needed help. I saw the car with open doors on the road and followed the voices,” he answers while still looking at me with concern—and something else, something I can’t place.

      “Thank you. Maybe you’re not an angel, but you’re my angel.” I smile at him and his eyes glimmer with tears.

      “I’m just glad I got here in time,” he says and squeezes my hand gently. I don’t think he realizes that no one is more grateful for that than me.

      “We need to get her in the house,” Remi says, and I try to lift myself up with no luck. Then the man drops to his knees and scoops me to his chest.

      “Can you put your arms around my neck?” he asks.

      I try, but don’t have the strength. He puts me down, takes my arms, and wraps them around his neck. We are close now, face to face, and I still look at him like he isn’t real. He picks me up again and stands, turning his face towards mine. “Ready to go?”

      I nod like a fool, still staring. Through the trees, the shine of the moon makes his aura visible and it’s the most beautiful blue and green, mixing together in such a way that it seems to sparkle in the moonlight. He only takes one step before he stops, and I look up to see him watching me with those eyes.

      “Let’s go, you two, you can continue staring at each other later. It’s making me sick,” says Remi.

      I turn my head only to see her roll her eyes at me and walk ahead of us. I feel like an idiot. I totally forgot she was there. The man lifts me up a little higher on his chest and follows after Remi.

      “You’re as light as a feather.” He gives me a quick glance but mostly keeps looking straight ahead. I say nothing, just lean my head on his shoulder and breathe in his scent. It’s like a mixture of sandalwood and myrrh which calms me down, relaxing my shoulders and I close my eyes. His steady pace lulls me to sleep.
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      “Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead!” Jezzinta nudges my legs.

      Prying one eye open, I look at her. “Go away.” I roll on my stomach next, and the covers are pulled off me. Waving my arms, I attempt to catch them before they completely disappear, but she is too fast for my sleep-addled self.

      “Damn it, Jez, I’ll get up in a minute. I haven’t slept like a human being … I don’t remember since when,” I say, my voice gruff and annoyed. I sound like a grumpy old man.

      “Get your ass up, love bird, Romeo is downstairs waiting for you,” she says, and in one move I go from sleeping on my stomach to sitting up in bed. She starts laughing. “I knew that’d get you up.”

      She walks out and closes the door. It’s a few days after the incident, and he’s come every morning to see me. He doesn’t say much, just asks how I am, if I’m feeling better or if I need anything. Then we just sit there like teenagers not saying anything, only stealing glances at each other  from the corner of our eyes. Luckily, I started painting again—something that helps me calm and after what almost happened again, I need it—so now he just sits and watches me paint for an hour or two, then he leaves. I learned his name is Derik, and I felt stupid for asking him if he was an angel.

      The girls still think it’s hilarious, so they tease me when we work on the rituals.

      “Are you an angel?” Remi says breathlessly while holding both hands at her heart, trying to bat her lashes, and they both go into fits of laughter until Jezzinta says, “No, miss, but I’ll become one if you so desire,” trying to imitate his voice. They never stop laughing until I yell at them or throw something at them.

      You’d think we’re in preschool, not grown-ass women. I grab some underwear and clothing and head for the shower. I’d better be fast before those two make Derik uncomfortable again. Last time the poor guy was blushing like a red light when I got downstairs, but no one told me why. I can only imagine.

      I shower quickly. I do that every time now after my steamy shower the first day in this house, just in case someone decides to pop in. I shiver at the thought. It’s more disturbing than I’d like to admit because I’m not so sure I don’t want him to show up, so better be safe than sorry. I rush through it like hellhounds are chasing me. Shorts and tank tops used to be my clothing of choice at home or when I wasn’t working, but after what happened, I started wearing pants that I can tie around my waist as tight as I can. At times it’s like I’m cutting off my circulation, but I don’t care. I feel better that way.

      When I’m all dressed, I tie my long hair in a ponytail and pin my fringe out of my eyes. I look in the mirror to see my eyes, which are their usual dark brown, almost black selves, shimmering with dark blue circles around them. They started changing colors in the last couple of days depending on my mood. I’m still pale and my olive skin looks more gray than olive. The freckles I have on my nose and cheeks are more pronounced. I wonder when that will go away. For someone with my complexion, it’s not common to have freckles. I can thank my half-Irish ancestry for that. Besides the Druid ways I was taught, that’s my only inheritance, and I’m grateful for it. The Druid part, not the freckles. Those I don’t like. Remi thinks they’re cute and Jezzinta calls me her freckled elephant because of my memory. I wish it wasn’t as good. I wish I could forget some things, but I’m not that lucky. I was born with this memory that remembers everything, even things that are stabbing me like they’re killing me inside.

      With one last look in the mirror, I head downstairs.

      “So, Derik, you plan on checking if she’s okay for the rest of her life, or are you going to ask the sap out?” I hear Jezzinta’s voice and I want throw something at her.

      “Ummmm, well …” Derik stumbles over his own words.

      He is so shy it makes me want to slap these two, who are looking at him like predators look at their prey. I clear my throat and all three of them look at me. Derik jumps up from his seat and Remi and Jezzinta start giggling. They’re lucky I love them so much at times.

      “Hey, you’re here,” I say to him.

      “Hello, Alexia. I came to see how you’re doing. Are you feeling better?” he asks in his quiet voice. He speaks very softly and it’s a pleasure to listen to him. I’m sure he sounds even better when he is not so nervous.

      “Yes, much better, thank you.” I smile at him and he does that thing

      again where he clenches his fists and his eyes widen a little. Remi and Jezzinta snort a cough that is actually a laugh. They are seriously getting on my nerves. I really need to talk to them.

      He looks at Jezzinta and I can see the determination set in his eyes before his gaze lands on mine again. “Actually, I was wondering if you would like to go to dinner tonight?” he says it in one breath and silence falls over the room.

      I can tell he is nervous. I do wish to say yes, but I can’t leave the property. If I do, I’m fair game to that warlock Thomas and his minions, as we discovered a few days ago. Apparently, he hired those two thugs to come and pour some concoction he had mixed with only the Goddess knows what in an attempt to break the seals and protections that are all around this property. Luckily, we felt them. Sure, if Derik didn’t show up, I wouldn’t have made it out unscathed, unlucky for me, but in the end, we stopped their attempt. I’m not sure we’ll live long enough to worry if Thomas finds a way to enter the property, though. The idiot even gave them those bracelets enchanted with sigils on the inside to literally drain the life out of a witch. Evil creature! I’m still shaken from everything we learned.

      “I would love to go, Derik, but I’m still not ready to be around people, what with everything that has happened and all. I’m sorry. I just … I’m not ready for that,” I say with a sad smile. I hope he understands it’s not because of him that I’m saying no.

      “You know, you guys can have a picnic on the property by the lake, if you like. No people there,” says Jezzinta. Remi kicks her, but it’s so obvious that I almost laugh at it. Derik looks at me hopefully.

      “Uh, yeah. That sounds good, if you don’t mind,” I tell him.

      It’s very interesting when you sense people’s energies. I can almost taste the anxiety lifting off him and excitement replacing it like it’s a living thing.

      “I would love that,” he says shyly.

      What am I doing? I have no idea. He is so nice and kind and polite, plus so shy, and me? Me and my alpha personality will make him regret he met me. I know it, but I can’t help but be excited about the date. I do like him a lot.

      “We can watch the sunset if it’s okay with you,” he adds.

      “Oh, that will be perfect,” purrs Remi, and I look at her with my eyebrows raised.

      “Don’t you two have something better to do?” I ask no one in particular.

      “What? And miss this? Fuck, no! It’s like watching Romeo and Juliet, only in real life,” says Remi, and all I can do is shake my head and blow out a deep breath. The woman has an attitude, that’s for sure.

      “Want to have a cup of coffee on the porch?” I ask Derik, and he nods and follows me into the kitchen.

      “I’ll have one, too!” yells Remi from the living room.

      Jezzinta adds, “She’ll have it here with me!”

      As soon as she’s done talking, she shouts, “Ouch.” Her attempt to hide it failed miserably.

      Did I mention we’re like preschoolers?

      “You look nice,” Derik says, and I jump a little. I didn’t realize he was standing so close to me. He notices, so he lifts both hands in surrender. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I’ll just sit here while you make the coffee. I wanted to help,” he says, plopping on one of the farthest barstools.

      Acting like an idiot just makes thing worse and guilt stabs me. I only jumped because my mind was on Remi’s strange behavior.

      I turn my back to him to make the coffee and then stop. “Would you like to have Middle Eastern coffee with me? It’s made differently. It’s cooked with the water on the stove, and it’s much stronger, but I think I’ll have that.” I turn towards him and he steels his features, but not fast enough to hide the dreamy look in his eyes.

      “I’ll drink whatever you give me, Alexia,” he says so solemnly it makes me giggle. Me! I giggled. I never giggle! What on earth is going on with me?

      “Don’t say that, I might be a witch and give you poison,” I say teasingly. And that’s my problem, right there. He’s human, and me, well, I’m not. Not really. That’s what’s been bothering me all this time.

      “I’d still drink it, even if I knew,” he says under his breath and only smiles at me, but I hear it. Remember my hearing? I can now hear a fly in flight outside. I smile back and turn around to make the coffee. Ten minutes later, we’re sitting outside enjoying the morning sun.

      “I do like it,” he says, sipping slowly from the small cup used for this type of coffee. My grandmother sure loved her cups. She even made sure there was a whole set here. I look at it and smile, thinking about her.

      “I do love when you smile like that,” Derik says, and I turn to him. He holds his cup close to his lips, but he isn’t drinking. He is watching me like he wants to see my soul. I shiver a little.

      “The cup seems funny in your hand.” I change the subject and by the glance he gives me, he knows it, too. “You look like a Viking trying to act like an Englishman.” At his startled, scrunched up face, I laugh.

      “Well, I am an Icelander,” he says, but shakes his head and laughs too, a rich, soft laugh.

      Everything about him is calm, but if I’ve learned anything in life, it’s that where there’s a lot of calm, there’s a storm brewing in there somewhere. I wonder what kind of storm it is but can’t continue asking questions because Jezzinta pops her head through the door.

      “Sorry, sap, but we need you for a while. You guys can talk later at your sungazing, huh?” She wiggles her eyebrows and all three of us laugh.

      “I need to go anyway,” says Derik as he gets up. “I have few things to deal with, but I’ll be here around at 7:30 or 8?” He widens his eyes at me.

      “No. Actually, if you want to see the sun going down, you’d better be here at 6:30 at the latest,” I answer and his eyebrows raise. With his already wide eyes, it seems he thinks I’ve grown another head or something. I angle my head at him.

      “You just happen to know the exact time of sundown?”

      I start laughing. “No, I always watch it go down, that’s why I know.”

      He shakes his head again and starts walking towards his car. “You really are amazing, Alexia.” He peers over his shoulder at me, gets in his car, and drives off.
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      “You can faint freely inside if you like,” Jezzinta says from the door and I turn on her.

      “What the hell is wrong with the two of you?” Even I get scared when I raise my voice. It thunders and echoes for a while. That’s why I don’t do it often, but I’m upset with how they acted and the poor guy, I’m sure, regrets helping out by now.

      “Wow. Easy there, sap, it’s all in good fun,” says Jezzinta.

      “Good fun? My ass. Get in here, we need to talk,” calls Remi from inside. I’m so upset my body vibrates with it as I push past Jezzinta, going for Remi with every intention of putting an end to this silliness.

      “And what exactly is your problem, Miss ‘I’m too good for everyone so I’ll either make fun of them or stare down my nose at them?’” She doesn’t even flinch, just looks at me with those eyes that are now like two black holes, emotionless and without sparkle. “Well? I’m all ears! Speak up!” I say.

      “You do know who you are, Alexia, correct?” She is talking like a robot and I want to shake her. “You do know he’s human, right? And that we’re dealing with a warlock who wants you dead, in which he almost succeeded, need I remind you? Are you trying to get the guy killed, or are you so desperate that you don’t care what happens to him as long as you, the precious little Alexia, gets what she wants?”

      I feel like she just ripped my heart out of my chest. I know what she says is true, all of it, and I know it’s selfish of me to even have coffee with him in the mornings when he comes, but to me, he represents normal, good things. With him I forget about gods, warlocks, and witches. I forget it all because it’s just me and him, two people enjoying their conversation, being human, like it should be. But she’s right. I need to tell him to stop coming here and that I can’t go on that picnic with him. It’d be wrong and I’d be putting his life in danger for my own stupid, selfish reasons. I’m still staring at Remi, but she doesn’t flinch or move a muscle. She just waits.

      “You’re right! I’m being very selfish, and I will make sure that he stays away from me. Thank you for bringing me back to my senses. For a moment there, I thought I was human and that I deserved simple, nice things. Things that make me smile. I will shape up to be the vessel you all count on,” I say, but somehow my voice doesn’t sound like my voice anymore. It sounds monotone and strange. I don’t care. Remi is looking at me differently, as well. I can see tears pricking her eyes, but I don’t give a damn. They don’t care about me. I’m important because I’m Inanna’s vessel, nothing less, nothing more. So a vessel is what they will get.

      “Alexia, I didn’t—” she starts, but I stop her.

      “No, Remi, you have every right and you’re absolutely correct. I forgot who I was and why my grandmother died. It won’t happen again.” I turn around and walk towards the altar room at the back. There are rituals to be read and tested. The full moon is almost upon us.

      “Alexia!” I hear her call out as she rushes after me, but I speed up, get in the room, and lock the door. I want to be alone right now.

      “Open the door!” She knocks a few times.

      “I need my space. I hope you can understand that. I’ll see you later when I’m done,” I tell her and open the book.

      “What’s going on?” I hear Jezzinta ask and they walk away, so I don’t even bother or care to listen.

      I’ve been at it for hours now. I tried a couple of rituals but still didn’t find the one we need. This is getting ridiculous. There are thousands of them in this Book of Shadows. There must be an easier way to narrow it down. As I’m thinking that, I hear a faint giggle from the corner of the room. I squint to see better, but there is nothing. Couple of seconds later, a child giggles again, only this time a little louder.

      “Hello?” I say in a soft voice because I’m guessing it’s one of the spirits I started seeing lately and I don’t want to frighten it.

      “You can come out you know, it’s only me here.”

      “Oh, I know,” a little girl’s voice says, and I see her. She’s standing there, clutching a book to her chest, dressed in her nightgown with her little bare feet.

      “What’s your name, sweetie?” I ask her, and I’m surprised when she frowns at me.

      “Don’t call me ‘sweetie,’ I’m a big girl, you know.” She sounds much older than her apparent age.

      “I’m sorry. I can see you’re a big girl. I just used that as a term of endearment,” I tell her.

      “I know, but don’t. I don’t like it.” She pouts in the most adorable way.

      I smile at her. I didn’t like when someone called me ‘sweetie’ when I was young either, so I can relate.

      “So, what should I call you, then?”

      “Ummmm … what would you like to call me?” She stares at me intently, her eyes sparkling with eerie expectation like she knows something that I don’t.

      “Let’s see. How about Lily? No?” I laugh at her face all scrunched up. “Okay. Oh, I got it! Maybe Tea? No?” Still scrunched face. “Or how about Emma?”

      “Oh, stop! Those aren’t my names! You’re being silly,” she tells me like I’m the child.

      “My name is Al,” she says proudly and my heart stops as I stare at her.

      “What did you say?” I half whisper in disbelief.

      “I said my name is Al. Don’t you remember me?” Sadness passes over her features

      I pay attention to her face closely, then her hair—everything about her, really. My eyes land on the book she is holding, The Little Prince. How is this possible? I’m not meditating to connect with my inner child. How can I see her in front of me?

      “You needed help, so you called me,” she answers my unasked question. I’m still in shock, so I just gape at her.

      “Don’t you need help to find your ritual?” she asks and comes closer.

      “Well, yes. Yes, I do.” I lift the book. “There are way too many of them for me to find it in time,” I say, sounding overwhelmed.

      “Do you remember what we like to do when we have too much on our mind and we can’t find the answer we are looking for?” she asks.

      “Well, yes. We meditate. Silence the mind and your heart will speak.” I say it like it’s the only answer, and she shakes her head, her hair flying around her tiny face. I can’t help but grin.

      “No, that’s what you do now that you don’t have as much time for me. What we used to do was go swimming or have a bath. As long as we can splash in water, we can think and we can find any answer. Even nanna used to be surprised at times, remember?” she laughs.

      She’s right. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone swimming or dedicated time for a bath instead of a shower. It just seemed like time wasted. Now I think I was just being stupid. Water always helped me think better.

      “You’re right, Al. We used to do that. I’m sorry I haven’t made sure we still do, but I will remedy that today. I promise.”

      “Good!” she says, nodding a little too harshly with her head, and I reach out to hold her so she doesn’t fall.

      “Oh, no. You can’t touch me. It’s not allowed when we’re like this,” she says and pulls back.

      “Sorry, I didn’t know.” I jerk one shoulder sheepishly.

      “That’s okay. I know, so I’ll tell you. I have a lot of things to tell you, but not now. Now you need to think and I have to go. Next time, call me in meditation. I can give you a hug there,” she says and smiles brightly at me. Then she fades away and I’m left staring at the same spot for a few minutes. I miss those days when all I needed was to curl up on the bed with a book to read about worlds and people who lived a long time ago. I used to wish I could travel through time just so I could experience it. Those were the times when I could dream the world was a good place before reality set in. When faced with reality, I acted like I was older than my grandmother. because I couldn’t live with myself if no one took me seriously, like that mattered. I have learned since then that I should just follow my path and let the rest of the world follow theirs, no matter if I see it as right or wrong, good or bad.

      I need to go to the lake. I get up, storming through the house and up the stairs to grab my bikini.

      “Wow, ho, hey, where are you going?” says Jezzinta as I run past her and almost push her on her butt.

      “Sorry, I need to go to the lake,” I say as I climb the stairs two at a time.

      “Why?” she calls after me.

      “I need to swim! I need to think,” I call back while jumping on one leg, trying to take my pants off. I change quickly and, wrapping a sarong around myself, I run back down.

      “I shouldn’t be too long,” I call out.

      Before anyone can say anything, out the front door I go. I think I hear Remi say something, but I’m still in no mood to talk. I’m excited. It really has been too long since I’ve been swimming. I feel like a little girl again.

      I run all the way to the lake, drop my sarong, and jump in. As soon as the water touches my body the rest of the world fades away. It’s just me, surrounded by peaceful, nurturing water—the elixir of life! I swim up and down for a while, then flip onto my back and just float there, staring at the sky. It’s beautiful how it changes colors while the day is slowly fading away. I watch the beautiful blues and whites mix with the golden rays. I’ve been in the water for a while, yet still nothing comes to mind on how to narrow down the search, so I do what I used to do when I started learning how to be a proper water elemental. I shape the water into a shallow bubble and place it around my head. I can breathe like this and submerge underwater. The crystal-clear waters are a sight to be seen. There is no sound here, just silence, and I close my eyes, breathing and enjoying the water.

      After a while, something touches my arm and I jerk my head down to see what it is, but I don’t see my body—well, not my physical one, anyway. I only see my energy body, where some little black box enters my arm like a tracker, making my heart beat wildly in my chest. I need to get it out. I twist my arm and turn my head to see where it went but I can’t find it, so I start panicking. As I’m about to kick my feet so I will come up to the surface, I realize my feet are not there anymore. Instead of my feet, I have a tail. A beautiful, bluish-green mermaid tail, and as I admire it, sudden dread coils up in my stomach. I turn around only to see a hideous creature like a mix between a crocodile and a shark coming towards me with its jaws open, and I flip my tail to get away from it. I swim fast. I guess having a tail helps, but I’m not fast enough. After a while, it catches up to me and opens its jaws that’re wider than my body. I disappear in its belly. It’s very dark, but at least I’m not being chewed, so I’m grateful.

      I curl up in a ball, sitting in the darkness, hugging the tail that, under my palms where I am clutching it, turns into legs again. Any moment, I expect to be burned by the acid of the creature’s stomach, but nothing happens, so I wait. A sliver of bronze-copper light appears like a rip in the dark and I squint my eyes at it. Maybe Remi and Jezzinta came after me and they got the creature. The sliver starts widening slowly, but as I see more of it, I realize it’s not the creature’s belly. It’s a lotus flower opening its petals and I’m sitting curled up in the middle of it. It’s fully open now and I slowly stand up. All around me it seems like I’m in space, different shades of blues blending together. I step out of the lotus just to see a mist in front of me that takes the shape of a demon. I can only clearly see his upper body and he looks menacing with his huge horns and red eyes, so I start backing away towards the inside of the flower.

      “Don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm,” a very deep voice that makes my insides shake says, making my eyes meet the demon’s. “I am not going to hurt you, you have my word,” he says again.

      “Yup, that’s what the wolf said to Little Red Riding Hood before he ate her,” I mumble under my breath and he laughs a deep, strong laugh that makes the ground under my feet shake to the point I almost fall down.

      “I will not hurt you. I have no need.” His expression tells me I’m a fool for backing away. The guy obviously doesn’t have a mirror, but somehow, I force my legs to stop moving and face him.

      “So, what do you want?” I ask him.

      “I want nothing, little witch. I was summoned here.”

      “Who summoned you here? It wasn’t me, I was too busy being swallowed alive,” I say, frustrated.

      “I only want to help, not hurt,” he says as he inches closer.

      I freak out and search for something, anything, to help me defend myself but there is nothing, so I lift my hand and as it comes to eye level, something digs into the skin of my palm. I open it and there, sitting in the middle of it, is a beautiful ornament. It’s like a sphere or an egg with intricate carvings and it glows a beautiful, silvery light.

      “No! Don’t!” the demon yells and I think my ears will start bleeding from the thunderous voice, but I don’t care. If he’s saying no, then whatever I’m doing is exactly what I should be doing, so I lift it even closer towards him even though he is trying to twist as far away from it as he can.

      I step closer and he fades away along with his screams. In his place, a translucent butterfly takes flight toward the horizon. I was going to go back to sit in the flower since I didn’t know what else to do when suddenly someone grabs me around my waist and starts moving me. The flower fades and as I try to get a glimpse, the only thing I can focus on is water and the feel of someone holding me to their chest as they swim upwards. As we exit the water, I’m startled by Derik’s shocked face.

      “You didn’t drown,” he stutters, his hands trembling around my waist. Glancing around, I realize I’d been having a vision underwater.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He hugs me so tight I think he will break a bone or two.

      “Oh, thank God you’re okay!” He is shaking.

      “I can’t breathe, Derik!” I squeal, and he lets go, but not completely. He is still holding onto me like I might disappear if he does.

      “Sorry,” he says simply.

      “That’s okay. We can get out of the water now …” He pulls me towards him and crushes his lips to mine. I let him. With one hand in my wet hair and the other holding me tight to him, he kisses me like his life depends on it, making soft little moans that give me butterflies. I can stay here kissing him forever, but it’s getting dark and I know the girls will come to check on me. They don’t need the show.

      I pull back and stare at him. He reminds me of a Viking with his wet hair and deep eyes seem to search me as if I hold the secrets of the universe.

      “We need to get out of the water. It’s getting cold.” That’s the only thing I can come up with.

      “I thought I’d lost you there,” he says like I haven’t spoken.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      I move away and start swimming towards the shore and I can hear him following behind me. As I walk out, I grab my sarong and twist it around me, my body turning away from him.

      “That’s a beautiful tattoo,” he says, and I glance over my shoulder at him. Following his eyes, I see his eyes on my back. “I’ve never seen a tree tattoo like that before. It almost looks real.” He comes closer.

      “It’s not a tattoo, it’s a birth mark.” I have it next to my spinal cord, a strange place, to say the least.

      “How amazing,” he whispers and touches it with his fingertips. That makes me shiver.

      “Derik, you need to go. I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done for me. It’s more than I deserve, maybe, but I have to ask you to go. I’m not in a good place right now and things are very complicated around here. Nothing is as it seems. If it was a different time, or even place, I would’ve wanted nothing more than to spend time with you, but as it stands, it’ll be cruel to do this to you when I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. I’m sorry.” I say the last part with my eyes on his feet. I can’t even look at him. He lifts my face up with his finger under my chin.

      “They say to find what your passion is, and then to let it kill you,” he whispers. That brings back the story that Thomas was telling me, but I’ll think about it later. I can’t think straight with Derik’s focus on me like this.

      “Well, I want you alive, not dead, so I need you to go and not come here anymore.” I try to sound angry. I am angry, but more at myself and my life than at him.

      “I’ll do what you ask of me, Alexia, but I can’t promise I’ll do it for long.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to do it, Derik. I’ve made up my mind, and I have other people to consider, and responsibilities, too. I can’t think of myself or my selfish desires. I don’t want to hurt you. Please, just go.” I turn my head away.

      “For your love, I will suffer for eternity, Alexia.” He softly kisses my cheek and I can hear him walking away. Tears are running down my face, but it’s better this way. I’d rather he hate me than be dead.

      “It’s for the best, sister, and you know it,” Remi says from behind me.

      “What? You couldn’t wait to come and gloat? It’s not enough I had to do it, you had to be here to watch? Was it a good show at least for you, sister?” I say sister so cynically that even I flinch from the sound of it, but I’m hurt and angry and everything in between.

      “I deserve that,” she says quietly and turns around, walking towards the house.

      I drop down on the sand and cry for hours because by the time I’m back in the house, it’s almost dawn. Falling on my bed, my eyes close and I’m asleep within seconds.
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      “So that’s all from the vision?” asks Jezzinta, handing me a cup of coffee while I’m sitting on the porch.

      “Yes. I’m not sure if there was more because I was pulled out of the water.” I peer sideways at Remi, who sits silently on her chair, pretending I’m not there.

      “Can you make something out of it?” I ask Jezzinta.

      “Hmm. Well, all I can think is you need to face what you fear most if you’re to transform and live up to the challenge,” she says thoughtfully.

      “I fear nothing,” I tell her honestly. “Death used to scare me, but after everything that has happened, I believe I’d even welcome it if it comes.”

      “That can’t be true. We all fear something, you just need to find what that something is,” she says. I suppose she’s right. I just need to dig deeper to figure it out.

      “Maybe we should actually look into the darker rituals in the Book of Shadows,” I say to no one in particular. “I mean, the demon said he was summoned there. Maybe it was a hint, Jez?”

      “Maybe.” She squints at me, the corners of her eyes crinkling and I can almost feel her mind working.

      “I’ll go see if I can find anything.” Remi gets up and walks inside.

      “What’s with the two of you?” Jezzinta narrows her eyes at me like I’ve done something wrong.

      “Nothing. She thinks she’s entitled to have a say in my life and I strongly disagree. That’s what’s up,” I tell her, staring towards the trees in the distance. I’m really not in the mood to talk about it.

      “Well, in a way she does, you know. She was sent here to make sure you live this time, so she has to protect you,” Jezzinta says quietly.

      “Well, she’s not doing a good job then, is she? She does her damn best to protect me from a good man while she was nowhere to be found when I almost got raped and killed,” I snap at her, instantly regretting it. I should just go hide under a rock or something until I calm down. It’s not Jezzinta’s fault I’m irritated. It’s anyone’s fault but hers. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you, I’m just … I don’t know what I am, to be honest.” I exhale a deep breath.

      “It’s okay, Alexia. I understand, sister, but there is much to it that you overlook as well. Like I said before, she’s seen you die more times than anyone would like, and last time you loved someone, he ripped the heart out of your chest and stomped on it. She was there to see it all and she was there for you when you were putting the pieces together. Anyone would do what she does to protect you if they were in her shoes.”

      “I understand that, Jez, but I’m not a child. I’m a grown woman, remember? Okay, I might have forgotten about everything that’s expected of me for a second there, but it’s fixed now. Here I am and I’ll do everything everyone expects and then some. I want this to be over so I can actually have my life back, because as shitty as it was, it was still mine. I had some control over it, at least. I need that back,” I tell her honestly.

      “I hope for all our sakes, sister, that it will be that simple, but something tells me that everything that has happened so far, as stressful as it was, was only the calm before the storm,” she says, getting up.

      She pats my hair like I’m a child, but I don’t mind. I smile at her absently. I am tired of everything, and that exhaustion stretches all the way to the bottom of my soul. When she walks inside, I finally take a deep breath. I need my solitude. It’s crucial to my existence, although not many people understand my need for it.

      I lean the back my head on the swing and just breathe, humming a song my grandmother used to sing to me as a child. It’s really not a song one would sing to a child, come to think of it. It’s very sad and sorrowful, which makes me wonder why she sang it to me. The words escape next, and the tension dissipates from my body. The song talks about someone loving another person so much that they are willing to spend an eternity in Hell just to see that person smile at them. Unfortunately, that person leaves without a trace and they never get their wish, so they dedicate their love to the mountain that will keep their secret forever.

      “That’s a beautiful song, even if I don’t understand it.” Philip’s comment makes me jump, my heart lodging in my throat.

      “Mr. Stamelos, what are you doing here?” I ask while trying to catch my breath. Geeze, he scared the life out of me. Peering at him closely, he seems tired, like he hasn’t slept for months. “Are you okay?”

      “Now I’m ‘Mr. Stamelos?’” He flinches at the title, as if I hurt him.

      “You’ve always been Mr. Stamelos to me,” I point out. He chuckles without humor.

      “Yes. Yes, I have, haven’t I?” He sits on the steps and leans against the wall. “I don’t know what happened to me, Al. I wish you would believe me. I never meant to scare you or force anything on you. I still have no excuse for it, but I had the need to find you and tell you this. I really am sorry.” It breaks my heart to see him like this. I’d rather deal with his attitude and his smartass comments the way he was than with this man sitting in front of me, looking lost. It’s so unlike him.

      “I think I know what happened,” says Remi from the open front door, pulling both our gazes her way. “It’s a long story that I don’t think I should go into detail with …another human(she says human pointedly and I get her point)being, but it had something to do with Alexia’s pheromones. You see, it happens sometimes. When patients wake up from a coma like she did, the pheromones are much stronger and they affect people that are in very close proximity like you were,” she says to Philip. His eyes are bugged out like she is nuts, and that expression makes me almost laugh out loud.

      Even he’s not buying it, it probably isn’t too far from the truth, even with it being a witch’s perspective. Now that I think about it, my initiation with Inanna may have triggered his reaction. It’s better now, because I have control, somewhat, over my energy.

      “It’s okay, Philip, it’s been a very emotional and stressful week. I’m willing to forget about it. No hard feelings. However, that still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here and how you found me.” It’s strange that he’s here. The ladies are very careful when running errands or getting food to not be seen coming here.

      “I saw her in one of the stores downtown.” He gestures towards Remi with his chin, but I notice his eyes haven’t strayed from her since she walked out. “I followed her, thinking that when she stopped I’d ask her how to find you, but to my surprise, she drove all the way here and I realized you were here as well. It took a couple of days to actually muster the courage to come and tell you I was sorry,” he says sheepishly.

      “Well, all is forgotten, and now you can leave,” I say to him.

      “I can make a cup of coffee, if you like,” says Remi at the same time and I stare at her. Seriously? Now she’s nice?

      “Sure, I’d like that.” Philip turns to her and I see her blushing a little while he looks like he’s all but forgotten I’m still there. Now I get it. It’s okay for everyone but me. Shaking my head, I get up and walk inside, closing the door behind me.

      “You got it all wrong, sap,” says Jezzinta. I didn’t even see her standing there.

      “What, exactly, did I get wrong?” I raise my eyebrows at her.

      She only shakes her head and walks away. Whatever. I honestly don’t care. I’m going to search for the ritual while they’re doing whatever it is they do.

      

      It’s been a couple of hours since I began flipping through the dark rituals, but I haven’t found anything. I think I should try to channel Inanna. Maybe she can shed some light on what we are missing. I light candles which I place around in a circle with jasmine incense, and I sit in the center cross-legged. Concentrating on my breathing, slowly I fall into deep meditation.

      “You are here, love.” Her husky voice echoes through my mind.

      “Yes, mother, I need your help.”

      A light grows brighter in the darkness behind my closed eyes, and there she is, as powerful and as magnificent as ever. Her presence makes me look like an incompetent lost child.

      “Help with what?” she asks, smiling.

      “The full moon is almost upon us. We need to find the ritual to locate the potions that the warlock is hunting for so we can protect them, but we’ve had no luck so far,” I tell her. “I was hoping you’d point us in the right direction,” I add hopefully. Her power crackles like an electric storm at the mention of Thomas, and my skin starts to prickle. It’s painful, but I stay quiet. I don’t want her angry when I need answers.

      “My father knows where they are, but I cannot help you there. You need to summon him yourself. He does like pretty things like you, so I’m sure you can get him to tell you anything you ask.” She laughs at my shocked face. “Come now, love, you are not a child. You are my vessel, yes, but you are also a woman. Nothing bad in enticing a man for the greater good, right?” She winks and I my stomach sinks. Entice a man? What the fuck? I can’t entice a fly to get out of the room, much less a man.

      “I’m not really an enchantress, if you haven’t noticed,” I say dryly.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean it’s not in you,” she points out. “A woman doesn’t need to lay with a man for him to be enticed, love. Use your gifts, your talents. I’m sure you’ll think of something.” She reaches for my face and touches it gently like a whisper, but it’s full of such overwhelming love that tears run down my cheeks. When my vision clears, she is gone.

      Slowly, I open my eyes and sit there for a while, thinking about what she said. I need to talk to Remi and Jezzinta. I’m sure they’ll know what to do and, judging from Remi’s reactions, she’ll dress me in a scuba diving suit to summon Sin and make sure he stays far, far away from me. I’m safe there. That makes me laugh. Putting out the flames from the candles, I pick up the book and go to find them. They’re both sitting in the living room talking, but as soon as they hear me, they stop.

      “Sorry to interrupt your conversation. I just need help,” I tell them, sitting down and acting like I don’t notice they’re hiding something. “I spoke to Inanna and she said if I manage to entice Sin, he will tell me where the potions are.” Staring hard at Remi, I don’t miss her frown.

      “Entice him how?” she asks.

      “I don’t know. She said I’m a woman and I should use my gifts and talents, whatever it may mean.” As I say this, Jezzinta jumps up.

      “Brilliant! I know just the thing,” she says excitedly and Remi and I both turn to her like she’s lost her mind.

      “Well, don’t look at me like that! Remi, remember the night when we needed a favor from the gods to be able to stop the Romans from destroying the temple?” She’s getting more excited with every word, practically bouncing by the last, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Calm down, sparky! You want to share the story? Because I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her. Remi turns thoughtful and I can tell she’s a few steps ahead of us with what Jezzinta is saying and what it may mean for us.

      “It just might work,” she says thoughtfully.

      “Great! What do I have to do, then? Play a game of chess with him?” I ask her with a straight face and she grunts. “What? If you think it’s good, it works for me, because it means no man gets closer than a few feet to me.” I had to say it. I’m still upset.

      “Listen, asshole, I can let you do whatever you please, but when you’re all broken inside, don’t come to me, understand? I’ve heard it hundreds of times, and I’m still the one watching you cry your eyes out when shit goes wrong, or at the worst, I’m the one to bury you!” she snaps, gets up, and walks away. I stare after her.

      “You shouldn’t have said that, sap, especially after what she gave up to be here for you,” says Jezzinta, and her words smack into me with so much guilt my stomach hurts from it. I don’t know what’s going on, but I intend to find out soon so this stops. Angry or not, I need to know why she’s acting strange.

      “Can you tell me what’s wrong with her?” I ask Jezzinta.

      “I could, but it’s not my place to say,” she says sadly.

      “Well, it can wait. Now tell me your plan so we can start getting ready.” I curl up on the armchair, hugging my knees and resting my chin on top of them.

      “You always do that, curl up like a little girl.” A grin stretches across Jezzinta’s lips. “Anyway, my idea was this.” She sits at the edge of the sofa. “If there’s anything you’re good at that’ll leave a man empty in his head, it’s dancing. You always had something when you danced that left us all astonished, like you hypnotized us or something. I’m thinking that if you dance for him, he might tell you what you want to know. Maybe even how to kill him.” She chuckles at her own joke.

      “Dance? That’s your plan? You’ve lost your mind, woman. I do dance, but I’m not who you think I am. I understand we’ve been through many lifetimes together, and as much as I remember them, I’m not the exact same person, sister. I am, but I’m not. I hope you understand that,” I tell her in all honesty.

      “I know you, Alexia. I don’t need to know you now. If you silence your mind and let your spirit guide you, I promise you will make him tell you,” she says seriously. “Plus, if you want, I’ll give you a few lessons.” She jumps up and swings her hips from side to side in front of me. We both cackle and snort at that.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I tell her and get up. “Well, as long as I don’t need to be close to him, I’ll dance. I’ll even moonwalk if he wants me to,” I say as I step away, and she hoots, slapping her leg.

      “Oh, I would love to see that, sap!” she calls after me.

      I walk up the stairs slowly, contemplating how I’m going to pull this off. Dance for a god. Shit like this can only happen to me, I swear. I guess it won’t do any harm to have a little practice. If nothing else, it’ll make me forget about everything else for a little while. I pick up my phone from the nightstand and open YouTube. What better place to find good music, right? The door to my room opens and Remi walks in holding a pile of something in her hands. It’s like gauze or silk. I have no idea.

      “I think you’ll need this,” she says, putting it on my bed. “I’ll bring the rest in a second, but I was going to ask if you’d like me to play the drums for you. You always asked me to when you danced,” she says.

      “Remi, please sit. I need to say something.” I point at the bed. She sits lifting her eyes at me like I’m about to give her a death sentence. My heart shrinks into a pebble from the guilt stabbing through me.

      “I know that you remember everything from many lifetimes, but I don’t. I don’t know why that is, but all I remember are flashes of all of them. I’m guessing I only get the important ones at certain times. I know you’re trying to protect me, but I don’t understand from what. So, the only thing I can think of that will make you act like you do is this. Have we been lovers in any of my previous lives?” I have to know. I need to understand why she’s acting like this.

      The color slowly drains from her face as her eyes widen at me. I can tell she’s barely breathing as the shock registers on her face and her hands tremble slightly in her lap. Her mouth opens and closes a few times before she can finally speak and her words come through numb lips.

      “What? No, we haven’t been. You’ve always been a sister to me. We’re not blood sisters, but we are soul sisters,” she says, and I can tell I’ve hurt her even more. Great. I’m an idiot. With my assumptions, I made it sound like a lover would care more for me than a sister would.

      “Sorry, but I needed to know, because you’re acting more like a jealous boyfriend than a sister.” I sit next to her with a heavy sigh.

      Remi stares at me unblinkingly for a long time, as if she’s seeing a stranger. She fists her hands a few times as if trying to bring sensation into them or stop them from trembling, and my gut twists at the sight of it. Before I can start apologizing again, she takes a breath. “Listen, you’re very emotional, and you don’t know how to love with only your heart. You love with everything you have, and people take advantage of that. I’ve seen it happen many times over. You get hurt, then you waste away in front of my eyes. It’s either he will hurt you, or he’ll die from natural causes, or he’ll get killed. You name it, we’ve been through it. I can’t watch you go through the same routine again this time. I’m only trying to protect you. I need you to believe me.” Her voice is clear even when it hitches, and the tears in her eyes causes guilt to choke me for my choice of words.

      “I’m sorry for being an ass.” I nudge her leg with mine, but she doesn’t say anything. We sit like that for couple of minutes, then she takes a deep breath.

      “Has anyone visited you?” She’s watching me like a hawk. I know that if I even move a muscle, she’ll know if I’m telling the truth or not.

      I frown at her. “Who? It’s not like if someone comes here I can hide them in my pocket. You’d see them, too,” I point out the obvious.

      “No, not like that. Like a spirit, or someone here but not really here.” She hasn’t moved, still looking straight into my eyes, sending my stomach flipflopping, remembering the first shower I had in the house.

      “I see he didn’t waste any time,” she says so angrily that I move back a little like she just slapped me.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, my voice edged. It’s no one’s business anyway.

      “Alexia, he’s bad news, and if you could remember everything, you’d know it, too. He always does that, makes you think that he can’t live without you, but as soon as you let your guard down and open your heart to him, he’ll rip it to pieces. He always does,” she says sadly.

      “Who are you talking about, Remi?” I need to know who he is, was … I don’t even know what I need to know. I just know I do.

      “Enlil! He’s a god. He’s been following you through every

      reincarnation and always does the same thing. When you were first born some three thousand years ago, he took you for his kindred. You were the first woman to marry a god. Then he just kept adding to his harem.” Her eyes flash with anger and I flinch. I don’t remember what she’s talking about, but my heart rattles like someone just stabbed it with a hot poker.

      “And I loved him?” I asked, disgusted.

      “Yes!” she says simply. I stare at her.

      “Well, you have nothing to worry about. This Alexia does not do polygamy, I can tell you that much.” I’m upset now at how stupid I’ve been. It doesn’t matter how long ago it was.

      “Mhm, you’ve said that before, too, you know. I don’t know what stories he was feeding you, but you believed him. He had a hundred wives and courtesans,” she spits through clenched teeth.

      I feel sick. How can I let a man like that touch me? Remi is right. I need to stay away from all of them.

      “I’ll stay away, sister, don’t worry. I think after that many lifetimes, I’ve learned the lesson.” That was disturbing information, but now I need to change the subject. I’ll think about all this later.

      “What’s all this?” I point at the pile of stuff she brought.

      “That’s what you like to wear when you dance. Well, it’s what you used to like to wear, so check it out. I’ll go bring you your dayereh, no dancing without your favorite instrument.” A thrill goes through me at the mention of the hand drum as she gets up and walks out.

      I haven’t used the drum for a very long time, so it cheers me up a little. Music always makes everyone be better. I unfold the bundle and look at the clothing. It’s similar to what we were wearing at Inanna’s temple, only it is bronze. It’s like a slave girl costume, which makes me smile. If I’m going to dance for a god, I’ll make him think that he has control, at least until it’s too late and he’s told me what I need to know.

      Sin won’t know what hit him.
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      “Alexia!” Remi is yelling to be heard over the music. I turn it off and try to catch my breath.

      “Take a break for a little bit and come downstairs, please. There’s someone we want you to meet,” she says, smiling.

      “Who?” I’m gasping for air. I’ve been dancing for hours without a break, so this is welcome.

      “You’ll see!” She’s excited, I can tell, so I secretly wish she changed her mind and Derik is waiting downstairs, but as far as I know, that’s only wishful thinking.

      “Let me shower and I’ll be there in a minute,” I say as I walk towards the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later, I hear them talking in the living room, so I walk in to see a woman I’ve never seen before having tea. All three turn my way.

      “Hi.” I smile at the new lady. She’s apparently Native American, very beautiful with her high cheekbones and long braids framing her face, quite a bit younger than us judging by the looks of her, about twenty-five, maybe twenty-six years old. Even her eyes are smiling when she glances at me and I can’t help but like her. There is something familiar and calming in her energy. It’s like a soft breeze caressing me.

      “Hello, Alexia! It has been a very long time, sister,” she says while getting up and bowing slightly to me.

      “It’s very nice to see you, but you will excuse my ignorance. I don’t remember everything, and with that, I can’t remember you either, as much as I wish I did,” I tell her honestly.

      A chuckle falls from her lips. “It’s okay, sister, it will come when it’s the right time. I have no doubt about that. I’m Meda.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Meda. I love the sound of your name.”

      “It means prophetess in her native tongue,” offers Jezzinta, and I’m happy that they are always there to help out with things. This whole process would’ve been much, much harder if I’d had to navigate on my own.

      “I’m happy you decided to visit so I could meet you,” I tell Meda and her head snaps in Remi’s direction.

      “Ummm, actually, we called her to come. We can use all the help we can get from now on, and no one knows how to deal with gods better than Meda,” says Remi, and I can hear the respect she has for Meda in her voice.

      “Are you a shaman?” I ask and Jezzinta laughs. “What? I’m asking! Geez, woman.” I roll my eyes at her, but now I feel stupid. I don’t know why I asked that. It’s not like all Native Americans are shamans, but her energy has that healing vibe, so I assume she is. Assumptions are the bane of human existence. I keep saying it, but I should start using that little advice, too.

      “Sorry, Meda, that was presumptuous of me,” I tell her. I hope she can hear the regret in my voice.

      “Don’t be silly. It’s perfectly fine. You can say anything to me and I will never get offended,” she says laughingly.

      “Thank you, but that doesn’t make it right.” I smile at her. I really like her.

      “I like you too,” she says, and my eyes widen at that.

      “You’re telepathic?” This is amazing.

      “Ah, yes. I shouldn’t do that, but it’s a habit, especially with you.” She shrugs her shoulders.

      “You want to tell me more about it? Or should we talk about why you’re here first?” I sit in the armchair with a little ouch, grateful I can rest my legs finally. I think that was the end of any practice if I want to be able to move when we summon Sin.

      “Everything in Divine timing,” she says.

      “Well, that’s great, but we don’t have much time to wait on the Divine. The full moon is tomorrow night,” I point out.

      She just offers a placating smile. I know that tactic. I do it myself when I know something and the other person is trying to find out, but I’ve made up my mind to not give the answer. Yes, as you can tell, I’m trying hard to understand human psychology.

      “Okay, fine. Let’s relax and I’m sure you’ll tell me when you’re ready. It’s not like we have anything else to do.”

      I watch all three of them. How strange it is that the four of us are so different, look so different physically and personality wise, yet we kind of fit together like pieces of a puzzle. Life is truly a strange and amazing thing.

      “Tea?”  Jezzinta lifts the teapot and pours a cup before I even answer her. I love this woman. She’ll tell you off in such a way that you’ll keep smiling at her while she does it, unlike Remi who has that strong emotional presence that will either make you love her to death for it—like I do—or want to strangle her and hide her body. Meda, on the other hand, from what I can tell about her presence, is somewhere in between these two. What a group we make.

      “Why are you smiling?” asks Remi.

      “Oh, she was analyzing our personalities and was happy with her assessment,” says Meda, who laughs joyfully when I startle out of the daydream.

      “Okay, okay, no more mind reading. I swear it.” She waves her hand in front of her like she’s chasing a fly. It makes me laugh.

      “Hey, go ahead, read it, but I can’t promise you that you’ll always like what you hear there,” I tell her.

      “It won’t be the first time,” she answers back. That gives me pause. “Oh, never mind. I’m just being silly like you are.” She grabs her cup and drinks her tea staring straight in front of her.

      “So … anyone has an urge to tell me what the plan is? And why I am always the last one to find out about it?” Pulling my eyes from the floor tells me the other two are finding everything in the room very interesting all of a sudden, their gaze wandering everywhere but near us.

      “Oh, come now, out with it! Talk!” Annoyance coats my words.

      “I’ll tell you,” says Meda. “You need the information from the god of the sun to find the potions, correct?” At my nod she continues. “Well, I have no doubt you’ll convince him to do exactly that.” She pauses for too long and I wait for it; there’s always a “but” there somewhere. “But (see? I told you) what you need to know is when you open the portal that Sin can come through, it’s not an actual door that you open and close or let only who you like in. If anyone or anything knows or senses the portal is opening, they can come to this realm as well as through it. That is why I’m here. I will make sure nothing interferes with the ritual and no one, except Sin, comes through.” She leans back and crosses her arms over her chest like a teacher. Well, I suppose that’s good news.

      “Smart thinking,” I tell Remi and Jezzinta.

      “They also wanted to make sure we spent some time together in this lifetime,” Meda adds. Well, that’s odd. I keep an eye on her, waiting to see if she will explain more. She sips her tea like she hasn’t spoken.

      “I need more than that,” I say simply.

      “Sap, you and Meda have been born in the same lifetimes over and over together. Sometimes you’re the mother, she’s the daughter. Sometimes it’s the other way around. You’re from the same soul family group. This is the first time that you were both reincarnated where you aren’t blood relatives as well. She’s missed you because she remembers it all, so we thought maybe you’d like to meet her in this life as well, because eventually you’ll remember it all, so we sped up the process,” says Jezzinta in one breath.

      My gaze falls on Meda, who has tears in her eyes. I fight mine, too, because this reminded me of a time long past, a time I have done my best to forget about. It brings back memories of my ex, of the pregnancy, of how happy I was to feel the baby move in my belly, and also that dreadful night when he decided to let his jealousy win, accusing me of looking at another man that I hadn’t even noticed and then he beat me within an inch of my life, killing the baby in the process. He always found a way to accuse me of something. I was either checking someone out—which I never was—or I was dressed so someone could look at me even if I was wearing what he asked me to wear before we went anywhere.

      Breathe, Al, just breathe, I tell myself.

      “Oh, sister, I am so very sorry.” Meda jumps up and throws her arms around me, weeping for what she read in my mind, what I have no more tears left to shed for.

      I see Remi and Jezzinta exchange glances before getting up and exiting the room, leaving both of us in an embrace with me being numb and Meda crying her eyes out in my arms. Knowing what I know now about our previous lifetimes, I hug her closely. I guess this is how it would’ve felt to hold your own child. I kiss the top of her head and she cries harder.

      “Shhhh, it’s okay, Meda. It was a long time ago. I was young and stupid, but it’s done. It can’t be changed, so I had to let it go. I gave forgiveness to the apology I never received so I can move on. I thank you, but don’t cry, please. I don’t deserve your sorrow,” I tell her as my hand moves up and down her back in a soothing motion.

      “Don’t ever say that, Alexia, no one knows your heart the way I do. If anyone deserves anything, it’s you.” She lifts her head up, her eyes locking on mine.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, and I kiss her forehead. It comes naturally to do so, and I don’t know why. I’ve never kissed anyone like that before, but my grandmother always kissed me in the same way.

      “You honor me, sister,” Meda says and does the same.

      “With what?” I ask as she pulls away.

      “The kiss on the third eye is the highest honor among the sisters.” She gives me a wobbly smile, though tears still run down her face. I wipe them with my hand.

      “Come on, go wash your face and no more crying for today … or any day,” I add with a frown, and for some reason that makes her laugh a little.

      She stands up and as she’s walking out, she turns around towards me. “You’ve always shown me love when I’ve needed it the most. I will give my life to do the same.” Placing her palms together, she puts them on her forehead and bows low before disappearing.

      “Let’s hope it never comes to that,” I mumble under my breath. I don’t know what will happen or how, but there is one thing I am sure of: I will die before I let anything happen to any of the three women here with me.

      “You want to come help set up the altar in the woods?” Remi pops her head in. After Meda leaves, I am so lost in my thought that it takes a bit for my brain to get into gear.

      “Huh?” I look at her.

      “Do you want to come help set up the altar? In the woods?” she adds, widening her eyes and trying to be dramatic.

      With a sly grin, I meet her eyes. “Sure, asshole, I’ll come help you.” We both laugh at that.

      Asshole turned into a term of endearment after our argument, so we call each other that more than we say sister. I guess it’s the same when Jez calls me a sap. I walk after Remi, smiling. We do act like children, but that’s the good thing around here. Even as grown women, we can simply be who we are and no one will judge us for it. I couldn’t ask for more. It’s also nice not to be alone anymore.

      Walking through the trees, we carry our tools and offerings, and I shiver a little. It reminds me of that night with Hipster and Smartass. That ended well, so I should stop thinking about it, but it sneaks up from time to time. The best part about the whole thing was listening to Jezzinta telling us how she had them suspended in the air with vines for a while, shaking them while they couldn’t see her until they both passed out from fear. I can only imagine the years of therapy they’ll both need after that. At the end, she told them that if they breathe a word or if they tell Thomas, they won’t be able to leave their homes because the ghosts from these woods will haunt them. We had a good laugh about how fast they ran to their car, leaving skid marks as they disappeared from her sight.

      “We will set it up here, it’s perfect,” says Remi and I swivel my head around to see we are standing in a clearing quite wide in each direction, like a circle. She’s right, too. It is perfect.

      “Are we placing the tools on a blanket as a makeshift altar?” I’m very strange when it comes to my tools. I treat them like living things, so putting them on the ground doesn’t sit well with me.

      “No,” says Remi, but she doesn’t elaborate.

      I was just about to ask them what are we using when the ground under my feet starts shaking like an earthquake and I have to widen my stance so I don’t topple over with everything I’m carrying in my arms.

      “What the hell!” I exclaim, but then shut my mouth as I watch on the west side of the clearing as a big, flat rock comes out of the ground.

      The shaking continues as it rises to waist level. I gap at Remi wide-eyed. Is she doing this? But she lifts her chin, pointing at something behind me with it, so I turn my head to see Jezzinta standing there with her arms in front of her and eyes closed, chanting something under her breath.

      “She’s an earth elemental, remember?” calls out Remi.

      Yeah, no shit she’s an earth elemental. It would’ve been nice to have known she could do stuff like that sooner.

      The rock stops rising and as I watch, a still mumbling Remi swipes her hands in circles, then throws them in front of her, releasing a strong wind that seems to come out of nowhere that blows all the dirt from the rock, leaving it clean and shiny like we’ve been scrubbing it for hours. As abruptly it started, the wind stops, and I shake my head to get my hair out of my face.

      “And I’m an air elemental, as you can see,” Remi adds.

      “Obviously,” I add dryly. We leave the things we brought with us on the rock, and Remi and Jezzinta plop their tools in the rightful place. I turn around to see Meda coming towards us, carrying a bag of something with her.

      “You need a hand? What is that?” I step towards her.

      “Nah, I’m good, friend,” she says, and I snicker at her baby talk. She started doing it earlier and I think it’s cute. Glancing at the bag when she is closer, I can see she is carrying salt.

      “What? Are we banishing demons with that much salt?” It’s a huge bag and it probably weighs as much as she does.

      Shaking her head, she snorts. “No, silly. We will make a circle and do the sigils with it. No demon can come in,” she winks at me. Duh, sometimes I wonder if I’m really a witch or not. I feel like a fake or an imposter when I say stupid things like that. It’s just that my brain takes a vacation from time to time. It’s something that happens, something I can’t control.

      “You are anything but an imposter,” says Meda.

      “Who’s an imposter?” Remi turns around and turns to us. I guess she was putting the ceremonial blade on the altar, because she turns around holding it in front of her like a warrior ready to slay the said imposter. Meda and I chortle at the same time. She obviously read my mind.

      “What?” Remi frowns at us and we howl louder at her confused expression.

      “I was thinking that sometimes I feel like that with the things I say or ask,” I tell her between chuckles. She shakes her head and goes back to what she was doing. Now I want to have some fun, because Remi and Jezzinta are sneaky little shits. Meda starts snorting before I even start. I guess the telepathy is a handy gift.

      “Very,” she says, giggling. I move my arms and gather the water from the air. I turn it into two bubbles and throw them at the backs of the two standing at the altar. Remi only takes a sharp breath, but Jezzinta squeals and I chortle, falling down on the grass and holding my stomach.

      “Oh, you’ll pay for that, you little shit!” Jezzinta says, and green vines wrap around my arms and legs, holding me on the ground.

      “Lift her up, Jez!” Remi says, and my body goes up like I’m a doll suspended in the air. Strong winds swirl around me, making my hair fly wildly around my face, slapping me like Remi is doing it with her own hand.

      “Hey! Stop it, asshole, it hurts!” I yell at her. She does it for a second longer and then everything stops. The wind and the vines are gone, and I land on my butt on the ground.

      “Owwwww. That was not cool.” I stand up holding my butt, which hurts because I don’t have as much padding there as they do.

      I glare at Meda, who is off to the side of us giggling like a schoolgirl, but eventually the glare fades and humorous tears pool in my eyes again.

      “We need to grow up,” I say to no one in particular as I come down from the humor high.

      “Are you an elemental, too?” I ask her.

      “No, I don’t control the elements. I have another gift.” With a wave of her hands, she makes a box in the air.

      “I know what a gift is, so there’s really no need for demonstration.”

      With a stern face, she focuses on me. “Do you?” she asks, and I have a nagging thought we are not talking about the same thing.

      “What is your gift, if you don’t mind me asking? Apart from telepathy, obviously.” We are still staring in each other’s eyes and as I ask, her eyes go from dark chocolate brown to matte white, then back to brown.

      “I can see the future.” Her voice doesn’t like sound her own when she says that, and goosebumps cover my body.

      “Well, why are we calling on gods when you can do your juju and tell us where the potions are?” I ask because I’m excited. We don’t need Sin now that Meda is here.

      “Unfortunately, gifts don’t work that way. I wish they did,” she says sadly. “We all make decisions, A-ma. There are many doors and with every choice we make, we open some and close others. The future is not set in stone.”

      “What did you just call me? A-ma? What does that mean?”

      “It means mother,” says Remi, and I get goosebumps again.

      “It’s just a habit, sister, I’m sorry.” She tilts her head down and guilt punches me in the gut. I swear I need to stop making people regret saying things.

      “I only wanted to know what it means. I don’t mind you calling me anything you want, Meda,” I tell her, and she looks up at me with a smile. In less than a day, her happiness has grown to mean so much to me, just like with Remi and Jezzinta. It’s overwhelming at times.

      “Okay, ladies, what do we need to do now?” It’s getting dark and I really don’t want to hang around out here unless I have to—like tomorrow night, for example.

      “We just need to put protection around this area like a shield, so even if a human walks by they won’t see it. Then we can go have supper,” says Jezzinta.

      We all go to one direction each—north, west, east and south. We raise our hands, calling on the guardians of each to come protect the space from prying eyes until we uncover it tomorrow for the full moon. A shimmering shield forms from our outstretched hands and connects together, wrapping the clearing like a glass cover.

      “It’s beautiful.” I breathe the words out. It’s so magical that I think if I speak louder, it’ll disappear.

      “You always get fascinated by everything,” Remi smiles.

      She’s right, but I can’t help it. Some things are just too beautiful for me to ignore them or take them for granted. We walk back towards the house, Remi and Meda in front of me and Jezzinta holding me under my arm. We are quiet. I guess each of us is thinking about tomorrow and how things will go. I don’t even want to imagine what will happen if we don’t get the information we need. Failure is not an option tomorrow. I have no idea how I’m going to win this game, but of one thing I’m certain: I am not going to lose!
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      The bright light hits my face so suddenly that it makes me flinch. It’s burning my eyes even through closed lids, and I yell at whoever it is that’s walking through my room, pulling the curtains from the windows.

      “Go away, for fuck’s sake!”

      “Swearing is very unladylike, sap. Haven’t you been told before?” Jezzinta is prancing around the bed, so I pull the pillow from under my head and throw it at her.

      “Get the fuck out, Jez, what’s wrong with you?” She squeals at that. “Don’t you have a room that you can stay in and leave me be? One damn morning is all I ask!” I’m still yelling, but even I don’t know why. I asked her to wake me last night before I went to bed. Granted, I didn’t think I would not be able to sleep almost the entire night, but that’s not her fault.

      “You are lucky I love you, elephant, or I would’ve buried you alive for this,” she says, and I open one eye to peer at her. I hit her right in the face with the pillow, which is obvious from her messed-up hair and her narrowed eyes glaring at me. I burst out laughing.

      “That’s a very nice look on you,” I tell her, and she whacks me with the same pillow across the face. “Hey.”

      “Payback is a bitch, sap! Payback is a bitch,” she singsongs as she walks out.

      “No kidding,” I mumble, and she chuckles from behind the closed door. I don’t want to get out of bed. I want to sleep all day and night, then I want to wake up tomorrow to my sisters telling me it’s over and they’ve done it alone. I need coffee. I can’t even get anxious properly without it.

      I crawl out of bed, grab whatever I can find by touch, and go to have a shower. While I’m brushing my teeth, I’m staring at myself in the mirror. At least I’m not pale anymore. I guess that’s an improvement, but there’s a sadness in my eyes that wasn’t there before. I always do this—analyze myself like it’s not me I’m looking at. Grandmother used to say my spirit was so strong that it comes out to inspect me just to make sure I’m on the right path. I smile at that thought, then laugh, because I’m like an idiot with the toothpaste foaming in my mouth.

      “Rawr!” I growl at the reflection, then laugh again at my stupidities. I think I’m finally losing my mind. I head downstairs, slowly dragging my feet because I know what’s coming. As soon as I show my face, they’ll start with the advice and it’ll drive me nuts. I’m entering the kitchen sooner than I want, though, that’s for sure.

      “Morning,” I mumble and walk straight for the pot. I pour coffee in the largest mug I can find, wondering why I just don’t take the coffee pot and drink straight from it. Much easier, plus less dishes for washing. Ha! Look at me, all economical and shit.

      Turning, I step toward the doorway and stop. Why hasn’t anyone said anything? I watch them and they are all drinking from their cups, one reading, one staring into space, and the other checking her nails. Hmmm, this seems fishy, but I need coffee before I attempt a conversation.

      Sitting on the porch with the coffee while the swing is rocking gently is so relaxing that I zone out staring at the trees. I jump a little when someone sits on the swing next to me, turning my gaze to Remi.

      “Here, have one.” She’s holding a pack of Marlboros in front of me. I look at the smokes, then up at her.

      “I don’t smoke anymore,” I point out.

      “Yeah, asshole, neither do I, but we could use it today.” She holds the pack in face. Shrugging, I take one because she does have a point. Pulling out a lighter, she lights mine, then hers. We sit there together, staring in front of us, puffing circles of smoke in the air.

      “Remember the hookahs?” she asks, and I get flashes of memories. Both of us sitting on pillows, each with a hookah in front, laughing at who makes a bigger circle of smoke. Judging by what we are wearing, it’s somewhere between 400 and 300 B.C. I smile at her.

      “Now I do.”

      “It was a good life, that one,” she says.

      “Well, I remember the hookahs because I just saw it in my mind, but not the life,” I tell her.

      “We were priestesses in one of Inanna’s temples in that lifetime. It was perfect, and we were happy.” There is a faraway look in her eyes. “We managed to stay alive into our thirties that time.” She shakes her head.

      “Wow. Please don’t tell me about the other lifetimes if that was a good one,” I say, and I mean it. It sounds awful.

      “Well, it would’ve been longer if you hadn’t decided to follow you heart, as always,” she says, then laughs because I elbow her.

      “I’m telling the truth. I love you, but you’re a sucker when it comes to love. Thanks to watching you, I’ve decided that no matter how many lifetimes I get reincarnated in, I’m staying away from that shit. It’s not for me, thank you very much.” I’m sad to hear her talk like that. Even not knowing anything about the previous lives and all the crap I’ve had happen in this one, I will still not give up on love.

      “All there is is love, Remi. It’s the only truth. If there is no love, then there is nothing,” I say quietly. “I’m sorry my misfortunes have made you not even willing to give it a chance,” I add.

      “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m perfectly happy the way I am. I can’t deal with another person. I’m just not relationship material. I mean, look at me. You can barely deal with me. Can you imagine a man?” She laughs at her own joke, but her words make me even sadder.

      “The right man will,” I tell her.

      “Mhm, and how is that working out for you? Dealing with the right man, I mean?” I can tell she’s frustrated by my persistence.

      “Don’t be an ass. You know what I mean. And don’t worry about me. If it’s not the right man, it’ll be the right lesson. I honestly believe that.” I turn away. I have no wish to talk about it anymore, either.

      “I didn’t mean it that way, Alexia. I only meant they’re assholes.”

      “Well, so are we,” I point out, and we both laugh.

      “That we are.” She gets up and leaves me alone again.

      The sun is high in the sky and the day is flying by faster than I would like, but the sooner we do this, the sooner it will be done. I’m just going to take it easy today. The more relaxed I am, the better I’ll deal with it. The front door opens and Meda comes out with the pot of coffee in one hand and her mug in the other.

      “I come in peace, bearing gifts.” She lifts the pot and I grin at her.

      “You have the key to my heart, sister.” I pat the spot next to me and she sits down, pouring more coffee into both our cups.

      “It’s a beautiful day today. I’ve never seen this one before,” she says, and I can’t agree more. It’s a nice way of looking at it, I guess.

      “The more you find things to be grateful for, the more of those things the universe will provide, huh?” I say, and she shrugs and nods at the same time.

      “It is the way of the Divine,” she adds.

      We swing for a bit, just sitting there, enjoying each other’s company.

      “Before I let you be,” she says after a while, “tonight, I want you to concentrate on what you need to do. I don’t want you to worry about anything you might hear or see, okay?” She is very serious, and dread creeps through my stomach.

      “What does that mean? Are you expecting trouble?” My shoulders tense.

      “I didn’t say there will be. I only said for you not to worry if there is. As I told you yesterday, sometimes entities try to cross into this realm, but that’s why I’m here. You just make sure that you get the information we need, leave everything else to the three of us. We trust you with our lives, and we expect the same in return.” She’s dead serious, so I do take it to heart. Plus, she’s right. They do trust me to do the right thing, and I need to offer the same to them.

      “Of course I trust you. I don’t think I’ve ever trusted anyone as much as I trust the three of you.” I hope she hears the sincerity in my voice because those words were pulled straight from my heart

      “Okay, good. When rituals like this are done, sometimes things are much different than they appear. Gods are very tricky. They might make you see things that you wish to see or things that terrify you. I need you to stay present in your mind. I need you to remember it’s the four of us there in the circle and the god we summon. No one else will be there, they can’t. So, if you see someone that is not supposed to be there, it’s because Sin is making you see them. Understand?”

      “Yes, I understand. Thank you, Meda. I’m forever grateful you are here with me.” I give her a hug.

      “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, A-ma.” She hugs me back.

      Tears prick my eyes. She’s such a beautiful, loving soul.

      After pouring more coffee in my mug, she heads inside. I’m expecting Jezzinta to come out next. I guess they decided to do it one by one, so they don’t frustrate me if they all gang up on me. Smart strategy, I must admit. I function better if I can hear clearly what someone is saying because I don’t only listen to their words, I watch their face. I read between the lines. I read their energy. When there are many people talking at the same time, it messes me up and that frustrates me.

      I don’t wait long before Jezzinta comes out.

      “I know you were waiting for me,” she says as soon as she opens the door.

      “You do?”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out this strategy, sap.” She laughs, and I join her.

      “Well, I do appreciate it, just so you know.” I give her a hug when she sits down.

      “I love you more than you know.” She says softly.

      “The way you say that, I’m going to start thinking I’m about to die.” I grin at her startled look. “I’m joking. Relax.” I nudge her leg with mine.

      “I sure hope so. You haven’t found your sense of humor yet, sister,” she says, and she leans back on the swing. I do the same, but I turn towards her so I can see her better.

      “I’m not going to give you advice or whatever the others did. I just wanted to tell you that I think it’s better if Meda takes the place of High Priestess in the ritual.” She’s scanning the trees ahead, avoiding my searching gaze.

      “Why? I thought you know how to do this. You’ve done it before.”

      “That’s true, but Meda is much better at holding the portal than I am. Plus, I’d rather be free to help you if need be than hold a damn portal, if I’m being honest.” There is worry in her creased forehead, and that worry is for me but also for how I’ll handle things tonight.

      “Jez, I’ll be fine, I swear it. What can happen, honestly? Plus, whatever it is, I’m sure I’ve had it happen once or twice, if not in this life, then in the previous ones.” I pat her leg. “Including dying,” I add with a smile, but she doesn’t smile back, just looks at me and her eyes go from green to blue and back again. “Your eyes are like water, Jez. No wonder you’re my favorite sister.” I try to lighten the mood.

      “Oh, is that so? If my eyes were not like your precious water, then someone else would’ve been your favorite? Good to know, sap!” She acts upset, but I can tell the sparkle is back in her eyes.

      “Without water, I’m nothing, Jez. You know that!” I say it jokingly, but it’s the truth. I do believe I will cease to exist without it. It’s part of my existence, as strange as it may sound.

      “I know that more than you do. You should remember it,” she says cryptically. I was going to ask but she jumps up.

      “I’ll let you be. In a couple of hours, we need to start getting ready. I have the cloaks and everything on top of your bed. We will grab them before we head to the clearing.” With that, she walks into the house and leaves me swinging alone on the porch.

      I wish I’d asked Remi to leave the smokes outside, because I feel I’ll need a couple more before tonight. I spend most of the day sitting on the swing. I even have my lunch here. Remi brings it over, eats with me outside, and when we are done, she picks the plates up and walks inside, all without saying a word. After that, I get little uneasy, like someone is watching me, but I can’t sense anyone when I send my energy out, and I’m sure it is because of my nerves.

      The sky starts darkening and I finally get up. We need to start the ritual before the sun goes bellow the horizon.

      We all dress quietly, each in our own rooms. I put on the slave costume and check myself in the mirror. Meda did my makeup earlier with black kohl, lining my eyes to make them stand out. She also drew swirls and symbols on my arms and shoulders with henna. It peeled off while I was dressing, leaving only stained swirls in its place.

      Rubbing some glittery body lotion on me, I sparkle every move I make. I can almost believe I’m the enchantress Inanna asked me to be. The bottom part sits low and snug on my hips and it balloons to my ankles where it’s tied with pretty bows. It sits so low that it only covers my intimate parts. I’m a bit uncomfortable, but I shake and jump to make sure it won’t drop and it doesn’t move an inch, so that’s good. There’s a golden belt with little coins sitting on top of it so that it jiggles and sways every time I shift, or even when I take a breath. It does add a nice effect to the outfit. The top is a simple scarf that goes across my chest and ties in the back. There is a necklace with the sun symbol around my neck and a snake cuff high on my bicep. No shoes for me tonight. I’m barefoot with just anklets and a chain that loops around my big toe to make it look like I’m wearing sandals. The bronze color of the outfit makes my olive skin seem like part of the silk. All and all, it’s beautiful. I would be much happier if it isn’t see-through, though. It makes me too exposed, but the ladies say it’s all for show and I’m determined to play my part.

      Having the information is very important, not just for us, but for humanity. I can only imagine what that evil creature, Tiamat, will do if she gets her hands on the potions. We’ll all be screwed for eternity.

      Walking up to my dresser, I pick up the small bottle of jasmine essential oil, even though I hate using perfumes. But I always dab a little essential oil behind my ears, on all pulse points, and on top of my heart. It’s a habit I’ve developed through the years. As I’m putting it on, Jezzinta walks in.

      “You don’t need that anymore, you know. After your initiation, your skin naturally smells like jasmine. I think that’s what got Philip to act like a horny teenager,” she says, and I laugh nervously. She’s right, but it’s something I keep doing so I remind myself that I’m normal. I’ll take anything that will keep me connected to the life I had before all this took flight into Neverland direction.

      “I know.”

      We grab our cloaks and leave the house. I’m the last one to walk out, so I close the door behind me quietly. I’m hoping we’ll be returning here soon with everything we need. Wrapping my cloak around me, I tip my hood over my head, and everyone does the same before we step outside.

      Let’s hope everything goes as planned. I regret even thinking those words, because things never go as you want them to.
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      We walk at a steady pace, not rushing and not too slow, either. There is anxious energy around us, but not in a bad way. More like we are expecting something exciting to happen, but the outcome is unknown. I don’t know how else to explain it.

      Finally, we reach the clearing and spread out, each taking her spot so we can open the shimmering dome we put in place yesterday. With our hands in the air, we thank the spirits of the four directions and bid them farewell. They served us well and I’m grateful to them. The dome shimmers and disappears just like it appeared: from thin air. Walking towards the altar, we all line up. Meda stands in front of the altar with her back towards us. Remi, Jezzinta, and I stand next to each other in a semicircle. We watch the sun slowly going down and wait. It needs to be just at the right time.

      There, it’s set half below and half above the horizon.

      “As above, so below,” we all say in unison.

      “Let us start, sisters,” says Meda, and her voice sounds very regal and much older than usual. I glance at Jezzinta and she just nods. I think it was a good choice to let Meda be the High Priestess. Raising her hand, she continues. “Blissful Paean. Come, you who are revered gloriously, fruitful source of wealth and happiness.”

      “Come,” all three of us say.

      Meda speaks again. “Spermatic, golden-lyred patron, oracle wild, you who brings light, beloved glorious young man, you who are a leader of the Muses, leader of the dance, noble and lovely and pure.”

      “Come,” the three of us say again.

      “You who sees all within and all beneath the sky, you whose hair is gold, whose oracle and omens are clearly sustained, hear us entreating for humankind, hear our prayer and be present with a delightful heart.”

      “Come,” we say again.

      The air is thickening around us, and it starts to get warm, but I stand still and quiet like Remi and Jezzinta, not daring even to breathe too loudly.

      Meda goes on. “For you survey all the boundless aether, and you look at the abundant and blessed Earth from the above, and in the darkness of the silent night, your eyes are the stars, you see the roots of the Earth. You are caring about all the source and the end, you make everything bloom!”

      “Come,” we say and out of my control, my body sways. I see Remi and Jezzinta are swaying, too.

      “Hence by mankind, we call upon you, since in thy care and hands lies the seal which stamps the world with forms of every kind. Hear us, blessed power of the Blissful One, and in these rites rejoice us and save thy mystics with a suppliant voice!” Meda says the last part with such force my insides shake.

      “Come,” we say it as forcefully as she spoke.

      As the last words are spoken, Meda grabs the ceremonial knife and cuts the inside of her right palm, lifting it on top of the chalice where her blood drips into it in a steady stream. I flinch. That must’ve hurt.

      “Blood of my blood, life of my life. I call upon you, Sin, come to us!”

      “Come,” we say again.

      I watch as all three of them drop their cloaks and stand there in white see-through gowns. The fading light from the sun makes it appear as though they have nothing on, their bodies shimmering like something unreal, like nymphs have decided to grace the clearing in these woods with their presence. Everything around me is magical. I keep my cloak on, as we agreed, until he shows up. Meda says not to move an inch from where I’m standing until she tells me to, and for the first time in my life, I’m going to obey. I don’t normally take orders very well. I do now! See? I can be good...sometimes. That thought makes me want to laugh and I hear Meda snort in front of me. She must have read my mind again.

      We stand like statues, waiting as the last rays of the sun disappear below the horizon and darkness covers us all for a second before the glow of the full moon turns everything silver. Well, it looks like he isn’t coming, I think. Good. We tried and he didn’t show. Now we can all go home and I’ll make fun of these three standing bare-ass in the woods waiting for a god. Meda snorts louder this time. I think she’s fighting a laugh and I’m happy I can at least entertain her.

      “You dare laugh at my presence, Priestess, after summoning me?” A deep voice echoes through the trees and I fight to stay standing. All I want is to drop to my knees. The power is overwhelming. I peek through my hood, but I don’t see anyone.

      “I didn’t think you would show up, Nanna,” says Meda like she’s talking to a farmer about potatoes, and I suck in a sharp breath. She’s going to get us all killed. And why is she calling Sin “Nanna?”

      “Ah! Meda! It is you,” says the voice again and the torches we stabbed in the ground around the clearing, as well as all the candles, get lit at the same time with high-reaching flames. I jump a little. Meda laughs. I’m not sure if she’s laughing at me or Sin.

      “It is I. We have summoned you to ask a favor,” she tells him.

      “Well, of course. I didn’t think you would summon me just to see me,” he says sarcastically. “The gods get summoned when you need something, not to simply show your gratitude,” he adds like a reprimand.

      As he is talking, he finally steps in the lit area and my breath gets stuck in my throat. My knees get weak and shaky. Oh, dear Mother, sweet Goddess … holy fuck! my voice screams in my head. He is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life. Golden, wavy hair shimmers in the light of the moon, while his skin shines like porcelain. He is standing bare-chested with a loincloth tied around his narrow hips, and I know it sounds silly, but even his legs are beautiful. I can’t stop staring. I even forget to breathe. His face is so beautiful it hurts to look at it.

      “I want to see the one that offers such thoughts,” he says and starts walking towards me. “Why is she covered? Have you no respect?”

      Meda stands in front of me, cutting off his way. “I said I need a favor, but I didn’t say what,” she tells him.

      “Well, go on, Priestess. Speak. Then move out of the way!” he says, annoyed. I guess he can read minds, too. Duh, he is a god. I’d better stop thinking before I get into more trouble.

      “We have a new sister in our circle and we need you to bless her,” Meda tells him.

      “You summoned me to bless a witch?” You can hear the doubt in his voice.

      “Yes, we did. It’s important that you bless her because she is Inanna’s vessel,” says Meda proudly, and then there is silence. I’m thinking he is going to fry us all now, and I hear his laugh thundering all around me.

      “Oh, I like her very much already,” he says between bouts of laughter. “I don’t know why you don’t get my daughter to do her own blessing, Priestess. I will make an exception, but there must be an offering. You know the rules,” he says to Meda.

      “If you agree to bless her, she will dance for you,” Meda tells him.

      “I’ve seen many witches dance, Priestess. You better come up with something else.” He is angry now and I can hear it.

      “I know you have, but you have not seen this one. Let her dance for you, and if it is a good offering, you can bless her when she is done.” Meda sounds like she’s selling a horse. At that thought, she snorts again and Sin laughs out loud.

      “Well, she does have a good sense of humor, at least,” says Sin, and I stare pointedly at Jezzinta, who rolls her eyes at me. I’ll never let her forget it, if we live to see another day that is.

      “Very well! Dance, witch, and move that foul thing off you so I can see you,” he says, sitting on the edge of the altar. This is Inanna’s father, and he is physically in his mid-twenties.

      What a strange world it is, the world of gods, I think to myself.

      “Very strange indeed,” he agrees with me, and my stomach does a somersault.

      Walking back slowly I grab the hand drum sitting on the grass. Remi moves to the side, sits down, and takes the drum in front of her. With my back towards him, I push the cloak off my shoulders and it slides down pooling at my feet.

      This is it.

      I better dance like I’ve never danced before, like my life depends on it, because, well, it does in a way. The full moon is high in the sky and I say a quick prayer. “Mother, please guide me.” The sound of the dayereh echoes through the night as I start shaking my hand, lifting it slowly up in the air above my head. Remi joins in and the beat of her drum soothes my soul. I close my eyes for a second. Jezzinta’s words echo through my mind. “Let your spirit guide you. I do just that. I give total control of my body to my spirit. It’s like an out-of-body experience as I watch myself moving even though I’m not really doing the moving. I just stay back and observe.

      At the sharp beat of the drum, I peer over my shoulder at him for the first time without the safety of the cloak, and his eyes widen in shock. I start by swaying my hips, gyrating while my free hand twists and turns like a snake at my side. The bells on my belt join the rhythm of the dayereh and the drum, all three making a beautiful melody. Sin is watching me like a hawk, his eyes tracking every movement I make, and he is leaning forward in anticipation. I slowly turn around, throwing my hips in a sharp move, left then right, and as Remi stops the drum, I hit the dayereh on my hip making the air echo with the sound of bells. He takes in a sharp breath.

      Now we are staring at each other face to face. That’s a little too much for me, so I start shaking my shoulders and bending my upper body backwards, almost into a bridge pose. Remi follows with the beat of her drum in sync with every movement of my shoulders. My breasts are moving wildly, and as I bring myself up again, I see him standing so close to me that I’m within arm’s reach. No can do! I lean sideways and, while dancing, I sidestep him and end up behind him. He turns around sharply, but I do the same again. He follows me with narrowed eyes. I guess gods don’t like to be disobeyed. Tough luck for him. I agreed to dance, nothing more.

      Swaying my hips, I slowly circle around him, and he follows me with his head. When I’m behind him again, I reach out with my hand, touching him from one shoulder to the other with my fingertip as I move in front of him again. A grunt falls from his throat.

      Moving and swaying like a boneless snake in front of him, his eyes land on my jiggling breasts, and I curse my treacherous body when my nipples turn into pinpoints. His gaze meets mine and he gives me a predatory smile that triggers my fight-or-flight instincts, but remember how he’s a god? Yup, you guessed it, he read my mind and out of thin air shackles pop on my wrists, ankles, and around my neck, which is connected by a chain to the shackles on my wrists. He snatches it fast.

      “Not so fast, little witch,” he growls, and my knees go weak. He turns around and starts walking towards the altar, dragging me behind him like a dog, which raises my hackles.

      “Hey, let go!” I dig my heels in the grass but that doesn’t stop him. He keeps moving. I turn around to ask any of the others to help but they are nowhere to be found. What the fuck!

      “They obey their God, unlike you, little witch,” he says in answer to my question.

      So much for sister love, I guess. I’m on my own here. I stop struggling and follow behind him. What else can I do, really? We get to the altar and he turns around, grabs me by the waist and picks me up, sitting me on the edge. Then he lodges his body between my legs, putting our faces inches apart.

      “The Priestess was speaking the truth. I have not seen a witch dance like that,” he says as he stares straight into my eyes, causing my mind to go blank. With my mouth slightly open, I stare unblinkingly at him because I can do nothing else. He is just that beautiful.

      “And so are you, little witch. No wonder my daughter picked you for her vessel.” He touches my cheek with the back of his finger and my insides shake.

      “I am very pleased with this offering. Very pleased, indeed.” With his hand between my breasts, he pushes me down onto the altar, and now I’m lying there like a virgin sacrifice with my legs dangling off it, wrapped around his hips. He leans over me on his forearms and I can feel his erection through the non-existent pants I’m wearing. His loincloth doesn’t help at all. My breath is coming in little puffs in his face, and he closes his eyes and takes a long sniff.

      “Mmmmmm, jasmine. I like it.” His eyes open and I just stare at him.

      “I think this is an offering I would like to sample,” he says, almost like he’s talking to himself instead of to me, and judging by that thing I feel poking me between my legs, I can imagine what kind of sampling he is talking about. He lifts his head and follows a line from my forehead down my nose with his finger, then he rubs it on my lips a little before he continues down my chin, neck, all the way to my breasts. With one sharp thug, he rips the scarf off my body. Humming to himself, he touches me like a sculptor would shape clay. I don’t want to, I really don’t, but my body is reacting to him on its own, and he seems pleased by it.

      “Very responsive, little witch.” He flicks a gaze at my face, then down at my body again. “I can’t remember the last time I desired to taste a mortal,” he says, tilting his chin up gazing at the moon.

      As soon as he is not looking at me, I can think clearly, and for a second I remember why we are doing this. And I remember what Inanna said, to entice him. Well, if he’s going to grope me anyway, I’d better make sure I get what I came here to get. Here goes nothing, I think to myself. Reaching up, I place my hand on his chest. It’s shaking and I know he can knows it too, but he doesn’t say anything. I squint at him with half-lidded eyes.

      “You don’t have to be the only one tasting,” I purr, and it sounds strange to my ears, but I guess it’s working because now I have his full

      attention.

      “Is that so, little witch?” he growls at me.

      “That is so.” I smile, and he does too, but he looks like the cat that ate the canary.

      “Well, don’t let me stop you, then.” He rips off his loincloth and my jaw drops. Holy Mother. Well, you asked for it, you dum-dum, I tell myself.

      “You are a funny little creature.” He laughs.

      I lift myself up on my elbows and try to see him. All of him. He steps away to give me a better view. Modesty is not a strong suit with gods, and with good reason I might add.

      “Are you going to just look at me all night, little witch?” he says, and I can hear the laughter in his voice. Oh, you’ll lose that laugh very fast, I think as I sit up. I curl my index finger in front of my face, calling him closer, and he raises his eyebrows. As he inches towards me, I reach out with my legs and pull him to me, placing my arms around his waist while sliding one onto his back and the other onto his butt. His perfect butt, if I may say so myself. He is breathing more deeply now. I rain little kisses on his chest and he throws his head back, enjoying it.

      “Your lips are very soft and soothing, little witch,” he says to the sky. Here is my chance.

      “I’m happy you like them, but too bad you can’t enjoy them for more than tonight,” I say as if it’s just small talk.

      “And who will stop me if I want to enjoy them again?” He stares down at me.

      “Oh, well, Tiamat, for example,” I say while I’m locked in his gaze, and I bite gently on his nipple. I see the flames of a thousand suns in his eyes. He can burn me to ashes if he so pleases.

      “What does that evil creature have to do with you?” he asks, his voice husky and deep.

      “Well, she thinks I know where the potions are, the ones that will help her find the realm where Anzu is hiding the Tablets of Destiny.” I’m proud of myself for talking like we are discussing the weather.

      Throwing his head back, he laughs. “That’s ridiculous. Only I know where they are, no one else,” you can hear the arrogance from miles away.

      “Hmmm. Well, I’m not so sure about that. You see”—Kissing my way up his neck, I give him little licks, holding him tight with my thighs to keep his hips flush to mine—“she sent a warlock to kill me because she is sure I know,” I whisper in his ear, and he shivers. Look at me, making a god shiver. I want to pat myself on the back. I’ll do it later, if I live.

      He grabs my hips and grinds himself on me. “Don’t worry, little witch, no one can find them,” he says, and kisses me with such passion that I forget everything—what I was saying, why I’m here, absolutely everything including my own name.

      While he is kissing me, he lifts me up a bit and rips my pants off with one flick of his wrist. Now here I am in my birthday suit, with only the necklace, armband, and the shackles he put on me as I sit on the altar in front of a god. What has the world come to? I wonder. I need to think, but I can’t. He is messing with my head. He pulls me up, then places me flat across the altar. Moving slowly, he comes to my feet, takes hold of my ankles and pulls me towards him while placing my feet apart on the edge.

      “No more talking, little witch. Now I sample my offering.”

      Before my mind catches up, his head is between my legs, and I feel his tongue moving, circling, sipping like he is drinking from the chalice of life. My eyes roll to the back of my head, and I reach with both hands to get a hold of his head. He hums, and my entire insides shake from it. His tongue enter me, and it’s so warm and everything is just wonderful. I arch my back and he shoves his hands under me, holding my hips up while taking his time. At the moment, I don’t mind at all. In the middle of the haze, I hear Meda’s voice in my head. “The potions” is all she says. Huh? What potions? I’m thinking. I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      Sin lifts his head and I look down at him. His face is flushed and his lips are all glossy from my juices. “Don’t worry about the potions, little witch. I have hidden them very well. No one can find them, of that you can be sure.” He dives back down, and I reach over my head for the opposite side of the altar, holding it so tightly I think my fingers may start bleeding.

      Meda’s voice interferes again, and it’s starting to annoy me. Can’t I enjoy this? “Where are the potions?” she says, and then she’s gone again, thank the Goddess.

      Sin lifts his head again, and I’m about to tell him not to worry about it but keep doing what he was doing, when he says “No snake can go into the depth of the ocean, little witch. She will not find them unless she learns how to breathe under water.” He goes back to his sampling, but the mention of water zaps me like a thousand watts. He hid the potions in the ocean, but where! Think, Al! My mind is screaming. I squeeze his head with my shaking thighs.

      “There are many oceans on Earth.” I just watch him.

      He seems preoccupied with his sampling, so he absentmindedly adds, “In the Pacific, so deep in the ocean where only the merpeople live, but even if she gets there, little witch, they will not give them to her unless she is Semiramis. Only the gift of the sea can take them.” With those words, he slides two fingers inside me, starts sucking and that’s the end of the thought process in my head.

      My mouth opens in a silent scream, my entire body convulsing on the altar while he hums contently like I’m giving him life between my legs. I don’t know how long I am shaking, but eventually the tremors subside and he lifts his head up, licking his lips. I peer down at him, panting and trying to catch my breath.

      “You are an offering fit for a god, little witch. I shall come back for more another full moon, but for now, I must go.” He lifts up, comes around the altar towards my head, and all I can do is follow him with my eyes because I can’t move a muscle.

      He places his hand on my head and stares intently in my eyes. “I bless you with the fire of passion, little witch. May it burn in your heart with the strength of a thousand suns.”  Flames come out of his chest and enter mine. Then he leans down, giving me a soft kiss on my lips and I can taste myself on them. Lifting his head he brings us nose to nose. “I shall see you soon, my little jasmine witch.” He winks at me and is gone.

      Plopping down, I stare at the sky full of stars and the full moon above me. Who would’ve thought the Sun God was so good at going down on a woman, I think stupidly. I’m sure if the goddesses knew, there would’ve been a line at his gates. That thought makes me laugh, and I continue looking at the moon. I mean what else can I do, right?
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      The soft fabric covering me makes me open my eyes and look up at the concerned faces of Remi, Meda, and Jezzinta. I didn’t know I had closed them.

      “Are you okay?” asks Remi, and her voice is quavering like she’s about to start crying. She’s tucking the cloak around me like I’m about to freeze, and I guess it’s for her own piece of mind because it’s actually very warm.

      “I’m okay, thank you. I mean, I’m sure you saw how okay I am,” I say dryly.

      They glance at each other, then they check around the area. I lift myself up on my elbows to see what they are looking at, and I take a sharp breath in. The clearing is not much of a clearing anymore. There are trees ripped out of the ground and thrown every which way. Others seem like a giant has pushed against them and are leaning on the one next to them for support. There are piles of branches and leaves everywhere.

      “What the hell happened?” I turn at the three of them with shock. I didn’t hear anything. I couldn’t have been that gone in my head.

      “After Sin put the shackles on you, he somehow created a barrier

      between you two and us,” says Meda sadly.

      “I think he saw or felt us all getting ready to intervene, and he made sure we couldn’t. We tried everything to get past it, but we couldn’t see or hear you. It was like everything vanished, including the altar,” she tells me.

      I look from one to the other. Meda seems sad but Remi and Jezzinta look like they could bite a metal bar in two with their teeth. I’ve never seen them that angry before and it warms my heart. “And all this destruction and mess is from that?”

      “Ummmm, that’s actually from Jezzinta and me trying to break the barrier. Obviously tornadoes, thunder, and trees being thrown at it doesn’t work when the Sun God doesn’t want to be interrupted,” Remi says angrily.

      “What did he do to you, sis?” asks Jezzinta, and I can see she’s bracing herself like someone is about to shoot her point blank.

      I sigh and lay back down, peering at the stars again. “I’m sure Meda replayed everything she read in my mind,” I tell them tiredly. I don’t need to explain, they know.

      “Actually, I couldn’t read anything, A-ma. I was trying my best to talk to you, hoping you would hear me even if I couldn’t hear you,” she says with tears in her eyes. I reach for her hand and squeeze it gently. She’s such a beautiful soul.

      “Well, he did but he kind of didn’t,” I tell them. They stand around me, quiet, waiting for more details. I don’t need to make them feel worse than they already do. “If you knew how good that god is with his mouth, you wouldn’t have worried so much about me.” I try to turn it into a joke. “I mean, really, who would’ve thought, right? If witches ever figure this out, I feel bad for mortal men.” I smile at them, and Meda starts first, followed by Jezzinta and finally Remi, all three laughing. Good. At least the tension in the air has lessened because it was choking me.

      “I guess she’s less of a bitch after an orgasm,” Jezzinta joked, poking me in the thigh with her finger.

      “Ouch! Hey! And you’re saying you’re not?” I laugh with them. She just shakes her head.

      “Let’s go, vixen. We need to get inside. It’s almost dawn,” says Remi as she helps me up.

      “Dawn?” I’m shocked. It all seemed like it took fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, max.

      “Yeah, well, when barriers are put like that, time moves differently inside and outside of it,” explains Meda while grabbing my other arm. With Remi’s help, they pull me off the cold rock that we’d used as an altar. I shrug on the cloak and wrap it around me like a blanket.

      “And this?” I wave my hand towards the mess they made. “We’re just going to leave it like this? My heart hurts for those trees.” I’m not lying. It really does.

      “Oh, right!” Jezzinta starts waving her arms and chanting, joined shortly after by Remi. The trees lift in the air, floating peacefully towards their rightful places while the piles of branches and leaves get distributed around them perfectly. Within minutes, it’s just like when we got there, like nothing has taken place, and it works for me. I’ll just act like nothing happened and concentrate on what needs to be done. Then again, that god really knows his stuff. That will be a little hard to forget, but I’ll do my best.

      At Meda’s giggle, I shake my head at myself and help close the circle, then we collect all of our tools that had been thrown around the altar by Sin. We gather everything and, hand in hand, all four of us start walking back to the house. It’s a little difficult weaving between the trees without wanting to let go of the others just yet, but we manage somehow.

      Back at the house, everything is left in the altar room. I figure we’ll put it away tomorrow. Each of us leave to change our clothes after that, and when I come down from my from, my three sisters are already in the living room talking. As I step in, I notice the tea sitting on the coffee table first, wandering to a cup full and lifting it to my nose.

      “Mmmm, peppermint tea! My favorite.” I smile at Jezzinta.

      “I figured you could use it.” She grins back.

      “I can always use peppermint tea, sister.” Sitting down in the armchair I usually take, I bring my knees up and take a deep breath. “It’s done!” I say, and glance at them.

      “He told you?” asks Remi. It’s like all three of them are holding their breath.

      “Yes, he told me, and it won’t be an easy task to find them. Which reminds me …” I narrow my eyes at Remi. “What does my name mean?”

      “Alexia? It means defender,” she answers with a straight face.

      “No, not Alexia. Semiramis, my family name.” I watch her face, her body language, and check her energy. There, a little spike in her energy tells me all I need to know. She knew.

      “Well, from what I’ve heard—” she starts but I cut her off.

      “Don’t bother. I had a feeling you knew.” She acts shocked, which I actually find offensive at the moment. By the way her demeanor changes, she knows that fact, too.

      “Yes, I know, and I’m sorry I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t think it was the right time,” she said defensively.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore, Remi. Sin told me.” I take a deep breath. “He said that the potions are with the merpeople in the depths of the Pacific Ocean, and even if Tiamat and her puppet warlock manage to breathe under water, they still can’t have them because only a Semiramis”—I pause for dramatic effect and all three of them widen their eyes—“the gift of the sea, can take them,” I finish, staring hard at them.

      “So that’s why Margaret died to protect you,” Jezzinta says quietly, and I give her a side-eyed glance.

      “What does that mean? She died because she loved me. That’s what people do when they truly love each other, they protect. Isn’t that right?” I’m upset. I know I’ve died violent, untimely deaths in most of my reincarnations and people I’ve loved and trusted have let me down, but they don’t have to rub it in every day. Geez, I get it. I’m unlovable or not good enough to receive what I offer to everyone and everything around me. I get it!

      “Take it easy there, sap, that’s not what I meant and you know it. What I’m trying to tell you is that you’re the last Semiramis. There are no more from your lineage. They either died natural deaths or were killed,” she says, adding, “Mostly killed, come to think of it.”

      I just stare at her. I don’t know my biological father and never bothered to learn much about his part of the family until my grandparents found out about me and decided they should be part of my life, although they didn’t make much effort apart from teaching me the Druid ways when they had time. I never really cared, to be honest, as long as I had my other grandmother. Now I wonder if there’s more to it than I was led to believe.

      “So, what does that mean for me exactly? We already know they want me dead, but this changes everything. If they find out about this, I’ll wish they just want me dead,” I say solemnly.

      “That’s true. If they find out, then they’ll do anything they can to get their hands on you because you’re their ticket to the potions, and with that, the tablets,” says Remi.

      “Now what?” My mind is working a million miles an hour. I guess I can just end it all. That way, no Alexia and no one can get the potions.

      “No!” Meda jumps up and grabs my arms, shaking me. She scared the hell out of me. It’s not like her to raise her voice or be violent.

      “Don’t you dare think about dying, A-ma! I will bring you back just so I can kill you myself.” She’s very angry and it’s almost cute. “Cute or not, you know I can and will do it.” She frowns at me.

      “Take it easy, Meda. I was just thinking that’s the easiest way. Besides, since when do I do anything the easy way? Come to think of it, I’ve fought tooth and nail to stay alive this far. I’m not planning on dying anytime soon. Not if I can help it.” I hope she can see I mean it. “I’m not suicidal, you know,” I add with a smile.

      “That’s actually debatable,” says Jezzinta, and we all laugh. She has a point. At least the tension is gone. What a day. I’m getting tired and I’m fighting to stay awake. Looking at them, they are exactly the same, forcing their eyes to stay open.

      “Bedtime!” I jump out of the arm chair. “If I don’t move now, I’ll sleep in this chair.” I point at it.

      “Well, that might not be a bad idea, actually,” says Remi. She stands up and starts dragging the pillows off the chairs, lining them up in the middle of the room. We all help out and make a makeshift mattress in the living room. One by one, we all lie down next to each other.

      “This is what a pajama party feels like when you’re young, I assume,” says Meda.

      “I wouldn’t know. Never had one,” I answer her.

      “Never had one what? A pajama party or a friend to do it with?” asks Jezzinta.

      “Both,” Remi and I say at the same time, and I smile at her.

      “Well, it’s never too late and I’d rather have it now with the three of you than with anyone else,” Meda says to no one in particular and cuddles up next to me. I smile at her and close my eyes. Meda starts singing softly some native song that, as much as I want to hear it all, lulls me to sleep. The last thought I remember is that I need to ask her to sing it again tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “How in hell can you figure out the exact spot?”

      Remi is frustrated, checking out a map of the Pacific Ocean. We’ve been searching for a couple of days now, reading articles, journals, you name it, on which part is considered the deepest point with no luck.

      “I still say we go to the beach and I’ll get into the water. I’m sure I’ll find more information that way than staring at this.” I point at all the papers and books covering the entire living room.

      “That’s not happening, Alexia.”

      Remi is not even glancing up from the map. Ever since I told them that I’m the only one that can take the potions, I feel like I’m in a cage with the door open but I’m not allowed to leave. It’s ridiculous.

      “All of you will be with me, Remi. I’m not saying I should go alone. I’m not stupid.” I blow out a breath through pursed lips.

      “I said no, and be my guest, try to go. See how far that takes you,” she says, pointing at the door but still staring at the map.

      She’s right. I tried to leave yesterday, but she made such strong winds that it was impossible for me to take a step off the porch. She pushed me all the way inside the house. Did I mention that I went inside with the front door as it ripped off its hinges? Yeah, the woman has a temper and if she says no, she means it.

      “You can’t hold me here against my will.” I can be stubborn, too.

      “Watch me.”

      “Don’t you want all this to be over, Remi?” I’m tired of the arguing and everything else. “All I’m saying is we should try. When we know where to go, we’ll find them. I’ll give them to Inanna and we’re done. No more stress!” That’s what I’m hoping for, anyway.

      “I said no,” she snaps.

      I’ve had enough.

      “Listen here! You are not hearing me!”

      “Oh, I hear you perfectly.” She stares at me and I can see steam coming out of her. She’s pissed.

      “No, Remi, you do not! You listen to reply, not to understand what I’m saying. Do you see another option? Because all this crap we are going through doesn’t have the answers we seek. If you have something better, by all means spit it out. If not, get your ass moving. We’re going to the beach,” I tell her and get up to go change. I’m not going to just sit here, praying the answers will appear out of nowhere.

      “Where are we going?” Jezzinta pops her head in, all excited. I know she and Meda are going nuts cooped up in the house, too.

      “To the beach.”

      She’s faster than me to go up the stairs to change. I’m almost at the top when I hear Remi coming up, too. I guess I got through to her, even if she’s not happy about it.

      Two hours later, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, standing on warm sand with my bare feet and breathing in the ocean air. This is heaven to me—the smell, the touch, the taste of water. It’s what keeps me alive and it feels like I haven’t breathed for a long time until this moment. I look at my three sisters and smile. Meda and Jezzinta smile back, but Remi is still grumpy and on high alert, judging by how she is trying to see everywhere at the same time as she scouts the horizon.

      “Relax, Remi. Come on, let’s have some fun. We sure as hell deserve it!”

      I pull on her arm and she relaxes a bit, giving me a small smile. Little victories are what are important! There are other people on the beach, too. It stretches for miles in both directions. A lot of people are enjoying the beautiful weather, laughing, swimming or just taking in the view of the beautiful blue ocean. Umbrellas in different colors are stuck in the sand and beach towels are spread out everywhere. Vendors walk among the people, offering cold drinks and bottles of water as well as all sorts of snacks from trays that hang from their necks. Adults talk out loud while children run around, squealing in delight, and as I walk on the warm sand, I can smell the coconut scent from the lotions and sunscreens they put on their skin. It makes my heart expand. I will never get enough of the smell, even if I live a million lifetimes. Stores, restaurants, and bars line the street above the beach and it seems like they’re full of people as well, which makes me smile. People are enjoying life as they should. To keep the peace, I lead us to a small, secluded place away from everyone. We sit there, all four lost in our thoughts for a little bit. Just as I was going to say I’ll go into the water to try to see what I can find out, I hear someone calling my name.

      “Alexia? Oh, how nice to see you!” A very familiar voice gives me butterflies, and I turn around to see Derik walking towards us.

      The temperature drops instantly. With a glance at my sisters sitting in the sand, their expressions like they just heard someone just died, I shake my head. Whatever.

      “Hey, Derik, what are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to take a walk on the beach. You know, change of scenery and all.” He smiles shyly.

      “It is beautiful, isn’t it?” I ask just as he reaches us.

      “Ladies.” He smiles at the gloomy glooms and they each nod. More as a polite thing to do, not because they want to. I can tell.

      “We kind of wanted to be alone. That’s why we sat here,” Remi points out, making me want to kick her.

      “Right, I understand. I apologize. I just wanted to say hi.” He gives one last smile and starts walking away. “I’ll see you, Alexia,” he calls over his shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I mumble. Remi is watching me. “What? You think I planned this? How? I sent a pigeon to tell him where we are?” I roll my eyes. The woman is unbelievable sometimes.

      “I didn’t say anything,” she says defensively, but I can see she realized she’s being silly.

      “You didn’t have to. Anyway, I’m going in.” I jump up, pull my summer dress over my head, and bolt towards the water.

      “Wait for me!” yells Jezzinta, who follows at a run. As soon as I get waist deep, I feel like the world disappears and I’m at peace, just like always.

      “I’m going to go deeper, Jez. I think it’s better if the humans don’t see me.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her and she giggles.

      “Go, fish! Go!” She shoos me away, splashing me with water.

      I chuckle and start swimming away from her, the beach smaller with each stroke I take. I stop after a bit and peer around. It’s a good spot, at least. No one is here. Well there is one little boat, but it’s far enough away that it won’t bother me. I squint to check where I left Jezzinta and see her wave. Twirling my hand, I make a breathing bubble again and put my head through it before I submerge underwater. I figured everything out to this point, but now I wonder how smart this is. I mean, I’m in water, yes, but who am I going to ask here? The fish? This is a stupid idea, but I will not admit to Remi that she is right. I will stay here awhile, and who knows? Maybe something will come up.

      I go deeper and loose myself in the algae and little colorful fish swimming around, forgetting about everything else. After a while, ripples in the water pull my attention to what causes them. I find a person swimming towards me. I’m low enough that I doubt they can see me yet, but they keep coming until I can finally see the face of Thomas. My heart stops. How the hell did he find me here? I try to swim away but he has scuba gear on and can move faster than me with just my legs underwater. He catches up and grabs my leg, pulling me back. As we struggle, I try to pull his mask off so that he has to go up, but he pulls me in that direction anyway. We come to the surface one at a time and I kick him with both legs in the stomach which propels me away from him. I was about to start swimming away when I hear Derik.

      “Hey, asshole, get your fucking hands off her.” He sounds very angry and is swimming faster than a human should.

      “Oh, look. Another human under your spell, Alexia,” Thomas says with glee, and my stomach flips. Before I can do anything, Derik is within reach and Thomas holds him by the neck like a toy.

      “Let him go, Bail!” I yell at him.

      “Oh, really? I see I found your weakness, Alexia.”

      He’s plotting. I see it in his eyes. I give Derik a quick glance, and his eyes are darting from me to Thomas in shock. I guess he’s figured out I’m not what I seem. I wish he never had, but it’s too late for that now.

      “I said”—Waving my hand and wrapping the water around Thomas’s neck like a rope, I squeeze—“Let him go!” I continue through clenched teeth.

      “Holy Fuck,” Derik whispers, so light most wouldn’t hear it. But I’m not most, and his words make me want to die. He sees now what kind of a freak of nature I am. At least he’ll stay away from me from now on. The eyes bulge out on Thomas’s face and he drops his hold on Derik, who splashes a bit in the water until he gets his balance.

      “Derik, go,” I tell him while I’m trying very hard not to strangle Thomas. I want to do it, but I’d have to live with it, and I’m not sure I can.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he says, pulling my focus to him.

      “Are you crazy? I said, go! I can’t hold him like this much longer.” I start getting tired. It takes a lot to manipulate the elements, no matter how fun and effortless it seems.

      “No,” he says stubbornly before he swims up to Thomas and punches him in the face. Lights out for Thomas, I guess, so I let my control over the water go. Derik grabs hold of Thomas and drags him behind him as he swims towards me.

      “We need to get out of the water.”

      He nods and we swim back towards the shore. Halfway there, I hear Derik humph, like all the air was pushed out of his lungs, and I turn my head to see if he is okay. All I see at that moment is Thomas holding him by the neck and chanting. Within a second, Derik is gone.

      Thomas sneers triumphantly at me. “There goes the human,” he says like he’s a child.

      “You fucking monster! What did you do to him?”

      I’m not even aware I’m doing it, but I have the water rope twice the size of the one before wrapped around his shoulders and neck, squeezing him like a boa constrictor. His face turns gray. I hear the girls yelling from the shore, but I couldn’t care less. I want him to die.

      “If you kill me, you’ll never find him, Alexia,” Thomas half whispers, and that snaps me out of my rage. I release him just enough so he can take a breath.

      “Where is he, Thomas? Where did you send him?” If he doesn’t tell me, I’m going to kill him. I’ll find Derik another way.

      “I sent him to Lucifer,” he says and starts laughing like a crazy person.

      “That’s your idea of hurting him? You sent him to the light bearer?” I take a moment and really look at him. The guy really is crazy. I guess that’s what dark magick does to you. He frowns at me like he didn’t think of that. “You skipped the lesson on your angels, Thomas?” I ask him.

      “Well, you can’t find him without my help, so it doesn’t matter where I sent him. Only I can bring him back,” he says with a smile. By this time, Meda and Jezzinta are next to me.

      “He tells the truth, A-ma. Only the one that sends humans through the portals can bring them back.” At her words, I squeeze the water harder.

      “Sap, don’t do it. I know you want to, but you’ll regret it the second it’s done. Please, sister.” Jezzinta puts her hand on my arm and I can see again through the red in my eyes.

      “Well, we need to bring this thing with us. I’m not letting him out of my sight until he brings Derik back!” I tell her.

      “That can be arranged. Hold him like this for a minute. Be right back,” Jezzinta says and starts swimming back to shore. “Don’t kill him,” she throws over her shoulder.

      After a few minutes, she comes back with a handful of berries and

      shoves them in the warlock’s face, holding his mouth so he can’t spit them out. As soon as she’s sure he swallows them, she moves away.

      “What did you give him?” I look at her.

      “Oh, just some poison berries. I saw them growing on the bushes around the beach. At my raised eyebrows she adds, “They won’t kill a warlock, but they’ll make him like a puppet. He will do what we tell him. With the handful I gave him, we have three or four hours max.”

      The girl is a genius.

      “Okay, let’s go. We have a warlock to play with!”

      I smile and can know how evil it must look, because Thomas’s eyes are too big for his face. He’ll regret touching Derik; I’ll make sure he does. We go to shore dragging the warlock with us. When we near it I see Remi waiting for us there.

      “She’s so angry that she wouldn’t even come to help,” I say furiously.

      “She’s deathly afraid of water, A-ma. After she drowned two lifetimes in a row,” Meda tells me, and that makes me feel like an ass. I need to stop being so self-centered. It’s not all about me. I’ll tell Remi I’m sorry later. Right now, it’s time to make the warlock pay.
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      “Let’s tie him in the basement,” Remi says as soon as we stop the car in front of the house. Her pacific blue Volkswagen Tiguan was a smart choice today; we would’ve been sitting on top of each other if we’d used Jezzinta’s Micra. My car? I haven’t seen Jasmine since I parked her that day at work when my entire life took a turn.

      We pile out of the car dragging Thomas with us. According to Jezzinta’s assessment, we have an hour, two max, left to get him to bring Derik back before he’s back to his old self. We lost half an hour parked on the side of the road in front of the property so Remi and Jezzinta could put some sort of a cloaking spell over him using their own blood, just so we could bring him here without him dying. Apparently, my grandmother was not joking around when she made sure this place was safe from anything but humans—well, and us, obviously. I wouldn’t mind if he was gone for good, but not before he brings Derik back. We need him out of here by then.

      I’m still furious at him. I want to strangle him and watch the life drain out of his body, but Derik didn’t do anything wrong apart from being kind enough to try and help me, so the least I can do is bring him back even when I know he’ll never want to see my face again. I know I wouldn’t if I was him.

      We tie Thomas up in a chair Meda brought down and stand around him.

      “Okay, warlock, you need to bring the human back,” Remi tells him.

      I’m scared just seeing her like this. Her anger is so strong it makes the air in the room cold and my breath is puffing out between my lips.

      “We need him moving, not frozen, Remi,” I tell her and she starts taking deep breaths. It warms up a little.

      “Did you hear what she said?” I ask him, and he nods at me like a fool. “Do it!”

      “I need my hands free to open the portal,” he says like he is talking to an imaginary friend. I have no idea what kind of berries Jezzinta gave him. I look at her and she nods, so I go and untie his hands, leaving the rope around his chest and securing it to the chair. He starts chanting, then stops and gives us a glazed stare.

      “Well? Go on! Bring the human back!”

      “I forgot how to open that portal,” he says with wide eyes. My head snaps to Jezzinta.

      “Did you fry his brain with those berries, Jez, or is he lying?” I ask her.

      “I have no idea.” She narrows her eyes, watching him all thoughtful. “I asked for help and the earth pointed me to the berries. When I asked if it would kill him, the answer was no. I didn’t think to ask if he could open portals.” She huffs out a lough, shrugging sheepishly.

      “Wonderful,” I say, plopping down on the ground. Now what? I have no idea what to do and time is running out.

      “I’ll open the portal. Just make sure the warlock pulls the human out fast. I doubt that Lucifer will be happy that we used the portal of his realm like a swinging door.” We all turn to Meda. I can tell there’s determination on her face.

      “I think it’s our best shot,” Remi adds.

      I know it is, but I’m not sure things will go as we plan. They never do. With no other options, Meda stands in the middle of the basement, too close to Thomas for my liking, but I’m watching him. If he tries anything, that’s where his story ends in this lifetime. She chants and circles her arms for a couple of minutes and I see drops of sweat form on her forehead. We all wait. There is nothing else we can do. Slowly, the shimmering starts, and the portal widens enough for a person to walk through it. This is it.

      “Get him out, warlock,” I tell Thomas.

      He waves his hands. I can see the straining of his muscles and his face, but nothing is happening. No one is coming through the portal. I can see that Meda can’t hold it open for very long, so I do the only thing I can think of. Yup. I step through the portal myself. My plan? If the warlock can’t pull him out, then I’ll push him out and follow right behind him. Well, that is the original plan. As soon as I walk through the portal, while hearing Remi and Jezzinta scream “No!” on the other side, I realize my first mistake. I think Derik will hang around the portal waiting to be rescued. My second mistake, if you were wondering, is forgetting that this is a realm of a fallen angel, and it never occurs to me that he will take an interest in a human, or a witch in this case, because I’m staring right at him, standing there in all his beautiful, powerful glory with his arms folded across his chest. Shit! It looks like we’re in a sleeping chamber because it’s a huge room with a big bed in the middle, and on it, Derik is sleeping while Lucifer is watching the human with fascination. Well, until I decide to pop in, because right now he’s observing me with narrowed eyes.

      “I came to take the human back,” I say stupidly, and point at Derik as if there are a bunch of them running around in this realm. Well, what else should I say? His power rises and crackles in the air like electric whips, but I don’t dare move or make another sound.

      “Is that so?” he asks.

      Up to this point, I’ve been in the presence of gods and goddesses, as you well know, but this is totally different. His power feels unlike theirs, and so does his presence. It’s more powerful, for a lack of a better word..

      “Well, yes. He was pushed through the portal, not of his own choosing but only because he was trying to help me. I came to take him back,” I try to explain. “It’s a good thing he’s still unconscious. He won’t remember anything,” I add helpfully.

      Lucifer throws his head back and laughs. It’s such a joyous and beautiful sound that I giggle a little. At my giggle, he turns back to me.

      “You are either too smart or too stupid, witch,” he says casually.

      “Yeah, I wonder at times myself, to be honest,” I tell him truthfully. That makes him laugh again.

      “Come.”

      He starts walking away as if I have no choice but to follow. I’m contemplating grabbing Derik and bolting to the portal, but I don’t think I’m strong enough to do it fast. So, I follow behind him, praying Meda will be able to hold the portal a little bit longer. We walk through hallways made of stone like some medieval castle, not a single soul in sight.

      “Do you live here alone?” I ask him. I don’t know why I blabbed it out, but I don’t like the silence around the angel. It’s heavy and it’s choking me.

      “Yes.”

      That’s the only thing he says, and he glances at me over his shoulder. We keep walking, with me speeding up my steps. He walks fast, eating up the distance with purpose. I have long legs myself, but compared to him, with his six-eight height, I’m a joke . We enter a big hall-like room with a long wooden table and lots of carved armchairs around it. He sits at the head of it pointing at the seat next to him.

      “Sit,” he says.

      It’s an order, not a request, so I obey. I lower down, folding my hands in my lap, and stare at him like he is staring at me. He looks just like you would expect an angel to be. Too perfect to be real. With as messed up as my life is, at least I can gaze at all these beautiful creatures and admire them. I’m wondering if he can read my mind, because his eyes narrow while he is studying me. I raise an eyebrow in question, and he bursts out laughing again.

      “I find you fascinating, witch,” he tells me after his laughter stops.

      “Thank you,” I reply, and I’m thinking, look at me, all proper and lady-like. I need to get out of here, like yesterday.

      “I do apologize for coming here unannounced. I truly am sorry. I want to say it was not with ill intent, but I honestly need to take the human back. He never asked for any of this. He saved me once from thugs and this time tried to save me from a warlock. He only got thrown into a different realm as a reward,” I say the last part almost as a whisper. Poor Derik, nothing but bad things have happened to him thanks to me. “I do not mean harm and I do not wish to anger you. I just want to take him back to where he belongs.” I raise my gaze to Lucifer and I’m angry at myself that tears are pricking my eyes, but I can’t help it.

      He studies my face while I speak and as I stop, his eyes soften. “Don’t fret, witch, I’m not angry. I, too, am misunderstood,” he says with a sigh.

      “Alexia,” I tell him.

      “What?” He raises both eyebrows.

      “My name. It’s Alexia,” I repeat.

      “Defender,” he says thoughtfully.

      “I would love to sit and talk to you, but I don’t think my friend will be able to hold the portal open for much longer. I need to go back,” I tell him sadly. “With the human,” I add in a rush. He smiles.

      “She is not holding the portal open any longer.” Well, damn. I’m stuck here. My heart starts beating wildly.

      “I am,” he adds, and my jaw drops while I stare at him. He laughs again. “I’m not the evil creature the humans make me out to be, Alexia,” he says my name with a lilt to his voice and makes it sound exotic.

      “I am forever grateful for your kindness,” I tell him truthfully, at which he cocks his head to one side and looks at me strangely.

      “How did you come to the conclusion that it’s kindness? I might ask for something in return.” At his words, I think of Sin and I shiver, which he notices, of course.

      “Calm down, Alexia, I mean you no harm either,” he says.

      “Well, that’s good to hear,” I say, more to myself than to him.

      “As you asked earlier, I live here alone, so I have a proposition for you.” He leans back on his chair. I hold my breath and wait. “I’ll hold the portal open and you will have dinner with me. After that, in return for your company, I will let you take the human back to your realm.”

      “That’s it? I keep you company, have dinner with you, and you’ll let me and the human go back?”

      “That is all. It gets lonely here sometimes, and rarely do witches decide to just visit,” he says “visit” sarcastically, and I get the point. I did barge in here, after all.

      “Okay, it’s a deal,” I tell him. “Can I at least let my friends know?” I don’t want them to worry and destroy the house in the process.

      “They already know.”

      Startled I gap at him. Is he telling the truth, or is he playing mind games? Well, it’s not like I can do anything at the moment, so I sit back as well and flick my gaze around the room. There are tapestries hanging on the walls with intricate designs of scenes showing fights between angels and demons, and gods fighting each other. Human armies, too. It’s like everywhere I turn, someone is fighting someone else.

      “You don’t like the décor?” Lucifer asks, and I’m about to say it’s nice when he stops me. “You scrunched up your nose while looking at them.” he waves his arm, gesturing at the tapestries.

      “Well, it’s rather gruesome, to be honest. It’d lighten up the place if you put some pictures of Aphrodite relaxing on a seashell, for example.” I laugh a little, trying to be funny since I just insulted his taste in decorating his home.

      “She’s not exactly my type,” he says, and I jerk my head up to stare at him. Shit. I really had to go there, didn’t I?

      “Relax. Neither are you,” he adds, and I realize I’m clutching the chair with my hands, so I pry my fingers open one by one.

      “Sorry, I’m a little jumpy,” I tell him.

      “Yes, I can see. Who has frightened you so?”

      I’m debating whether I should say anything, but at the last second, I figure why not? “Tiamat is searching for the potions so she can find the Tablets of Destiny. She killed my grandmother to find them and thinks I know where they are as well. She and her warlock have been after me,” I tell him honestly.

      “Tiamat? She hasn’t given up yet, I see. I thought Sin hid those potions,” he says thoughtfully.

      “Yes, he did,” is all I say. I’m not telling him that I know anything.

      “There is something different about you, Alexia.” He is studying me again. “I can’t place it yet, but you are definitely different than any witch I know.”

      “Well, maybe because I’m Inanna’s vessel,” I supply helpfully.

      “Mmmm, I don’t think so,” he answers, shaking his head. I need to change the subject.

      “When are we eating?”

      He laughs at that. “You are that hungry, huh?”

      I laugh with him. “Well, I just came back from the beach, and swimming does make a person hungry.” As I finish the sentence, he waves his arm and the table is full of all types of dishes, from pastries that make my mouth water to meats, veggies, fruit salads and even seafood dishes. Everything in front of me looks so good that I don’t know where to start, to be honest. Fresh baked breads appear from nowhere, with bowls of sauces and gravies with little ladles popping into existence by the mashed potatoes and peas. Pitchers of wine and water sit close to us where we can easily reach them. Everything smells wonderful.

      “Go ahead, eat,” he says.

      “Am I eating alone?” Pulling my eyes from the food, I focus on him.

      “No, I will join you as well.”

      Scooping piles of food on his plate, I can’t imagine ever eating that much, but with all the muscles he has, I suppose he needs a lot more food than I do. Plopping some food on my plate, I take a bite, Lucifer watching me like it’s the most fascinating thing he has ever seen.

      I stop with the fork in front of my mouth. “I’m not going to get stuck here and not be able to leave if I eat, am I?” At that, he roars a laugh so loud that it makes me jump. “What? I’ve read mythology, thank you very much,” I tell him while smirking.

      After laughing for a few minutes, he stops and stares at me with shimmering eyes. “Obviously you have, Alexia, but they are just that. Stories.” He smiles devilishly, and I’m not sure I trust him.

      He laughs again, shaking his head. “Eat, witch, I will not hold you here against your will. I must admit, though, you are good company and I regret making that deal already.” He winks at me and attacks his food. I shake my head and follow his example, and we eat in silence until we are both full and sit back in our chairs.

      “Well, for an angel, you’re a pretty good cook, I must say,” I tell him, and he grins.

      “Yes, I have slaved in the kitchen for you, m’lady.” He inclines his head regally, and I can’t help but laugh. I truly like the angel, and there is something about him that puts me at ease. As much as I like him, I do need to get myself and Derik back.

      “I truly enjoyed this, and I have no words to describe how happy I am that I’ve had the opportunity to meet you and speak with you,” I tell him, hoping he can hear I really mean it. “But I need to go back now. I hope Derik isn’t awake already,” I tell him.

      “He is not,” Lucifer says, but now it sounds cryptic. Meeting his eyes, he avoids mine.

      “He is alive, right?” My heart is in my throat, and I think the food is going to come out.

      “Relax. Yes, he’s alive,” he tells me, and I sit back, taking a deep breath. I think that was a little too soon. “He might be a little different when he wakes up, but he is alive.” He offers me a sheepish tilt of his lips.

      “Different how?” My mouth is dry.

      “He was awake when he came through the portal, so I restrained him to find out who he was and what he was doing here. And if I’m to be honest, he’s lucky I was bored or he would’ve been dead.” I don’t doubt him for a second on that. “So, he told me what happened and how he ended up here. He is very fond of you, you know,” he adds.

      “Yeah, I know,” I sigh. That’s why he almost died. Because of me. I don’t like myself very much at the moment.

      “You see, I understand love, Alexia. So, I gave him something. It is up to him to tell you, not me, but I do find the human mind fascinating,” he says, gazing into the distance.

      I want to ask more but he stands up and I do the same. We walk in silence back towards his chambers, but this time it is not a bad silence. I enjoy it. As we enter, I see Derik sitting on the bed, holding the back of his neck with his hand. He jumps up when he sees me and runs, grabbing me in an embrace.

      “Oh, thank God you’re okay,” he says, and Lucifer laughs from behind me.

      “It’s not your God that saved her, human, and you’d better remember that.” He’s talking to Derik, but as I peer over my shoulder at him, he winks. I guess his sense of humor is as peculiar as mine.

      “We need to go.” I pull on Derik’s hand, and he follows me towards the portal. I push him through it first, and before I go through, I turn to Lucifer. “Thank you very much for everything.”

      “The pleasure was all mine, Alexia. And next time you go for a swim in the ocean, go a few miles out and sing. You’ll be surprised by what a beautiful song can attract, especially one sung by the gift of the sea.”

      He smiles, and my eyes fill up with tears from the sadness I see in his. He knew everything the entire time I was here. He could’ve held me here and used me to get the potions and the tablets, but he didn’t. He even helped me figure out how to find the merpeople.

      “Thank you.”

      With one last look at him, I walk through the portal and it closes behind me.
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      I search around the basement and see Remi sitting there, leaning on Philip’s shoulder, both of them on the ground with their backs against the wall. No one else is here.

      “Where’s Derik? Actually, where is everyone else, and what’s Philip doing here?”

      This is like I’ve fallen in a twilight zone. Save one person and the rest go missing. My heart starts beating faster. Remi jumps up, runs to me, and hugs me tightly while Philip gets up slowly, giving us space, I guess. Remi is shaking in my arms and crying now, which is really making panic grip my chest.

      “What happened, Remi?” I pull away from her enough to stare into her eyes, which are full of tears, but she manages to speak. “Derik went home and the girls are upstairs.”

      I stare at her. When did they have time for all that?

      “And the warlock?” I give Philip a quick glance. I have no idea how much he knows. “And why is he here?” I gesture with my chin towards him while talking to her.

      “Thomas is gone. We tossed him off the property before he could get his powers back. We had no other option apart from killing him, for which I voted yes,” she says, daring me with her eyes to say something, but I wait to hear the rest. “But since I was outvoted, we tossed him out like the piece of trash he is.” She rubs her eyes.

      Philip comes up and rubs her back, and she leans into it. Did I come back to an alternate reality? Nothing makes sense. Derik probably couldn’t get away from here and from me fast enough. I can’t blame him. Any normal person would do the same.

      I see these two, and my chest feels tight, I’m so happy for them. If anyone can deal with Philip Stamelos, it’s Remi, and if anyone has the balls to stand up to her fiery temper, it’s him. They really are a perfect match. I smile when they see me eyeing them. I truly am happy for both of them.

      “So how did everyone have the time—” I start.

      Jezzinta cuts me off, coming down in the basement. “Remi, you guys should go upstairs for a bit. I’ll keep watch for a while so all the good stays in da hood.”

      She turns the corner of the steps, sees me standing there, and starts crying instantly, flying into my arms from the fourth step from the bottom. I catch her and we both almost end up on the floor.

      “Easy, Jez, you’ll break me,” I say, but she’s not listening to me. She’s hugging me tight and bawling her eyes out like someone has died. Dread creeps into my stomach.

      “Okay, enough with this shit. What the fuck is wrong with you guys? Is Meda okay?” And just like I’ve summoned her, she comes running down the stairs and repeats Jezzinta’s move, jumping at me from afar. I’m confused as hell. Something is not right.

      “If someone doesn’t tell me what’s going on, I swear, I’m going back where I just came from!” As I finish, all three of them yell “No!” and grab hold of me as if I really would walk through a nonexistent portal.

      “Six months,” Philip says unhinging my jaw.

      “Excuse me?” what the hell is he is talking about.

      “You’ve been gone for six months, Alexia,” he says, and he sighs tiredly. I gape at my friends, noticing the dark circles under their eyes. It actually looks like they haven’t slept for six months.

      “How is that even possible?”  I’m talking more to myself than them.

      “I would’ve told you time is very different there if I had known you were planning on walking through the portal,” Meda says sadly, and tears are running down her face. Holy shit! I’ve been gone for six months. I’m so shocked that I can’t find any words.

      “And Derik?” I finally say after a few moments.

      “He came through a few days ago, waited as well, but we told him to go rest and we would call him to let him know when you appeared. He thought we were lying because you were coming out right behind him,” says Remi. She’s changed. They all have. I can see it plain as day. I feel so bad, and there are no words that will ever explain how sorry I am.

      “Well, on a good note, I know how to find”—I stop and glance at Philip—“what we need to find,” I finish lamely. I don’t know how much they’ve told him, so I won’t just blab stuff out.

      “Let’s go upstairs and we’ll talk,” says Jezzinta, who is clutching my arm so hard she’s cutting my circulation off, but I let her.  I want to do that to all three of them right now. Especially when I know what’s happened. We walk upstairs and everyone spreads out to their usual places in the living room. It’s like our headquarters.

      “We told Philip everything,” Jezzinta answers my earlier unasked question.

      “Oh!”

      “Yes. We told him because we almost lost Remi. She was …” Meda’s voice trails off and I turn to Remi, who is staring at her hands in her lap like they’re something she’s never seen before. “She tried to follow you through the portal but got bounced back. You know Remi, she tried everything possible to get to you, and when she couldn’t, she started wasting away. We didn’t know what else to do, so we called him,” Jezzinta gestures towards Philip. “We know she likes him.”

      Meda smiles at them, and I see Philip pulling Remi closer to him by her shoulders. That makes me smile too. Meda and Jezzinta start telling me what has been going on in the six months I was gone. Apparently, Thomas tried his luck a few times at getting on the property by replicating the cloaking spell we had placed on him, but the idiot didn’t think he would need the blood for it to work. Unfortunately for us, he never tried it alone and whoever was with him was obviously human, so they pulled him out every time he took a few steps within the perimeter of the protection. Remi, at the beginning, was trying her hardest to cross the portal, and after she was unsuccessful, she started refusing to eat or drink, wasting away until the other girls went to get Philip in their desperate attempt to stop her from dying in front of their eyes. I was happy to hear how determined he was, as well as persistence, to get to her, and in all that, it made her open her heart to him. She is just a wonderful person with so much love to give, and he’d better treat her right or he’ll have pissed-off witches on his back. I can see it in their eyes as we talk about it. From how he has been with her, according to Meda and Jezzinta, I can tell he loves her as much as we do, so I think he’s safe. They’ve been trying to figure out if they can find the potions while they were waiting, with no luck, but since they had nothing else to do, it took their minds off worrying about me. I’m grateful they had each other, because I don’t even want to think what could’ve happened if it was just me and Remi and I’d left her alone like that. I shiver at the thought.

      “I’m really sorry. First, I had no clue it’d take that long, and second, I only had dinner with Lucifer. It was two, three hours max for me. I thought you guys would be upset that I walked through the portal, but I didn’t think I’d be gone for six months. Damn!” I’m still bewildered by that little detail. “I really am sorry,” I repeat.

      “That’s okay. It’s done and we can’t change it. But I’m dying to hear what you found out about the potions,” says Remi.

      “Well, he didn’t say anything the entire time I was there, but as I was about to leave, he said if I go a few miles out into the ocean and sing, I’d be surprised at who might like my singing.” Meda claps her hands excitedly and the other two hum. “I’m just surprised that Lucifer knew the entire time who I was but never tried to stop me from leaving.” And that is the truth, but I am not sure why I’m so shocked by it.

      “You’re on a first-name basis with Lucifer, now?” says Remi, and I see her smiling for the first time. Things have definitely changed.

      “I actually like him a lot,” I tell them honestly.

      “Make sure Lilith doesn’t hear you say that. She’ll scratch your eyes out!” Jezzinta says and I laugh, but I see she’s serious.

      “What the hell, Jez, I like the angel. He’s actually very kind and understanding,” I tell her. “And lonely,” adding it as an afterthought. I feel sad that he was so lonely.

      “You want to go keep him company for another six months?” asks Jezzinta with her eyebrows up.

      “Oh, hell, no! But I mean it. He is nice.”

      “I know, sap. He’s Lilith’s husband.” After Jezzinta throws that little tidbit at me, I gape at her.

      “Really?” I find this interesting.

      “Truly,” she adds.

      “Oh, I wish I’d known! I would’ve asked him lots of questions,” I tell them all, my voice brimming with excitement.

      “Mhm, and then what? We should’ve waited a couple of years for you to get your ass back here? I don’t think so,” says Jezzinta and everyone laughs.

      I think she has a good point. It’s a good thing I didn’t know. We fall into silence, enjoying each other’s company for a while and sipping tea that Jezzinta made while listening to Meda hum songs. It was nice to just be.

      “You know, if you need to get out on the ocean, I have a boat,” Philip says from the sofa where he is sitting. Since all of us are sprawled on the floor together, we all turn to him, somehow having forgotten he was even there.

      “You have a boat?” asks Remi, making me think he is in trouble for not telling her by now. The thought makes me snort, and Meda and Jezzinta join me.

      “Oh, stop it, you three!” Remi rolls her eyes at us, and we start laughing.

      “You’re in trouble now, Mr. Stamelos!” I tell him.

      “Alexia, please. Philip will do from now on,” he says and I nod at him.

      I know that, I just wanted to be a smartass.

      “Well, that would come in handy, wouldn’t it?” says Jezzinta thoughtfully.

      She’s right. We can finally finish this craziness. Hopefully after that, we can go back to our somewhat normal lives. I look at all of them. Actually, I don’t think I want to go back to how it was before I came across that warlock Thomas. I like how we are now, all four of us together. Well, I don’t mind Philip either, as long as Remi is happy. We can think about it later. First, we have to deal with this potion business.

      “Okay, so when can we go?” I say as the front door opens.

      “You’re here!” exclaims Derik, and in two steps he’s in front of me, pulling me up by my arms like a ragdoll as he wraps me in a bear-hug.

      “I can’t breathe, Derik.” Honestly, I’m barely able to speak, so he loosens his grip on me.

      “Sorry,” he says sheepishly. I smile at him. At least he’s not running away from me screaming, so that’s a good sign.

      “I’m happy to see you’re okay.”

      “So am I, Alexia. Happy to see you’re okay, that is,” he explains.

      “Yeah, I figured that out,” I tease him, and he smiles.

      “Oh, sit down, you two, you’re making me sick,” says Jezzinta, and they all laugh.

      I drop down and take a seat again, expecting Derik to join Philip. Instead, he sits on the ground close to me. I smile at him again. He really is very sweet.

      “I assume you told Derik, too?” I aim my question at Remi and she nods.

      “It was hard not to tell him after he saw you strangling a man with a rope made of water and then got sent to meet Lucifer up close and personal.”

      “It sounds like fun,” Philip says to Derik.

      “It was, actually. Little freaky and definitely makes you question your sanity, but fun nonetheless,” Derik says, and they go into a conversation about how I was trying to kill a man as if it’s the most natural thing in the world.

      “Okay, so we go tomorrow and we get it over and done with,” I tell them. “I’m tired of all this craziness. Let’s finish it, then we can come back here and live happily for the rest of our lives.” I just had to throw that out there.

      “I would love that!” Meda claps her hands.

      “Actually, I was thinking the same thing, sap. I kind of like your mug too much to go anywhere else.” Jezzinta nudges me with her shoulder while Remi is studying me.

      “Well?” I raise my eyebrows. If she doesn’t want to stay with me, I can’t force her, but I will be heartbroken.

      “You need someone to watch over you, so you’re stuck with me,” she finally says with a smile, and I jump up to hug her.

      She’s a quiet presence and comes off as cold or not talkative much most of the time, but her strength and protection is something that’s constant, that makes me feel safe. I never want to lose that. We continue talking until late in the night and all six of us end up sleeping in our living room, wherever each one found a spot. At one point during the night, Derik crawls closer to me and puts his arm around my waist. I snuggle closer into him, and I do believe that is the first night in a very, very long time that I sleep so well.
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      “Are we ready? Do we have everything we need?” Remi asks from the porch where she’s waiting on us with Derik and Philip. The three of us, on the other hand, run around the house grabbing things we might not even need until Remi tells us off and we walk out with whatever we are holding.

      “Geez, woman, breathe. What if we need something and we don’t have it when we’re there?” I tell her as I walk out the front door.

      She eyes us, holding our bags that are bursting at the seams. “You guys want to drag the house with us, too, just in case?”

      We look at each other and laughter explodes from us. She’s right, of course. We are acting obnoxious. It’s the anxiety. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

      We pack the stuff in Remi’s car and head off. Philip and Derik follow behind us in Philip’s truck that’s pulling his boat. It’s quiet on the drive, and we all stare out the windows at the beautiful, sunny day. This is it. This will be the end of our problems. A sense of calm rushes over me at that thought. After today, no more running for our lives or messing with gods and their sticky fingers. After today, it’ll be just us, living normal, boring lives. I’ll be very happy with that.

      We reach the beach and start getting things out, putting them in the boat before Philip takes it into the water. We work solemnly, methodically, and quietly. We go a few miles in the ocean, and an hour later, Philip stops the engine, the waves rocking us gently.

      “I think I’ll get off here and you guys can go back a little. I don’t think they’ll show themselves if we all sit here,” I tell them, and Remi and Derik are loudest in their argument why it’s not a good idea. I let them talk it out and when they stop, I repeat the same thing.

      “It’s the ocean. There are sharks in there, too,” Remi points out.

      “Really? That’s your best argument? I’m a water elemental, so I’ll be fine with fish,” I tell her with a roll of my eyes. Sharks? Really? “Listen guys, we can sit here and argue until the end of days, but you all know I’m right. If we want to do this, if we want it to be over, you need to go. I’ll be fine. I’m not saying leave me here, either. I’m saying back off and stay out of sight, at least a little.” I add the last part because I can tell Remi is about to argue again.

      She huffs out a breath. “Fine! Do it your way!”

      I look at Jezzinta and Meda. They’ve been very quiet. Jezzinta is flicking her gaze at us like she’s watching ping pong, I’m guessing enjoying the show, but Meda is gazing off into the distance. I am just about to talk to her when her eyes go white. I raise my hand and wave the rest to stop talking and point at her. We all sit in silence, watching her and waiting. After fifteen minutes, her eyes go back to their normal brown and fall on me, but it seems like her eyes have aged about a hundred years or so.

      I shiver. “Everything okay, Meda?” I ask. She smiles but only with her lips, her eyes are not smiling like they normally do.

      She smiles but only with her lips. It doesn’t reach her eyes. “Yes, of course. The visions come unannounced most of the time.” She goes quiet.

      “Well, what was it?” Remi prompts her.

      Meda stares at Remi for a minute before she speaks. “It was nothing, some irrelevant vision about earthquakes that will happen on the other side of the planet,” she says quietly. Gazing at the others, it is plain to see they don’t buy it either, but we can get it out of Meda later. Right now, we have things to do.

      “Okay, then, off you go people. It’s time for a swim.” I stand up. “And a song,” I add, smiling.

      I can never stop smiling when I know I’ll get in the water. I give them each a hug and jump in. When my body first hits the water, I stiffen like I’m freezing, but as soon as I’m all in, it’s beautiful. Popping my head out I wave at the rest. “All good!”

      “All good in da hood,” Jezzinta yells back.

      I laugh. She can be so silly. I watch them as they turn the boat around and head back from where we came from. I wait until I can see them as a small dot on the horizon, then splash around a little before I stop and float on my back while looking at the sky. I start singing my favorite song, quietly at first, then louder and louder. I finish it, but nothing happens and no one comes. I do it again and again and again. Nothing. I’m starting to think that maybe this wasn’t what Lucifer was trying to say. I float for a minute more, and as I am about to swim towards the boat, I feel ripples around my body that I haven’t made. I turn in a circle but see nothing, which makes me think I probably imagined it when I turn, finding a girl floating there, staring straight at me. Her red hair is like fire glowing in the sun and her green eyes are like emeralds shining right at me. She’s really beautiful.

      “Hello,” I say stupidly. What else can I say? She tilts her head at my words. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Her wide eyes stay on me, but I get nothing else. This is not getting me anywhere. I peek down in the water and, yes, her upper body is human-like, but the lower part is a tail. If nothing else, at least I found the right species.

      “I don’t know how to tell you what I need,” I tell her, and I mean it. I really don’t know how I’m going to do this.

      “She doesn’t speak.”

      At the sound of the voice, I flip around to see who it is. It’s a man with long, black hair and sapphire blue eyes sparkling like those of the redhead behind me.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi.” He grins, so I smile back and lower my gaze down in the water. Yup, there’s the tail. “Why did you stop singing?” he asks.

      “Ummm. Well, I was singing because I was hoping you’d come. After a while, I figured no one heard me so was just about to go back.”

      “Oh, we heard you and we were listening. Not many people know that song,” he tells me.

      I think I’m starting to understand why my grandmother sang a song like that to a child. She really was a very smart woman. “My grandmother used to sing it to me when I was young so I could sleep,” I explain.

      “Interesting. Do you know how she knew the song?” He tilts his head, studying me.

      “No, I don’t, but she sang it until I learned how to sing it myself, then she made me sing it every night.” Remembering those nights makes me smile.

      “You love her.”

      “I do, even if she’s not here anymore,” I say quietly.

      He reaches out with his hand and touches my cheek. “I am sorry.” I can tell he really is because his eyes are sad. It makes me want to cry but I have other things to do.

      “I was looking for you because I’m hoping you will help me.”

      “Us? Help you? In what way?” It’s easy to see his guard is up now.

      Since I need to explain everything, I start from the beginning with the death of my grandmother, skipping the years until meeting Thomas, then the car accident—or not so much of an accident—then Tiamat and Sin, finishing with Lucifer and how I find myself here, singing in the middle of the ocean. He listens quietly to the whole thing, and when I’m done, his eyes fall on the girl behind me over my shoulder. She nods at him.

      “Even if we want to help, we can’t. Not everyone can touch those potions and by the time you get there, you’ll drown,” he says and starts turning away.

      “I’m Semiramis,” I tell him, and he flips so fast towards me that the waves he makes push me into the girl. She grabs my shoulders to steady me.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said I’m Semiramis. Alexia Semiramis.” The girl hugs me before I even finish speaking. When I jerk away from her, she gives me the biggest smile, so I offer a forced one in return.

      “The gift from the sea. I never thought I would see it in my lifetime,” he says, now checking me out like an art piece.

      “Yeah, neither did I.” I try to make a joke, but he ignores it, takes my hand, and pulls it up above the water.

      “We will go down and you can have what you came for,” he says, like he has just made the decision now. I’m good with that as long as I get those damn potions and can go home.

      “You can breathe under water?” he asks.

      I laugh. “No, I can’t breathe under water, but I can breathe with the water around me,” I tell him, and as he watches, I make my breathing bubble and place it around my head. He laughs at that.

      “We will get under water, and then you can take my hand. I will pull

      you with me so we get there faster.”

      I nod at him, and all three of us go under the water. I turn to see where he is, and as he reaches for my hand, I grab it and hold on tight. Nodding at the girl he holds me in place as she zips past us, going faster than humanly possible. Within seconds, I can’t see her anymore.

      I guess she’s a messenger.

      He squeezes my hand, and at my nod, he starts swimming quite fast, pulling me with him. I have to concentrate on holding my bubble in place, so I can’t really pay much attention to where we are going. Luckily, every time we pass a dolphin, shark, or whale he slows down and places his hand on their body. Like old friends, each of them greets him by slowing down too, then looping back for a couple more strokes of his hand on them. I do the same and I’m amazed at these magnificent lifeforms.

      As we go further down, flocks of fish move around us, curiously following us for a second or two before continuing on their way. The deeper we go, the darker the waters get. The colors change, too, from bright blues, yellows, oranges, and greens to creams, brighter reds, and browns that turn to mahogany and black. It all makes me feel like I should turn back, as if I’m not allowed to be here. The algae are sparse, then totally gone, and even the colors of the sea life change to darker and mysterious shades, like warning an interloper to retreat. My body quivers, but that may also be because the deeper we go, the colder it gets, and I move my fingers, clenching and unclenching my free hand in hopes of getting some blood flowing.

      After a while I see bright lights in the distance, making it like we are swimming down towards a dark sky full of stars. My ears pop a little from the pressure. I can’t even guess how deep we are.

      The closer we get, the better I see. Those are not lights, but buildings that are glowing. It looks like they are made of some sort of crystal that glows blue naturally, like a glow stick. It’s all magical and so unreal that I shake my head, only to be sure that what I’m seeing is true. There is an entire city here in the middle of the ocean.

      As we get nearer, I see merpeople of all ages, young and old, male and female, swimming around, going who knows where. Some even stop to watch us curiously as we pass them by. I’m fascinated. I’d always thought these were just stories for little girls to dream.

      The closer we get to the center of the city, the more excited I am. It’s not every day you get to see something like this. We pass buildings, tall and low, beautiful underwater plants and flowers in bright colors, and I’m sure my eyes look like they’ll pop out of my head. I try to see everything at the same time.

      Finally, we get to a towering building that is like a twisted tower and he slows down. We pass the opening and swim towards the top. We pass doorways without doors, only arched entrances, and from what I can see, they are like classrooms because most of them are full of merpeople. And hallways, lots of them. Instead of stairs, the middle is just an open space where merpeople go from one doorway to the other or disappear through the hallways I see everywhere I turn my head.

      Halfway up, he turns left into a hallway going straight towards a doorway at the end, and we enter a big, round room full of shelves of scrolls. Among them, an older lady—well, older merlady— glances up from what she is reading, her eyes rounding when she sees me. Next to her is the redhead, smiling brightly at me again, so I can’t help but return it.

      Yes, she is the messenger.

      We wait where we enter, and he is still holding my hand, for which I’m grateful. After a few moments, the lady beckons us in and we move towards her, my redhead friend waving goodbye before leaving the three of us alone. My friend, who’s still holding my hand, and the older lady must be communicating telepathically because they’re staring at each other and their lips are not moving. It doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out.

      “Do you always think so much?” I hear a lady’s voice in my head that jerks me out of my reverie a little.

      I gaze at the lady. “Yes, sorry. My mind works nonstop. I can’t help it,” I tell her with my thoughts.

      “It must be exhausting,” she says, and turns around swimming towards her scrolls. We follow behind her, and I think at her, “You have no idea.”

      “As a matter a fact, I do. My son is just like you.”

      Her eyes land on the man pulling me beside him, and when I glance is way, he grins at me. He pulls me past rows and rows of neatly stacked scrolls that are glowing like they have some shield around them so the water doesn’t destroy them. How interesting and beautiful it is here. Finally, we come to a sitting area with plants like seats, and as the lady sits on one, the plant conforms to her body like foam. Very cool. I take a load off across from her with my friend sitting between us.

      “So you can’t breathe underwater?” she asks, just like her son did.

      “No, I can’t. Well, it’s not like I’ve tried. I just know I can’t,” I tell her. It is so much easier talking like this. I think I’m going to ask Meda to do this often.

      “Oh, stop thinking and pay attention, girl!” Annoyance is clear in her tone. “And stop calling me ‘lady.’ My name is Ophelia,” she tells me.

      “Very nice to meet you, Ophelia.”

      “Well, at least you have manners.”

      I was just about to protest when I hear my friend’s voice, “Mother.”

      I guess this is like a conference call. Ophelia starts laughing and so does her son, and it’s so strange to hear people laughing in your head.

      “I like you,” says Ophelia. “You remind me of a friend I used to have.” I smile at her a little. I guess her friend is not around anymore.

      “Thanos tells me you are Semiramis,” she says, narrowing her eyes. My friend has a name now.

      “You didn’t know his name?” I guess Ophelia hears everything.

      “No, I didn’t until now.”

      “And you let him drag you into the depths of the ocean?” She squints at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Of course, why not? What can he do? Drown me?” I think that’s funny, but her next words pull me up short.

      “There are many things mermen can do to your women that are worse.” She’s watching me to see my reaction.

      “We have our own who do worse too, so don’t worry. We don’t need mermen for that.” Seriously, I didn’t come here for a lecture.

      “Yes, you are correct. Thanos, she is definitely Margaret’s grandchild,” Ophelia says to her son, and that stops me in my tracks.

      “You knew my grandmother?”

      “Of course. We were good friends.” She smiles sadly. This makes me like her more.

      “I’m sure Thanos told you why I’m here.” I throw it out there, so we can get back on track. I hope time is the same here as above the water, too, because I don’t need another six months gone. I shiver at the thought.

      “Yes, he did. But I don’t understand why you want to take the potions. We have been protecting them for generations and they are safe.” She has a good point.

      “I understand that, but as long as those potions exist, Tiamat will keep searching and killing for them. They need to be destroyed,” I tell her. I’ve set my mind on this, and we all agree it’s the smartest thing to do.

      “I see,” is all she says, and she gets up. “I’ll be right back,” she tells me before swimming away.

      “She liked Margaret very much,” Thanos says, pulling my attention to him.

      “I’m happy to meet one of her friends,” I say.

      “You know you are one of us, right?” That gets my attention.

      “A merwoman? Me? No, you’re mistaken. I’m a water elemental, not one of you.” I smile. It’d be cool to have a tail for sure, but I like my legs thank you very much. I hear him laugh. It’s still a strange feeling.

      “I meant a long time ago. The Semiramis came to be when a merman loved a human woman. She was taken from him, but she was with child. From that child, the Semiramis lineage was born. That song you were singing speaks about their love. After she was taken, he spent every day singing to the mountain in the distance, hoping she would hear him and come back, but she never did.” He’s talking about my ancestors, and even if I didn’t know them, because of what he just told me, tears run down my face. No one should suffer like that.

      “I wouldn’t have told you if I knew it’d make you cry,” he says regretfully.

      “Oh, don’t mind me. I cry about everything. It’s just how I am,” I tell

      him honestly. I’m emotional, and I can’t change that, so I’ve learned to accept it. “So I’m half merwoman? Is that what you are saying?”

      “Yes, half mer, half land walker.” He smiles. How interesting. “Although you were born a fire elemental, the water is more natural to you because of who you are in your blood. That’s what I’ve heard Mother and Margaret say, anyway.”

      Well, that makes sense, I guess. Ophelia comes back carrying a box made of mother-of-pearl and decorated with precious stones. It’s absolutely breathtaking. She hands it to me, and I carefully open it to see three glass bottles sitting inside, one red, one blue, and one yellow. They are so beautiful with their crafted stoppers that resemble small blooming flowers, and yet so many people have died because of them—including my grandmother.

      “I don’t know how I’ll carry this with me to the surface,” I tell Ophelia. My bikini doesn’t exactly have pockets. I told Remi we would forget something. I should’ve grabbed a bag or a backpack.

      “It’s okay. Thanos will help you until you are safe on the land.”

      Ophelia turns at her son like she wants to tell him he better do what she says. It makes me want to laugh.

      I think it’s time to go, so I try to wiggle out of the plant but am having a hard time so Thanos comes to help. He takes the box in one hand and my hand in his other. I float towards Ophelia and give her a one-armed hug.

      “Thank you very much, Ophelia. It felt like a little piece of my grandmother was here with me,” I tell her. Her eyes sparkle at that and she pushes me away.

      “Go now, you silly girl, before you make an old woman cry. I expect you to come back one day and spend time with me.”

      She turns around to hide her tears and we head out, Thanos pulling me with him. It seems he swims even faster on the way up, but I’ll be happy to be on the surface with the others, so I hold on tightly to him. We reach the surface sooner than I think possible and I gratefully remove the bubble from around my head. It’s absolutely wonderful to breathe fresh air.

      “Ah! Air!” I say out loud, and Thanos laughs.

      “I forget how much humans enjoy that.”

      “Well, at least you think I’m human,” I tell him, and he frowns.

      “What else would you be?” He seems confused.

      “Well, I’m a witch, so I’m not really human.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, you look human, so you are to me. I call every land walker human,” he says sheepishly, and it makes me laugh.

      “You, my friend, can call me whatever you like. I’m very grateful for your help. You may have just saved my life,” I tell him.

      “I will always do everything I can to help you, Semiramis. All you need to do is ask. On that, I swear,” he says solemnly. My body moves of its own accord and I hug him.

      We swim towards the boat next to each other, him carrying the box. As we get closer, I see my friends shuffling around on the boat. I wave, and I know they see me, but they don’t wave back. Maybe it took me longer than they thought it should and are mad at me again. Story of my life.

      We reach the bottom of the boat and I call out. “Remi, a little hand here if you don’t mind. I can’t pull myself up holding everything.”

      Remi leans over, her face pale. I guess she really is deathly afraid of water because she looks ready to faint.

      Thanos puts his hand under my foot and pushes me up so that I’m level with Remi, and I start to bend down to take the box from him when someone grabs me by the hair and lifts me into the boat. I can hear Thanos calling my name, but I’m a little busy staring at a very handsome, albeit a violent man. Remi whispers fast, telling Thanos what’s going on.

      “Hey, take it easy!” I snap at him, trying to get his hand off my hair. I think he ripped half of it off. As I’m twisting to get him to let go, I get a good view of his arm and see the heart-shaped tattoo. I stop twisting that very second and slowly look up at his face again. He’s got silver hair, and blue eyes like two icebergs slicing into my own.

      “Hello, my love. It took me some time, but I’m finally here.” He smiles at me.

      “Enlil?” I say in shock. How is he here? He’s a god. He can’t just decide to be here.

      “Ah, no! I don’t use that name anymore, my love. It’s a new age. You can call me Zack from now on,” he says proudly, and I gape at him. This is crazy.

      “All right, Zack,” I tell him, “What are you doing here? Even better, how are you even here to begin with?”

      He shakes me because he still has a hold of my hair. “Why do you ask? Did I interfere with your boy toys here?” he growls in my face. “Was the human not enough? You needed a merman, too?” His voice raises until he is practically yelling at me.

      I hear commotion and flick my gaze sideways to see Philip holding onto Derik, who looks like he is struggling to get loose and probably because he wants to help me. I hope Philip doesn’t let go anytime soon. Next to them, Meda sits quietly with tears running down her face, and Jezzinta has clenched fists and fire coming out of her eyes. I need to think of something or we’re all screwed.

      “You know, I actually would’ve been very happy to see you if you hadn’t pulled half my hair out,” I tell him as I stop struggling. I guess that throws him off, because he lets my hair go and glares at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Yes, I’m sure you would have.”

      “Why wouldn’t I? You think I didn’t miss you?” I ask him, touching my head where he lifted me. There’s blood on my fingertips. He sees my hand and comes closer.

      “Did I do that?” I nod numbly at his question. “I’m sorry, my love, but I’ve told you many times that I will melt the flesh of the man that touches you.”

      He’s getting upset again. I look around at all the people I love. I need to protect them no matter what, just like my grandmother protected me. I did my part and got what they needed to stay safe, at least, so I turn to Zack.

      “Let’s go then, my love. Let’s go to your realm and be done with humans and witches and everything.” I move to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “I want to be with you, away from everyone and everything. Let’s just go! It’s been a long time.” I lean my cheek on his chest and pray he agrees.

      When his arms snake around me, I know I have him.

      “How I have missed you!” He kisses the top of my head, and it stings from the smallest touch, but I squeeze my eyes and make sure I don’t make a sound, even when I hear Meda weeping behind me.

      “Come, let’s go. This whole scene bores me,” I tell him.

      “Mmm, I think you are right, my love. We need to be alone.”

      He opens a portal and I let my eyes fall on Remi because I can’t see Derik at the moment. If I do, I know I’ll do something stupid and get us all killed.

      With tears streaming down her face, she stares straight at me. “Now I know how he got you in every lifetime,” she whispers right before I’m jerked through the portal. Meda and Jezzinta cry out my name, but I hardly hear them over Derik’s gut-wrenching howl.
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      It’s already been a week since I walked through that portal with Enlil—sorry, Zack, as he likes to be called now—and so far, I’ve managed to avoid any touchy-feely encounters by telling him that I’m having a difficult time adjusting to this realm and maybe it has something to do with the way he manhandled me on the boat. I don’t think he will believe me, but to my surprise, he’s been nice, understanding even. I’m not fooled, don’t worry. I can tell he has an agenda, and I’m on high alert every minute of every day. I think about how the others are, but only sometimes so I don’t drive myself insane. They’re safe and alive and that’s all that matters right now.

      I wander aimlessly through the palace that is my home now, two guards following me that are appointed by Zack, of course for my protection. Except the only thing I need protection from is him. They wear metal chest armor, black leather pants, boots, and silver metal masks that cover their faces. There are only two holes for their eyes. I guess he wants to know my every move, so they are my constant shadows. They even stand inside my room, one at the door and one at the balcony, while I sleep. It’s very unnerving, to say the least. I’ve also been turned into a dress-up doll, where every morning a new dress is brought for me to wear because Zack likes elegant things. I want to shove them down his throat, but I smile politely and thank him for it every breakfast when I sit next to him.

      So this is what I do. I walk through hallways, gardens, and back to my room every day. I need to move so I don’t lose my shit. A cage! That’s what this is. Golden, but a cage nonetheless.

      Remi wasn’t kidding about the women, either. There are tons of them here, all tripping over their own feet to get his attention—dressing up or undressing as much as they possibly can. They rub themselves on him, sit in his lap, and rub his shoulders or feet while he soaks it up. Meanwhile, I watch it all play out, doing my best not to empty my stomach in his lap every day. Breathing slow, deep breaths helps me. I’m there, but yet I’m not. I’m just going through the motions like a robot, a task I perfect almost instantly. I even almost believe I’m happy to be here myself.

      While the charade is happening, I think of my friends. Have they destroyed the potions? Are they happy? My friends will miss me, I know for sure, but Jezzinta and Meda have each other, Remi has Philip to keep her well, and I pray every day that Derik finds someone who deserves the love he has to offer. Nothing else matters. I don’t matter. I did my part. That’s what I keep telling myself every day, and with time, it gets easier to believe. I even make up all sorts of scenarios in my head about their lives and smile at my imagination. Zack thinks I’m smiling at him, and he’s over the moon, full of confidence that I’m going along with his plans. I don’t care; he can think whatever he wants. I also give advice to the women on how to get him to their rooms. That way my room is just for me—well, me and the two cyborgs following me. I say cyborgs because they don’t talk to me, only short commands, and they show no emotions. I can’t even feel their energy. It’s like they’re the walking dead. It’s spooky.

      Yesterday I found a silver lining in my cage—a library so large it might take me a lifetime to read everything. I’ll die a happy soul in it, so that’s where I’m headed at the moment. No one is ever there, either, like they might catch a disease if they touch the books or something, which works just fine for me.

      As I walk through the huge double doors, the smell of books and dust hits me like a wave and I breathe it in. It’s the most beautiful smell in the world to me. I go to pick a book out of the thousands there and it takes me a while to choose. There’s everything from every era, from every civilization known to mankind, and unknown, too. Obviously I go for the unknown. It’s more intriguing. The one I read yesterday was a story about Enki, the god of fresh waters, and Inanna. It spoke how Enki was the keeper of ME—the rules of the universe—but one night they both got drunk and Inanna tricked him to give her the ME. By the time he figured out what was going on, she’d fled to her city and hid them. He tried everything, but he was too late to get them back. It made me laugh. That sounds so much like Inanna. If she sets her mind on something, she’ll do it—unlike me at the moment.

      I search through that section to find something else that will make me smile, and I come across a thick book with leather covers and no title. That’s strange. I pull it out and huff a little because it’s quite heavy. Nothing written on top of it either, only a horned cap embossed into the leather like a stamp of gold. Interesting. I carry it to the same table I sat at yesterday. It’s a long wooden table with carvings of branches and leaves on the legs and trim. There’s a lamp sitting on top so you can read through the night if you wish, which I took advantage of last night.

      I drop the book with a loud thud on the table and pull the chair in. After reading a few pages, I realize it’s a book about Enlil, about how he became who he is, his life, his victories, and his relations with other gods. It figures. He would keep a book about himself to feed his ego and narcissistic personality. I was just about to close it and take it back when a paragraph catches my eye. It mentions Anzu and chills run up and down my spine. What the hell is Anzu doing in a book about Enlil? So I start reading.

      Anzu is a giant bird with a lion’s head. It is so huge that whirlwinds and storms are caused when it flaps its wings it says in the book. I’m happy I don’t have to come across it.

      As I continue reading, I come across the part that changes everything I’ve ever thought or believed. The Tablets of Destiny are Enlil’s tablets. It is he who wrote the fate of everything on Earth in them, but they were stolen by Anzu, and Enlil’s quest to retrieve them started then and has lasted to this day.

      Well fuck! Now what?

      My mind swirls with the implications of this little revelation. Did he know what I was doing, and if so, why didn’t he grab the potions when we were on the boat? Is he aware I just killed his only chance of finding those tablets? Is that why he came for me, taking human form and showing up in my realm? Millions of questions are coming and going, making me dizzy and I notice I’m also hyperventilating. I need to calm down. He can’t know or I would’ve been dead by now, right? I read everything again, and it’s all there in black and white. I didn’t imagine it. I close the book. I need to get out, I need fresh air or I’m going to faint.

      “I see you found my book, my love.” His voice sends dread creeping into my heart. I look at him and smile, trying to breathe while hoping he will not notice my panic. “Are you still not well then?” He frowns and walks up to me, touching my forehead like I’m his child.

      “Um, no. I’m still a little faint. It comes and goes, lately.”

      I want to start fidgeting, but if I move a muscle, he will know something is up, so instead I lean my forehead on his chest. At least he won’t see my face, which I’m assuming is as pale as the shirt he is wearing. He sighs as if I’ve done him a great favor, and he hugs my shoulders, kissing the top of my head.

      “It’s okay. We have a lifetime together, my love, and I’ll make sure nothing takes you away from me now that you are finally here.” I shiver at his words, but he mistakes it for me not feeling well.

      “Come. I’ll take you to your room and sit with you for a while.” Before I can say a word, he bends down, picks me up, and starts walking, the cyborgs following behind us like obedient dogs. I don’t say anything, just concentrate on my breathing: inhale slowly, exhale even more slowly. I send my energy out to poke at his, keeping it subtle so he doesn’t notice. Even like this, his power almost takes my breath away.

      The book was not lying. He is the most powerful god. Not even Sin has this much power, and I realize I’m screwed. No matter what I do or don’t do, he’ll find out and I will die, probably a very slow, painful death, so I need to come to terms with it. With that realization another came, too. I want to live, and so much that I will do everything I possibly can to get away from him. I just need to be a better player in his game. It all comes down to that, doesn’t it? To be one step ahead of your opponent, regardless if they are friend or foe. It’s called the game of life. What a paradox.

      We reach my room while I’m lost in my musings, and he walks in, telling the cyborgs to wait outside.

      “They can come in. I’m used to them now,” I tell him, hoping we aren’t alone. He stares down his nose at me and closes the door in their faces with his foot.

      “I don’t need an audience when I spend time with you, my love, you are for my eyes only.” His eyes burn into mine and I shiver again. I guess my luck has run out.

      Don’t get me wrong, he is one of the most beautiful creatures I have ever seen, with his tall, lean figure and angelic face. His silverish hair gives him so much character, it seems so soft it makes me want to spend a lifetime running my fingers through it. But it’s those eyes. They are the brightest blue, but when I look at them, they freeze me on the spot like icebergs. I almost think I may sink, then drown in their depths. They are merciless, and I’m not a fool. I know he’ll be merciless if it comes to that. And after reading that book, I can bet my life it’ll come to that. The only question is when.

      He puts me down on the bed and I try my best not to curl into a ball and close my eyes to make him disappear. Instead, I sit very still and watch him eying me. I feel that he knows something is up, so I think of Inanna’s words, that to entice a man, a woman doesn’t need to lay with him. Then I think about the story I read on how she got her hands on the rules of the Universe. I’m not Inanna, vessel or not, but I can play ignorant with the best of them. I pat the bed next to me and, raising an eyebrow, he sits.

      “That book I was reading is absolutely amazing,” I tell him, leaning my head on his shoulder.

      “Is it, now?” he says, putting his head on top of mine.

      “Mhm, I love how it describes you as the most powerful god in existence.” And, of course, what every god wants to hear. “I feel so safe knowing you’ll always protect me.” I curl my arms around his.

      “Of that, my love, you can be sure,” he says proudly. Yup, buttering up works like a charm, but the tricky part is next. I have to play it right, have to be careful because I can sense he is anticipating something.

      “I got a little frustrated, to be honest, when I read one section,” I say casually.

      “Oh?”

      “Well, yes. I mean, you’re the most powerful, but I read that thing Anezy, Azezy … whatever it’s called, stole some tablets from you. I mean, how that’s even possible is beyond me.”

      Act dumb, Al, just act dumb, I tell myself. The temperature in the room drops, the tension so thick it can be cut with a knife. Here goes nothing, I say to myself.

      Lifting my head, I blink at him all wide-eyed. “Oh, darling, I’m sorry, I didn’t think it’d anger you so much.” I kiss him gently on the lips. “I shouldn’t have read that book, it only got me upset, too.” Not looking away, I stare into his glacier eyes, which are studying my face.

      “You don’t remember what happened?” He narrows his eyes, but I keep my eyes full of concern for him, at least as much as I can muster.

      “Remember? I should remember something about that?” Leaning back as if he slapped me, his shoulders relax, letting me know my plan is working.

      Angling his head towards me, a thoughtful look passes over his face. “I thought you remembered all your past lives after the initiation, my love. Was I mistaken?”

      “I only remember the places and times, and bits and pieces of details coming occasionally, but that’s all. I was told it’ll take some time for it all to be available to my memory.” That’s the truth. I don’t have to lie about it. I wish it wasn’t because it would’ve saved me a lot of trouble.

      “I guess I was mistaken, then.” He gazes off into the distance and I see the wheels turning behind his eyes. We sit like that for a while. I let him daydream, or contemplate my demise, not caring which it is as he’s not studying me because it’s unnerving to say the least.

      “I see no harm in telling you about it, my love,” he says out of nowhere, and it makes me jump a little. “I was drunk and sleeping when those tablets were taken. By the time I realized what happened, it was too late. They were hidden in a different realm, but I have time. I will find them.” There’s a promise in his voice, a promise and a threat.

      “I have no doubt you will,” I tell him, smiling like I will never doubt what he is capable of. Well, to be honest, I don’t, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good thing. Not for me, at least.

      He smiles sweetly at me, and I’m on high alert again. “You’re different this lifetime, my love. I think I love you more like this.” He rubs my thigh and I try not to flinch.

      “What? Am I more pretty this time?” I wink at him.

      Just play the role, Al, and you’ll be okay, I tell myself.

      “Oh, no, you are always the most beautiful thing I own,” he says proudly, and my stomach twists. I’m not a fucking object. He throws his head back and laughs, and I gap at him, confused. Did I just say that out loud?

      “Oh, how I love your temper. I knew I’d see the fire in your eyes when I said that.” He keeps laughing and I do my best to smile at him. “Like always, you still have that fire in you, but you’re more obedient in this life.” He smiles brightly and I want to slap him, but I sit still, not moving a muscle. “I see there is more color in your cheeks now. Maybe my being near is good for your health,” he adds, and pulls me down next to him.

      I lift myself up and he frowns. “It’s better when I sit up. Laying down makes me feel sick.” I put my hand on my stomach like I’m about to vomit.

      He twists his lips in distaste and stands up. “We need to get a healer or someone to look at that. I am a patient man, but even I don’t have that much patience,” he says seriously, and dread fills me. “I’ll let you rest today, but tomorrow you sleep in my bed,” he says sternly.

      I nod my head like an idiot. What else can I do? There’s a commotion in front of my door and he frowns, taking long strides and flinging the door open. There is nothing, just the cyborgs standing guard in front of it and one of the women that brings me tea in the afternoon, but I think it’s too early for that. Like all the other servers around here, she is covered from head to toe, and when she sees Zack, she bows almost to the ground. My eyes are on the guards because they act and seem strange, like the armor they wear is not perfect, and it usually is every other time. The silver masks on their faces aren’t right, either. And not one of them moves or speaks.

      He turns towards me. “I will go, my love. I have things to do, but I will see you tomorrow night.” He stares at me, and I show him as much warmth in my gaze as I can fake.

      “I’m looking forward to it.” I smile, making my eyes crinkle.

      “I sure hope so.” His burning stare may burn the dress off me, but somehow, I sit still. “I’ll tell you the rest of the story then,” he adds.

      “What story?” I frown. I have no idea what he means.

      “The story about the tablets,” he says as he takes a few steps. About to take a deep breath because he is finally leaving, he stops without turning, making me almost choke on the air. “And how you helped Anzu steal them from me.”

      The breath stops in my throat as he closes the door behind him. Tomorrow night, I’ll be a dead witch, and that is something I know as well as I know my own name.

      Well, fuck.
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      The door opens and the serving lady walks in slowly, like she’s trying to do her best not to be seen. I know the feeling too well. She walks up to the small table, setting down the cup and pot gently.

      “Thank you,” I say through numb lips.

      She turns around, and instead of looking at me, she scans the room and starts walking out. They never talk to me. Maybe they think I’m as evil as their master. Tears start rolling down my face as I see the end of me in front of my eyes. The door opens, and as she is leaving, the guards come in to take their places. Now I know why I have guards.

      The serving lady is still at the door when two more walk in, and I frown at them. I guess I’ll have more people watching me until tomorrow. He wants to make sure I don’t try to run. The door closes and we all stand still for a second, at least until one guard removes his mask. Like an avenging angel, Derik stands in front of me, two swords strapped to his back. I blink. I’m hallucinating. I have to be.

      Next, the ladies pull their coverings off and step out from behind him, revealing Meda and Remi with determination set in the lines of their faces, and Jezzinta, who runs to me and flings herself on the bed.

      “We need to go. Now!” says Derik, snapping me out of the shock to make me realize they are really here.

      “Oh, dear Goddess, what are you guys doing here?” I raise my voice, then slap my hand on my mouth. The last thing I need is for someone to see them. “You have to go or we’re all dead!”

      The other guard removes his mask too, and Philip smiles at me. They’re crazy. We’re all doomed now.

      “I’m not going anywhere without you,” Derik says.

      “You’ve lost your mind. He knows about the potions, I can bet my life on it, and I was just told the tablets got stolen because I helped. You all need to leave!” I start pushing Jezzinta towards the others in an attempt to make them leave. “How did you even get here?” No one can pass through the portal if he doesn’t allow it.

      “We’ll tell you on the way. Now let’s move it! We don’t have much time.” Derik grabs my arm, and after a second of hesitation, I follow. They’re here anyway, and I know I’ll die tomorrow, so I might as well try to escape.

      “Meda figured out how to open a new portal in this realm. It’s not really steady, but it does the job,” Jezzinta whispers next to me.

      “I can’t believe all of you are stupid enough to risk your lives to come here,” I murmur, but I want to start crying from happiness. They came for me. “Do you even know where we’re going?” I ask Derik, who just turns to me and grins.

      He looks different—like he’s lost a little weight maybe, but it’s hard to tell. He’s a large man with his wide shoulders and tall physique. Don’t get me wrong, he’s still the same Derik. He still has the same long hair tied with a leather strap at the base of his head and his five o’clock shadow is still in place, but there’s an intensity in his eyes that wasn’t there before. It’s like something has awakened in him while I was gone, and there’s an energy around him that screams of danger making me shiver, in a nice way.

      Remi is first in line, and when we reach a corner in the hallway, she raises her hand for us to stop like we are a marine squad or something. It makes me want to laugh, but I’m trying not to even breathe right now.

      Philip slides out from behind us and stands behind Remi, I guess to protect her, and I’m wondering if this is the end of our escape. We stand there too long for my liking. A guard comes from around the corner, and as I open my mouth to scream—don’t ask me why I thought that was a good idea—Derik grabs my mouth and Philip whacks the guard with the hilt of his dagger, one I don’t see until it is in sight. He grabs the guard’s unconscious body and drags him behind the velvet curtain of the window across from us. I pull Derik’s hand from my mouth, his gaping making me think he expects me to scream—not far from the truth since I almost did. I hit him on his chest with the back of my hand and he smirks. I’ll tell him off about the smirking later, but only if we live.

      We continue on our way, twisting left and right until we reach the hall with tapestries hanging on every free inch of the walls. I don’t like this hall. I’ve avoided it the entire time. Halfway through it, Remi stops and pulls one tapestry away to uncover a small arched, wooden door. Now I feel stupid for not searching for a way out. She opens it and we all walk through it one by one, with Philip holding guard. He comes through last and closes it behind him, then I finally take a deep breath.

      “Are we safe here?” I whisper, and Remi just shakes her head. I guess I’m too optimistic.

      Quietly we walk for who knows how long through moldy-smelling halls, my feet are squishing through mud in my sandals, but I don’t care as long as we get out of here. I hold my hand on Derik’s back so I know where I’m going. It’s getting darker the deeper we go, and eventually we come to a point where I can see nothing. Lifting one palm up, I finally call a small flame to at least let us see a little. Jezzinta is behind me, so as soon as the flame lights, everyone in front of me turns around with round eyes and Jezzinta grabs my hand, pushing it against the wall to extinguish it. That’s when I hear an angry, thunderous scream echoing so loud I think it can be heard through the entire realm.

      “FUCK!” Meda shouts, and my entire body goes cold. What have I done?

      “We need to hurry!”

      Derik grabs my hand and starts running, dragging me behind him as I’m tripping over my own feet, while everyone else follows as fast as they can. The air is much colder now, and I don’t know if it’s because we’re so deep underground or because the god whose realm we are in is mad as hell and will kill us all slowly and painfully.

      We literally run for our lives for what seems like forever. Finally, we reach an open cave-like area in all these twisting tunnels. As we walk in, a small lake of still water that glows like it has a thousand stars in it rests in the middle. The light reflects on the walls, making them like hundreds of portals sprinkled around. I can’t help but admire them.

      “Meda, hurry, open the damn portal,” says Remi.

      Meda stands in front of the water, waving her arms. After a few seconds, a portal starts opening, and excitement is thrumming through me. We’re going to get away! Thundering footsteps from a lot of feet can be heard in the distance, sending my heart hammering my ribs like it’s going to fly out of my chest.

      We’re so close, please, Goddess, let us get away. Please, I beg in my mind.

      As the footsteps get closer, the portal grows wider. The ground starts shaking, and I look around with wild eyes, thinking Zack will show up any second, but instead, lots of rocks crumble, sealing the doorway to this cave.

      Jezzinta smiles. “That should hold them back a little,” she says, and I beam at her. Smart thinking.

      When the portal is wide enough, we all step forward so we can get through it. Remi gives me a quick glance and goes first, Philip right on her heels. I push Jezzinta to follow after, then wait for Derik, but he shoves me through before him, making me cringe. I wanted to wait for Meda. I have one leg through the portal when there is a large boom and the rocks blocking the entrance explode everywhere. As Derik throws his body into mine, I grab Meda’s hand and all three of us tumble through the portal together. Before the portal disappears, I hear Zack’s fury-filled roar.

      A split second later, the portal is gone, and I can barely breathe because Derik and Meda are on top of me, but I couldn’t care less. I start laughing. Oh, what a glorious day it is to escape a certain death. I can hear the others joining in through the sound of my own laughter, and I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy in my life.

      Remi, Philip, and Jezzinta help us all up. Everyone is hugging everyone, the guys slapping each other on the back for a job well done and the four of us are clutching each other in a group hug. Derik inches to me, pulling me away from the others and kissing me like I’ve never been kissed before, like he wants to leave an imprint on my soul. Honestly, he probably has.

      After we finish, we just stand there in our embrace, staring into each other’s eyes.

      “You came for me,” I tell him, trying to catch my breath.

      “I will always come for you, Alexia. Not even death can stop me from reaching you.” His words are a vow, and it shakes me to my core because he truly means what he said. I can see it in his eyes.

      Glancing around, I’m happy to see we’re at the clearing where we did the ritual. I guess that’s how they managed to open a new portal, because I notice the circle and the tools on the rock altar next. I should’ve known they would never abandon me and would do everything they could to get me back.

      My legs hurt from all the running, so I sit down and start taking my sandals off. Everyone follows suit and we sprawl out on the grass just being, nothing else.

      “Did you destroy the potions?” I ask, needing to know if it’s finally over.

      “No, sister. We can’t destroy them, but you can, and we’ll tell you how when we get back in the house,” says Remi.

      As much as I don’t like it that they still exist, I take a deep breath. I’ll do it as soon as I get home. For now, we all need to relax, and we are doing just that. Everyone is talking about something, and soft laughter rings through the air.

      This is how it always should be, and this is what I want for the rest of my life, I think as I look at the faces of the people that mean more than my life to me.

      Meda goes quiet, then, and when I glance her way, she is staring at her hands.

      “Are you okay, Meda?” I ask, concern etched into my voice.

      A minute passes before she lifts her head, and when she does, tears are running down her cheeks. “A vision. Remember, A-ma, in the circle, nothing is what it seems.” She grabs my hands, squeezing my fingers so tight they hurt. “Remember,” she begs.

      I get chills down my back, but before I say anything, there’s a bright flash and there stands Zack in all his glory. He has fire in one hand and a flaming sword in the other. Everyone jumps up and spreads out until we all stand still, waiting to see who will make the first move. I conjure a flame in my palm, too, because if he wants a fight, we’ll all give him one.

      He throws a flame ball towards Derik first, but Derik flicks it off with a sword that he pulls off his back, and I see it glowing bright with a golden light. Where did he get that thing?

      “I see you added a guardian to your little group of freaks,” Zack spits, pulling my attention to him even though I have no idea what he’s talking about and I don’t care.

      Flicking my hand, I send a fireball at him that bounces off like a child’s toy. He laughs. Asshole. I try gathering the water from the air and I send it at him, but it does nothing, so I give up on that idea. I’ll fight fire with fire. From the corner of my eye, Remi spreads her arms wide like she is calling him to embrace her, and the strongest winds I have ever seen start from her and slam into him. She is like an avenging goddess with her hair whipping around her face and her eyes spitting fire. It pushes him back one step, but he sends them back to her, making her body fly like a leaf in the wind and drop her on the ground, twisted in an unnatural way.

      “No!” I scream as loud as I can.

      I can hear Philip scream too, and I see him running to her. It can’t be … she can’t be dead, but she’s not getting up. I have no time to run to her because the ground starts to shake and I’m trying not to fall down. I balance myself and turn to Jezzinta. Her arms are up, she’s chanting, and trees and rocks are flying towards Zack, smacking him everywhere. He sends some back, but some hit him and I’m praying it’ll send him back from where he came from. Jezzinta drops to her knees and slams both palms on the ground. The earth splits open, swallowing him in it. As suddenly as it opens, it closes again, and everything is still for a second. Then the ground shakes again.

      “That’s enough, Jez,” I start, only to cover my head against the pieces of soil that come flying at me when the ground explodes. Zack comes out from it, levitating a few inches from the ground. His perfect hair and face are dirty, and his immaculate suit is ripped all over. He throws his arm out and flames fly from him, hitting Jezzinta in the chest. With one last look, her body turns into ashes. I scream from the bottom of my soul. This is not happening. I’m not watching my sisters die while I stand here like a moron.

      Steeling myself, I hurdle fireball after fireball at him, but he just flicks them off and cackles.

      Philip runs towards Zack, throwing his dagger at Zack’s chest, but the dagger bounces off and falls to the ground. Zack lifts Philip in the air and throws him to the tree line, where his body hits a tree trunk so hard it almost bends in half. He falls motionless to the ground not far from where Remi is. The only thing I can hear is my own voice, screaming and swearing while calling him every name under the sun.

      “Derik! Grab Meda and get out of here!” I yell at him, but he stands like a silent sentinel next to me, his sword in his hand. He doesn’t move an inch, almost like I haven’t just spoken, like he hasn’t just seen all the people I love being killed one by one. Zack reaches his hand towards Meda and starts pulling her towards him with an invisible rope. She digs in her heels and starts chanting, but nothing helps. I throw fire at him again to distract him, but it doesn’t work either. When she is standing before him, he grabs her by the neck. With one flick of his wrist he breaks it, her body dropping in a heap at his feet.

      My scream is even louder this time, if that’s possible.

      Turning to me, he smiles like the snake he is. “Your turn, treacherous witch.”

      “Over my dead body,” Derik spits at him.

      “That can be arranged,” Zack says like he is talking about a picnic date.

      He throws fire at Derik, but that sword Derik is holding flicks it off again like it’s nothing. Maybe we can still kill him and make him pay for the people he took from me today. Zack moves towards us, and Derik meets him halfway. The swords clang, sparks and flames flying every which way. I throw more flames at Zack, hoping to distract him enough so that Derik can stab him, but it’s not helping much. It seems more like Zack is trying to entertain us than defend himself.

      After a while, I can see he is getting frustrated, but Derik doesn’t even look tired. He keeps swinging his sword rhythmically, waiting for an opening. Concentrating so hard on Derik, I don’t see the flame coming my way until it hits me in the right shoulder. I drop to the ground, screaming as the smell of burning flesh assaults me. Everything seems far away, though, all the sounds coming through a  long tunnel.

      Derik roars, pulling my gaze to him. My breath stops. He roars in Zack’s face as two enormous white wings burst out of his back. My jaw drops. He swings his sword first, then turns to see if I’m alive.

      It all happens too fast. My eyes widen, but my scream comes too late to warn Derik when Zack’s flaming sword goes through Derik’s chest. I can do nothing but watch the life exit his eyes, the same ones still on me, still making sure I’m okay. Zack rips his sword out, letting Derik fall to the ground, his unseeing eyes still on me. They are all gone, dead because of me.

      Zack’s laughter drifts to my ears, waking me up. I feel like my soul is begging me to let it go, to stop fighting and set it free. That’s exactly what I plan to do.

      Climbing to my feet, I move toward Zack while he eyes me warily. Good. He should.

      “You win, Zack. Here I am. You can do whatever you wish with me. I have no fight left. You took everything from me that I love.” I take slow, steady steps, like a robot.

      I’m not sure what he sees in my expression, but it must be what he wants because his smile is wide and victorious. “I knew I would break you this time. I knew you’d come to your senses and obey so I wouldn’t have to kill you like in the other lifetimes,” he says, his voice filled with excitement.

      That stops me in my tracks. He killed me in my other lifetimes? The memories come like a flood, one after another, and in each his face is the last I see before my soul exits my body. In the middle of those memories, I hear Meda’s voice. “Remember, A-ma, in the circle nothing is as it seems”

      I look up at him and see the calculating glare he is giving me, repeating his words in my head “I knew I would break you this time.”

      The anger builds in me, slowly at first, but stronger with every breath I take. My body vibrates so hard I think I’ll burst into a thousand pieces any second. In the middle of it all, Meda’s words echo like they are on repeat “Nothing is as it seems, remember.”

      A light breeze lifts my hair away from my face. I twist my head, my gaze burning into Zack’s, who acts like he is a little worried. He should be. I’m not in control right now. The rage is.

      “Come now my love, time to go.”

      He reaches his hand towards me, but he doesn’t move or come closer. In the back of my mind, I wonder why that is, but then I can only wonder why my body feels so hot, like my skin is burning. The vibrations grow stronger and stronger. My lips stretch into a smile, and by the widening of Zack’s eyes, I imagine it isn’t one of my nicer ones. The breeze shifts, turning into wind that blows harder and harder until it lifts my body in the air, my hair flying around me like hundreds of ravens and my arms are outstretched to the sides like I’m suspended on an invisible cross in front of him. The anger is still growing like wildfire inside me.

      “You’re upset, my love, but it’ll pass. We will be happy together this time, I promise you,” Zack says, but it is faint to my ears, barely audible.

      A buzzing starts in my ears like a thousand bees are around me, and I still watch him like a predator watching its prey. This god, this creature that only wants to hurt or use me and hurt or use the people I love. This thing that thinks he is above the law of the universe and can take away a life that is not his for the taking. At least with evil creatures, you know what you get. With him? He sneaks up like a snake, all sweet words and deeds until he becomes the snake in your bed that ends your life. Obviously more than once, as is the case with me.

      “Love?” His word is spoken calmly, but I hear the worry etched in it.

      His breath comes clear to me, his heartbeat, even the atoms in his body multiplying I can hear. All of it. And as I do, the anger inside me reaches a turning point. If this is the end of my existence, I will not go without making him pay. Not this time.

      “You may write the destiny, my love.” I spit the last words at him, not even recognizing my own voice because it sounds like a million voices speaking at once. “But you will never write my destiny. Love is the only thing that has that power.”

      As I finish the sentence, a stream of fiery water comes out from my heart, my mouth, my eyes, and my hands, shooting straight at him and turning him into ashes that are frozen in ice that burns with violet flames. It’s as gruesome as it is beautiful, and I can’t take my eyes off it. A portal opens and sucks him through it as I watch. There, it’s done. Now I can let go, I think as the fire gets hotter and hotter. Within a few seconds, the flames engulf my entire being and the ashes of what and who I am fall in a pile on the ground. All I see is darkness now. Maybe I’ll need to pay for the lives of those that have lost theirs to protect mine.

      It’s strange that I still feel like I have a body, arms, legs, and a head. I try to move them and it’s like I’m covered in sand that’s preventing it. Lifting my head slowly, I open my eyes and look down to see my body covered in ashes where I’m curled up in a fetal position. Slowly I sit, then I stand. I’m covered in cinders and my legs are in the pile almost up to my knees. The clearing is empty. There are no bodies, nothing, just me standing naked in a pile of embers. I glance down at myself again, remembering what happened and wondering where the bodies of the people I love went.

      “Ah! The phoenix rises from the ashes!” I hear a man’s voice, and tilt my head up straight into Lucifer’s face.

      “What happened?” I ask him, confused.

      “You were reborn, Alexia,” he says gently, smiling at me like a proud father. “Come, there is a lot to teach you so you can do what you want,” he says as he offers me his hand.

      “And what do I want to do, exactly?” I’m still confused. Is this an alternate reality?

      “To go save the people you love, of course.”

      Taking his hand, I let him lead me. That’s right! That is exactly what I’m going to do. I’m going to save the people I love and burn anyone who stands in my way to ashes.
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      When you stare long enough at the abyss, the abyss starts staring back!

      Having suffered to her breaking point, Alexia is hungry for vengeance and eager to unravel the mystery of her calling. But darkness is closing in from all sides, threatening her sisters’ lives and her own immortal soul. In this vicious battle to survive, Alexia must determine who she can trust... if anyone. 

      Thrust into a world of fantastical beasts and divine creatures, Alexia finds herself ensnared by the twisted agendas of those around her. Some wish to challenge her power, others to manipulate her destiny. To protect all she’s built, she turns to Lucifer—the first of the fallen—to be tutored in the ways of the realm. 

      Can Alexia find the peace she craves in the tempting presence of the Angel of Darkness?
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      Do you know how many times I have sat alone in the darkness of a room not even realizing that the sun has gone down, and I need to turn the light on, while thinking about who I am? Or even more specifically, what I am and why was I given this life that seems to be doing everything in its power to make me suffer? If you wonder why, have a seat, grab a box of tissues if you are an emotional wreck like me, and let me tell you a story about a girl that wished she were never born.

      People call them “gifts” when you are born with some ability different than what’s considered normal in this fucked up world, but I beg to differ. Anyway, I have had a few of those ever since the day I took my first breath and up to this day, I wish was also my last too. I don’t mean to be a downer, it is what it is, you know. We are given many choices in a lifetime, but not the choice if we like to be a freak of nature or not. Nope, that’s something decided on our behalf long before we release that first scream coming out of the womb. We just learn to suck it up with time.

      So, as I said, I am one of those with the “gift”. From an early age, I learned a few things very fast. One. No one likes to be told when you see and hear things they don’t understand. They’ll tell you to shut up or laugh it off, but you’ll feel their fear and judgment, especially if you are an empath, which in my basket was added as, I thank you sucker, part of the gifts department. Two. Being an empath, you have compassion and love for everything, but just so the Goddess can make it more interesting for you, you’ll have the most empathy and compassion towards those who will hurt, betray, and belittle you. Three. Not even the one that gives you life will want to deal with the freak of nature you are. Ok, maybe this is not the case one hundred percent, but after so many years, I’m yet to meet one that had it differently, so I’ll go with this statement.

      I was an only child (oh will the miracles cease to exist, right?!). I don’t remember my father. I was told he used to visit me when I was born but shortly after that he left and never returned. I chased him away because I was crying nonstop and he couldn’t handle that. That was the answer every time I asked so I stopped asking. My own mother was too busy denying me being different, and too busy worrying whether she looked pretty enough, always chasing a different diet or a hairdo. If I cried she would scream in my face that I look too much like him and storm off. Who cares about a little creature that sees the world in you, huh? I still remember the times when I was pushed away and all I wanted was a hug, felt invisible when all I wanted was to be seen. Clutching my teddy bear for comfort, lip quivering but knowing better than to cry. Crying only made things worse. Worse, always worse.  It gets better after a while because you kinda learn to entertain yourself, especially if you can manipulate water. Imagine my surprise when out of thin air, curled up in my room pretending to be invisible, I made this pretty little bubble. My mistake? I thought she would love me more because I could make them for her. They looked so pretty, I could change the shapes into anything I wanted and they appeared out of thin air. I was so excited thinking of the way she would smile and hug me…finally accept me, I guess. I was wrong.  Expectations are a real killer. When not met they hurt more than any words or actions by others. The worse thing is, we do it to ourselves. Like gluttons for punishment we keep expecting, hoping, imagining.  Maybe we learn later on in life to not expect anything but I doubt it. There is always that damn hope that gets us all. This was the first pivotal point in my life, my first trial.

      I was called a freak, a monster, and to never do that again. Up until this day I still see her horrified look when I close my eyes.  I was dragged to doctors, priests, and old ladies up in the mountains. Anything, just so they could make the devil that possessed me let me be normal. That was scarier than me thinking I’m not good enough and that’s why she doesn’t love me. I remember the times I’d be kneeling on my bony little knees in front of priests while they would pray or spray me with holy water, smoke me with thyme until it felt like I’d cough my lungs out while tears ran down my face. “It is working,” they would say. I’d shiver from fear when they’d yell for the demon to be gone. I too wanted it gone, but I didn’t know where it was. I couldn’t understand what was happening, but I did want her to love me, so I shivered and shook, and listened to all they said. I prayed their prayers, asked forgiveness from their God for the evil inside me. I wondered if maybe the hole in my chest that I always felt was it. “Will it go away now?” I wished it would. Maybe now she’d love me. I hoped she would. There is that hope again. We are our worst tormentors. That never changes.

      Well, the demon didn’t show its face, nor did it leave. The hole in my chest that even physically hurt was still there. I stopped praying, even at that age it didn’t feel right somehow. It sounded like hollow words, nothing more. I learned to keep my mouth shut about anything that seemed out of the ordinary. I was a normal child for all intents and purposes. I still made my little bubbles, but only late at night when everyone was asleep. It was the only time I smiled.

      Days passed slowly at first, and the only times I could honestly say I felt like I existed, that I’m not a ghost, was the days when my grandmother visited. Oh, how I cherished those days. They felt like seeing sunshine after months of darkness. We didn’t visit her often, maybe twice that I can remember, but she always made sure to come and see me when she could. I made a mistake of telling her once how grateful I am that she loves me when I am not lovable and normal. They argued that weekend a lot, while I spent it crying, curled up in a ball in my room. Oh, how I wished I hadn’t said a word, but it was a little too late for that. I learned to never do that again, believe me. Listening to them was ripping my soul to tiny shreds in my little body, and that was the time when I started feeling the world would be a better place if I was never born into it.

      Before my grandmother left, she took me for a walk in the park. I was five years old but still remember it like it was yesterday. We walked amongst trees and watched the other children play on the swings, but I didn’t want to play. I just wanted to sit with her and hold her hand. I wasn’t invisible when she did that and I didn’t want to lose a second of it. She gave me a book that day. The Little Prince. I still have that book. It’s the most valuable thing I own. I cried for a week when I was alone in my room after she left.

      The next five years passed slowly with little rays of sunshine every time I saw her or spent time with her. When she was gone, I was dragged around to places where my mother wanted to go, but was left to wait in the car, sometimes for hours on end. I truly believed she was ashamed of my freak of nature existence, and I didn’t blame her. I didn’t love me either. The days were not that bad. I could look around through the car window at people, cars, or just at the sky and daydream about a lifetime in which I was a normal girl and my mother loved me, always smiling and hugging me instead of looking at me with wariness like she was afraid of me or like I was a pebble in her shoe. The nights were worse. I didn’t like those but kept quiet and never complained. It wasn’t bad if I managed to fall asleep in the back seat of the car while she was spending time dancing with her friends. It was bad when I couldn’t fall asleep. It felt like the shadows from all around the car were closing in and trying to corner me so I couldn’t escape. They felt like they were gripping my heart in a metal vice and squeezing until I felt it would stop. I used to sing a song my grandmother taught me, but at those times I always forgot even the simplest lyrics I could usually remember so I’d just hum it, pretending she was there singing it for me. At those times, I never dared to make my little water bubbles just in case she came out of whatever place she was in to check on me. I would get in a lot of trouble otherwise and I assure you, having your bottom or the back of your thighs slapped with a wooden spoon is not fun. You can’t sit for days it hurts so much. So, I hummed until I eventually fell asleep.

      School was not much better if you are wondering about that. I was different; they were normal. I wanted to make friends. I did my best to be nice. They didn’t like me, regardless. Well, if I am honest, they had a few reasons not to like me. Looking back, I think not being accepted at home made me rebel against any type of authority, for one. Feeling unwanted, afraid, and not good enough made me stand up and go face to face with bullies to protect those that would cower from them. I used to see myself in each and every single one of the bullied children. So, I might have punched or kicked few bullies. I wasn’t proud of it then, I shouldn’t be proud of it now either, but…oh well. I still think they deserved it. And I took it upon myself to protect others.

      Parent-teacher meetings never went well for me, as you can imagine. I got close and personal with that bloody spoon more often than I would’ve liked, but I still think it was worth it. Me - one, bullies - zero. I liked to keep that score up. And I did!

      In the meantime, I was reading books like they were going out of style. Anything I could get my hands on, including instruction pamphlets. Pathetic, I know, but I just love to read. What can I say? My grandmother would suggest books, and I would devour them in two or maximum three days, no matter how big they were. I wouldn’t sleep until I finished it. She even gave me a little clip on light for my birthday so I wouldn’t get in trouble for reading late if my mother saw me. I used to hug the little light when I felt lonely, imagining I’m hugging her. So, every night I’d dive under my blankets, lift my knees so I could prop my book on them, clip the light on, and I was transported to a different world. Staying in those worlds was my deepest desire. To be somewhere else…anywhere else but here I thought. That’s why I love the night more than the day, even now, many years later. It’s so quiet! If you sit still enough you can hear the earth breathing, evolving. At times, I felt I could hear it move in the orbit too if I had the window open and the wind rustled the trees. The air at night is different too. It’s alive. I hear it whisper and tell me stories which I never repeated to anyone. I was weird enough without it, I didn’t need more help.

      As miserable as you may think my existence was, do me a favor and find something to be grateful for because, and I hate to be the bearer of bad news, when it feels like things are bad, they can always get worse. Yup! You guessed it. They did get worse for me. For an entire year between the age of nine and ten, my mother decided it was time for me to get used to the cruelty of the world. So, apart from the wooden spoon lessons, I started receiving verbal ones too. I’ll spare you the details, but on the bright side, I learned a lot of new words. Derogatory, obviously, but words nonetheless. At first, I didn’t understand what some of them meant but I learned. I became obsessed with words. My grandmother always said: “Words have power, think twice, speak once.”

      I don’t believe my mother had gotten that lesson because it didn’t feel like she was thinking at all, little less twice. So, I stayed quiet, but I remembered every word. They hurt, but they hurt less than the spoon so at the time, I thought I was getting the better end of the deal. Now I know different. With every word spoken, a tiny piece of me was disappearing and the hole in my chest was getting bigger, wider. I would have taken a beating twice a day just to never have heard any of it. As with everything, it is what it is. You get the hand you’ve been dealt and you have two options. Bitch about it until your last breath, or, pick the cards up and see how well you can bluff if it’s a shitty hand like mine was. So, I bluffed! I learned when to cry and when to keep my mouth shut. I learned when to answer when she asked a question and when it was better to just be mute. I learned to keep a smile on my face even when I was screaming inside for help that never seemed to come. I just never learned how to not punch a bully at school. Even when she listened to my first principal and transferred me to a school for gifted children, ones with high IQ’s, things didn’t get any better. Nope, even with a higher than average IQ, a bully is a bully. And, I would punch him or her too. I always said the same thing to them after I punched them, which made little sense then, but it makes a lot of sense now.

      “Bullying is not allowed. Not on my watch.”

      I want to laugh now at how true that turned out to be. Grandma always said that most of the time, Spirit takes over and speaks through me. I’m starting to believe that now.

      After a year of learning new, not so pretty words, and sitting more on my hip than my butt from the lines the wooden spoon left on it, my second trial came to pass. I got home after school, and I had few hours alone before my mother came home from work. The little joys in life! I made dinner as usual, so we could eat when she came home, and started to set up the table. I realized that I still had one hour left so I picked up the book I was reading about the Druid ways and practices when I heard the door open. I had to hide the book! Grandma had said not to let my mother see it no matter what. Only problem? It was a huge, heavy book and I couldn’t take it in my room without passing her in the hallway. So, I did the only thing I could think of and shoved it under the sofa.

      It seemed like a smart idea at the time to a ten-year-old, that’s the only thing I can say. It was half-way through dinner when she got upset that I had forgotten to place more napkins on the table and stood up to grab them. I tried to beat her to it, but I wasn’t fast enough. As she stood up, she looked straight at the sofa and narrowed her eyes. I turned my head slowly and froze because even from where I was sitting, I could still see the huge book peeking from under it. She stormed there and pulled it out. I started explaining that it’s from the library for a project, which she obviously didn’t buy for a second. She lifted the book over her shoulder and threw it at me. I curled up my arms over my head, but I didn’t need to. As I turned, the heavy book corner hit me right in the middle of my back on my spinal cord and I immediately stopped feeling my legs. I crumbled on the ground, unable to move, but at least I couldn’t feel pain either, so that was good, right? No actually, it wasn’t good. I didn’t know it, but neither did she because she kept yelling and even kicked my legs telling me to stand up. I couldn’t and I did tell her that. She lifted me up and I crumbled down again. I think she panicked. I wanted to believe it was because she cared and got scared. Who knows. She paled, looked at me horrified, grabbed her purse from the stand where she left it when she came home, and I heard the car after a few minutes. Down on the floor, I stared at the ceiling, thinking she really does care, she went to get help. Well…she didn’t. As a matter a fact, after that day, I didn’t see her for a long time. I still thought of her from time to time, but I tried not to, at least not until I was ready to forgive her.

      I was on the floor for many hours until I dragged myself half-way across the room where the phone was sitting, and I called my grandmother. I even told her that my mother left to get a doctor. Her voice sounded strange, but she said she would come by the morning. She did. I’ve never seen her so pale and angry. I thought it was because I didn’t hide the book and when I told her how sorry I was, she burst into tears. I hated myself for making her cry. I still couldn’t get up, but she picked me up and put me in the bath. Water! Ever since birth, I have had this strong conviction that I can live without anything, even air, as long as I had water. It feels like it’s a part of me. It is part of me. I know that with more certainty than my own name. After five minutes in the bath, my grandmother started chanting something under her breath, she always did that. I used to ask what she was saying, but she never answered, so eventually, I stopped asking. As she was chanting, I felt warmth encompass my body and the water around me started swirling. Slowly like a million tiny little ants, the feeling came back from my toes all the way to the top of my head. And just like that, I could move again. She turned me around and touched the birthmark on my spine. It’s a very strange one because it looks like a tree. She just said it got darker in color but it was still good. She also said I am lucky while it’s still on my body. If it disappeared, I was to tell her immediately. I had no idea what that meant and I didn’t care, I could move and my mother could come back now. She didn’t, but grandma packed me up and took me to live with her.

      The best years of my life started then. I was spending every day reading books, learning about earth and the elements, about energy and manifestations, about herbs, spices and crystals, but most of all, I learned how to manipulate water and fire. I felt free. Grandma told me I was water elemental but fire was my second best. For now, she said, and I wondered what that meant but most of the time when I asked questions she would say not everything is meant to be known at once, things will be revealed when it’s the right time and I better not challenge the Fates. We used to do rituals and make plants grow from seed to seedling within hours, not days or weeks. I was spending days running around the linden street collecting the flowers so she could dry them for tea. Tea was very important in her house, and I took it very seriously. I did everything I could so she never felt that she couldn’t love me because I was not lovable enough and I was strange. She accepted my weirdness and she made it sound like I was special. I even believed it for a while. When I was around thirteen, a voice started talking to me, a husky woman’s voice that used to make me feel excited for whatever reason and shitless scared for another. If I was sad, it was trying to cheer me up, it was telling me I’m needed, loved, and important. I wanted to believe it with everything I was, but I knew better. I kept the voice secret. Afraid that if my grandmother knew, she wouldn’t want me here. I was doing very well hiding it until around fifteen when it started telling me things. Especially if I saw a cute boy. It would tell me that I was stronger and smarter. I could control whoever I wanted but I needed to grow up first. It was telling me things only grown women should know and I was so scared that I confessed everything to grandma. In the middle of my crying, I abruptly stopped because she was hugging me and laughing and thanking the Goddess. This confused me to a point, and I just stared. Didn’t she hear what I just said?

      “Listen to the voice, it will not lead you wrong, dear child. Just don’t share this with anyone. It will be our secret.”

      And it was. She still wanted me with her and she still loved me, that’s all that mattered. I was telling her daily what the voice had said, and she would teach me things like spells and incantations. She also made sure I learned her favorite song by heart. We used to pretend the three butterfly figurines were a priceless treasure and she would ask me to hide in the attic where we painted sigils on the inside of the door. I would close it and she would try to open it with her magick. I had to sit and sing the song. I was quite proud of myself actually because I won every time. The door wouldn’t open until I opened it from the inside and I loved the look of pride on her wrinkled face.

      We were so happy, and I will always remember those years. Then that day came. I believed it to be the hardest trial. That awful day that took her from me and with her, it took my soul. I will not bother you with details about her early death, I don’t think I can bare thinking about it if I’m honest, but I will never forget the horrible voice I heard hissing like a snake that told her she will die because she was protecting me. I spent hours hidden in the attic, singing the song and clutching the butterflies to my chest. Every crash and scream felt like a dagger that kept twisting and turning in my stomach and heart. I sang. Tears were running down my face, my body was shaking, I felt cold, so cold yet through dry lips, I sang as she had asked me to do. I sang even after everything went quiet. Then I stopped but sat there numb, afraid to open the door. When I finally did I wished I stayed inside the attic forever.  Seeing her body in the wreckage of the house I called home, twisted in an unnatural way, her eyes looking straight at the attic door like she expected me to come and help her, haunt me to this day. I failed her. The only living being that showed me what it feels like to be loved, and I failed her. I deserved to die too.

      I tried to join her in the Otherworld, but always at the last minute, that damn voice that I hated now would convince me otherwise. Sometimes with threats, sometimes by making me feel guilty because she died so I could live and I wasn’t honoring that. So, I kept breathing and hating every breath.

      I was empty inside. There was a gaping hole where my heart, my soul, used to be and now, I was just a hollow shell. I ran. I don’t know what I was running from. Whoever took her from me? From myself? I didn’t know but I kept running. I changed my name and slept on streets, in abandoned buildings, anywhere I could find until someone called social services and off I went to foster care. I still think I was better off alone. It made me feel like a sitting duck but at least they made me go to school again so I concentrated on that. I could read again. It got me through many days.At around nineteen, I met a wonderful guy that was all sweet talk and looked at me like I was the only girl in the world. My hollow shell felt a little better, the hole closed down a little, and I even smiled from time to time. He wanted us to live together, share our lives and I couldn’t agree fast enough. After a few months it felt like I was living one of my nightmares. The mental abuse started. When you are not sure if you are dreaming or not, my grandmother used to always say look at your hands and feet. I tried not to look because I liked pretending it was just a dream. I would wake up anytime now.

      Words! Those damn words that mean nothing, yet they mean everything. They still feel like someone is draining the blood from your heart one little papercut at a time. Until there is nothing left, not even you inside your mind and your body. But he didn’t stop there, no. Then the physical abuse started. There was nothing of me left inside by that point, so I took it as a gift. If this was the story I was to live since I could remember, then it is how it should be. I deserved it. I truly believed that. The next trial came soon after. I’m still debating between this trial and the day I lost my grandmother because I can’t decide which one was the hardest. It was just another one of those days, you know, when he was upset because someone looked at me and I made the mistake to protest by saying I’m only wearing what he told me to wear and look how he told me to look. Arm candy. I despise that word and what it stands for. The fists started raining and I curled up into a ball and just breathed. “It will stop soon, it always does” I said to myself. Then he pulled me by the hair and got on top of me while I kept my eyes closed praying for him to just let me be, but he didn’t. I don’t really know what happened next because I left my body and I was sitting in a clearing where the trees were green and beautiful and there was an elven song somewhere in the background. It was safe here. I will go back when it’s over, it has to stop. It stopped a lot sooner than usual but only because of the pool of blood beneath me. He panicked too. It was like seeing my mother again. I almost laughed.

      He took me to the hospital. I was expecting him to go to get a doctor like my mother did and to never see him again. I felt fortunate. Well, I did until they checked me in the hospital and told me they are sorry that I lost my baby but from a fall down the stairs like mine, it’s to be expected. Yes, that was my story. I was clumsy and fell down the stairs. We lived in a one-story house. They told me I’m young and I have plenty of time to have children. They kept talking, but after hearing I lost my child, I couldn’t hear anything really.

      Should I mourn that soul that never got the chance to release that first scream as it exited my womb? Would I have loved it like I wanted to be loved? Could I? Can you love a child if you have never felt how it feels to be loved as one? Or should I be grateful that it would not live to have the black hole in its chest that never closes but you keep holding on to that damn hope that something, someone will come along and close it a little. Just so you can breathe. Maybe I should be grateful. Yes! I think that is what I should feel.

      I kept my hand on my belly for days, not saying a word, not sleeping, not eating. Only tears kept flowing until they eventually stopped too. I thought losing my grandmother took my soul, but I think there was some small part of it left behind because I felt it ripping and leaving my body. Now, I was a shell. A body moving around with nothing in it, a puppet controlled by an invisible master. I believed myself dead. It sure felt like it.

      The voice returned when I had no more tears left and lead me through each day. Telling me what to do, what to say, when to sleep. I obeyed. I was dead anyway. It led me through many countries, moving from place to place, always staying one step ahead of something. What that something was, I have no idea and I couldn’t care less. I even got my college degree. I was a quantum physicist but it was the voice that got it not me. I just did what I was told. She taught me about frequency and energy, about the Universe.

      One day, after many years, she made one mistake. She started telling me the things she used to when I saw a cute boy back when I was younger. It brought back all the memories with a vengeance so I did the one thing I knew how. I got myself a therapist and he silenced the voice for good. Well, as long as I took my tablets and I made sure I never missed a day. I took control of my life. I immersed myself in my work, stopped paying attention on how my hair looked, my clothing style changed, too, as well as my desire for makeup. I was not arm candy. I was a physicist. Not a victim, not a survivor. I was, and still am, a fighter.

      Don’t get me wrong, I still have my moments where I wish I were no longer breathing. There are still days where I feel like a soulless shell. The nightmares never stopped from the day I lost my grandmother. I met people, good people in the last few years that I care for. I can’t call them friends. I don’t know what that means to be honest, but I do care very much for each and every one of them. But not even they closed the gaping hole in my heart. So, I just work and breathe. It’s the only thing I know how to do and the only thing I’m good at.

      Well, the only thing I was good at until recently, I should say, but that’s a whole other story. I’m still looking over my shoulder, running from something but I still don’t know what that something is. I just have this feeling in the pit of my stomach that it’s coming. Another trial? I’m already a pro at those.

      So, that’s my story. Hopefully, you still have some tissues left in your box. Do me a favor and don’t feel sorry for me, pity is not something that people like me want or need. Learn from this that life is what you make of it. Every new day is a new beginning and it’s up to you if you make it an epic tale or a tragedy. Life is not that hard I promise and it does get better, as was recently proven to me. We just need the right people and the right mindset for it. Most importantly we need to believe in ourselves. We need to find what sparks those ambers deep within our hearts and fan the shit out of them. Turn them into an all-consuming fire, an inferno. Make yourself burn for what you are and what you believe in. Only then will you find your purpose and your true self. That’s what I did and if I can do it, so can you.

      My name is Alexia Semiramis. I am a water elemental, a woman, a fighter and a rebel. Most importantly, I am a witch! Welcome to my world!
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        Arps, this book is for you, in gratitude, for holding my hand when the ground opened under my feet but you never let go.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Because I could not stop for Death,

        He kindly stopped for me,

        The Carriage held but just ourselves

        And Immortality”

        -Emily Dickinson
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      “Again!” I say as I take my stance and get ready to attack.

      “No! That is enough, Alexia! We shall continue tomorrow.”

      I glare at the damn angel in front of me through the sweat dripping on my face. We have been at this for hours, practicing my magick and close combat. My yoga pants and my sports bra have been stuck to my body for hours now, and little rivulets of sweat are going down my spine and sides. My muscles are screaming, but it’s not enough. I need to prepare more. I need to be stronger, faster. Through it all, the screams of the people I love crash through my mind while flashes of their bodies crumble down like a house of cards. The louder I hear it, the angrier I get. If I don’t practice harder, it feels like it’ll consume me again, and this time there will be nothing left of me to come out of the ashes. I observe Lucifer. His dark eyes are staring at me with anger and pity, which pisses me off even more.

      “What’s your problem? You can’t keep up with a witch, angel?” I taunt.

      “It will not work anymore, Alexia. You should know that by now,” he says with a sigh. “This is not healthy for you. It has been a long time and you haven’t stopped unless you pass out from exhaustion and I carry you to your chambers, or I make sure I knock you out just so you rest. No more!”

      “First of all, it’s called a ‘room,’ not ‘chambers,’ Milord,” I sneer just to get him to fight. “And what do you mean long time? It’s only been a few weeks,” I snap.

      “Don’t I know it! Your realm is horrible. Honestly, I can’t believe I agreed to stay here. I still think we should go do this in my realm. It would be much easier to teach you and I have other options available there that would not alarm the humans.”

      He is talking so longingly that I almost feel bad for making him stay in the cottage. Almost.

      “Well, we can’t go there because by the time we’re done, it’ll be two lifetimes later in this realm, so we just need to try harder here.”

      I don’t know how to stop being angry, and it’s not from the lack of trying, I swear. I know I need to be calm and focused, but the harder I try, the more elusive that state of being is for me. I’ve changed. I can’t recognize myself anymore. Do you remember me from not long ago, all love, light, and unicorns pooping rainbows? Yup, neither do I. Is it anger I feel or guilt? That’s what I can’t decide. Whatever it is, it makes me hate myself along with everything and everyone around me. It’s not that I want to. I just don’t know how to leave this dark place I find myself in. Crawling, dragging, walking … everything I’ve tried to get out of this darkness has failed. I can hear my soul crying somewhere deep inside for me to hear it and get back to it, but the sound drowns the screams of the people I lost.

      Lucifer is watching me, waiting patiently while I’m stuck in my own head. It pisses me off that he is so patient and kind with me. I want him to hate me, to yell at me, anything but be how he is. Like he has read my mind, he straightens and starts walking away.

      “Where are you going? Hello? Earth to Lucifer!” I yell after him.

      He is slowly walking away from the clearing in the woods like he can’t hear me. I run after him and as I get nearer, I jump and try to kick him in the back. He turns around, grabs my foot, and instead of blocking the kick as always, he flings me towards the trees and I slam shoulder first into one of the trunks. I can’t stop the cry that comes out and it makes me hate myself even more. I see Remi’s body being flung around in my mind, Jezzinta’s eyes before her body crumbles to the ground, Meda dropping like a doll, Philip’s body not far from Remi, his arm outstretched like even in death he is trying to reach her, and Derik’s unseeing eyes. I bite my lower lip until I taste blood in my mouth.

      “Is this what you want me to do, Alexia? You can’t do it yourself, so you want me to hurt you instead? Wake up, woman!” His voice thunders all around us and lightning strikes somewhere above.

      “Wake up and you get yourself under control. I don’t have any more time for this stupidity and self-consumed, spoiled attitude. I’m sorry to tell you, but the universe does not revolve around you. We all have things happen to us that are out of our control, angels, gods, and humans alike. What we do after that is a choice we make. That choice will make you or break you. From where I’m standing, I see a broken human.” He spits the word “human,” his power crackling in the air and stinging my skin like someone rubbing poison ivy all over my body. He turns around and starts walking away again. He hurt me as I asked, all right, but not as I wanted. I wanted lasting physical pain, something to take my mind off the emotional anguish I feel. Well, I didn’t get what I wanted, but I did get what I asked for, didn’t I? Now I’m angry for a different reason.

      “I’m not human,” I whisper through clenched teeth, still holding my shoulder as I lie at the roots of the tree. Looking up at it, it feels like even the tree is accusing me of the same things the angel is. He keeps walking, getting farther away.

      “I said I’m not human!” I yell louder.

      “Huh? What?” He stops and glances over his shoulder at me.

      “I’m not human!”

      I hop to my feet. Holding my right arm close to my body, I think my shoulder is dislocated, so I turn around and slam it into the trunk of the tree and cry out again. Hey! I said I changed. I never said I got smarter, so don’t judge.

      “What does you’re not human mean?” He watches me with narrowed eyes.

      “It means I’m not human. Obviously I forgot that for a bit. Just because I like to pretend I’m normal and don’t possess magick doesn’t make it true, now does it?”

      My head ducks down. His words ring in my head, so I lift my gaze and pin him harshly with it. “And I’m not broken!”

      I raise my chin and my spirit rejoices at someone finally getting through to me. What can I say? I’m as stubborn as any other woman, you know. Sue me! Turning around I slam my shoulder into the tree again, grinding my teeth so I don’t make a sound.

      “What are you doing, Alexia?” Lucifer inches closer, and when he is within reach he tries to touch my shoulder.

      “No!” I step away from him. “It’s dislocated. I’ll fix it myself.” I stare into his eyes, daring him to stop me.

      We have a staring match for a few seconds, and as though I have just proven something to him, he nods his head, crosses his arms on his chest, and waits. It takes a few more painful tries, but finally I feel it slide back in place. I can tell there’s going to be a nasty bruise. It’s okay, though. It’ll be a reminder—for a while, at least—of the lesson the angel has given me. His words take over my entire thought process. The screams are still there but much, much quieter. The anger is there, too, but now it’s aimed, and the thought of being broken … helpless … useless … I am none of those things, yet here I am acting just like he says—like a spoiled brat. The pain will not go away until I find the people I lost. Somehow the goal has been lost while I am too busy pitying myself.

      We walk quietly towards the house. The chirping of the birds is soothing, and the cool breeze passing through the trees caresses my hot skin. As we exit the tree line, I lift my face towards the sun and breathe in the smell of the sprinkled flowers blooming every which way around the front of the house. I have walked this path with my sisters many times, and the thought hits me like a ton of bricks. It feels like I just got back from the dead. What a strange feeling, like I have been absent from my body ever since that awful night. There, but not really there. I couldn’t smell or feel anything apart from anger. I couldn’t taste the food I had to eat. I couldn’t hear the lectures from Lucifer. Now it all comes back, and at this moment, I’m a little overwhelmed. As we near the porch of the house, I start feeling heavier by the second, like suddenly I weigh a ton. I can barely move my legs, so I drag them slowly. In a split second, like a switch has been flipped, the dam breaks and I drop to my knees and sob. The sobs turn to anguished cries wrenched from my core. At some point, arms wrap around me, picking me up and holding me in a tight embrace. I don’t know how long I cry, but when I finally stop I have no tears left and darkness greets me. The automatic light on the porch adds a golden hue to everything around me, like even the world is stopping to mourn with me and witness my pain. I lift my head peeking at Lucifer, who has been sitting still as a statue for hours while holding me in his embrace like a child.

      “I don’t know where that came from,” I say to him as a way of apology. I feel stupid. Like a weakling.

      “I’ll take a wild guess and say from your soul.” He is searching my face with sadness and I give him the biggest hug I’ve given anyone.

      “You needed this! You were fighting not to face the loss and pain and thinking it would go away, but it only made you lose yourself. I was starting to worry that I wouldn’t be able bring you back,” he finishes with a relieved sigh, rubbing my back with his hand. I’m ashamed of my behavior.

      “Thank you.” I know it’s not enough. There are no words to express how grateful I am for him being here for me when I have nothing and no one left.

      “For what, exactly?” he asks as he raises an eyebrow.

      “For everything. Mostly for dealing with my stupid ass. I would’ve given up a long time ago if I were you,” I tell him honestly. He smiles at me and kisses my forehead.

      “You are welcome, Alexia. Now, let’s get inside. I am starving!” He rounds his eyes, trying to act dramatic and I can’t help but smile at him. “That’s much better, witch. Let’s go.”

      We both stand up, go inside, and head for the kitchen. Rummaging through the kitchen, we pull out whatever we can find and eat in pleasant silence. It feels like I can finally breathe. While munching on a celery stick,  I observe the angel out of the corner of my eye. His dark hair is shining in the lights and brushing the collar of his shirt, his long, dark eyelashes making crescent shadows on his high cheekbones, and his full lips hold a smirk under a perfectly-shaped nose. His strong jaw moves gently as he is chewing his food like he is savoring every bite. His presence feels like a safety blanket for me and I’m starting to wonder how he became such an important part of my life in such a short time. Well, that and it pisses me off that he is so perfect. It doesn’t feel natural—come to think of it, I suppose there is nothing “natural” about being an angel.

      “So, did you figure me out?” His voice is soft but echoes, and I jump a little because I wasn’t expecting him to speak.

      “What?” I ask, holding my hand to my chest where my heart is trying to escape my ribcage. Laughter bubbles out of him as he flashes white teeth that sparkle like pearls in the light. I stare, unable to pull my gaze away from the perfection sitting next to me. It feels like the entire universe stops and the sun is shining just for me just from him glee.

      “I asked if you figured me out since you are staring at me instead of eating.”

      He looks pointedly at my plate, which is still full of everything I placed on it, and amusement dances in his ancient eyes. With a sigh, I push the plate away and stand up. It seems eating is a fruitless task at the moment.

      Pacing back and forth in front of the table, I explain what’s been going on in my head. “I was wondering how you became such an important part of my life, to be honest. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful you are, but it scares me to death, too.” I wave the half-eaten celery stick like I’m directing an orchestra. He just sits quietly, his lips quirking at one corner as he attempts to suppress his smile.

      “Every time I feel grateful and happy that someone is in my life, they get hurt or die.”

      And with that, I start crying again. What’s wrong with you, woman? Get it together! I scream at myself in my mind, but I can’t control it. Lucifer sits still like a statue at the table, the blinking of his eyes—with those eyelashes a woman would kill for—the only sign that he is a living being, or entity I suppose. To me, he became just Lucifer. After a few minutes, I grab the kitchen bench and take several deep breaths, finally calming down.

      It feels like I can’t get enough air in my lungs.

      “It will take a few days until all that you held back comes out. It is okay, Alexia, let it all out. The sooner you do that, the faster we can get you out there to find your family and bring them back where they belong. However, while I’m at it … you have to understand that no one, not you and not even me, can go against the web of life.” The last words are quiet and cryptic, so I narrow my eyes at him.

      “What does that mean exactly? That we can’t go against it. I won’t go against a single thing that isn’t trying to keep them from me. I just want the people I love back where they belong.” My words come out through clenched teeth.

      “Do not trouble yourself with that nonsense now, witch. There will be enough time for that later.” He shakes his head more to himself than me. I’m not in the mood for more talking after the day I’ve had and all the emotional turmoil I have been through. I’m starting to feel very tired, to the point I’m swaying on my feet.

      “We will talk tomorrow about this web of yours. I think I’ll call it a night. I feel very tired.”

      Just as I say this, my body shakes so hard it feels like my bone structure is falling apart. I sink to the floor like a magnet is pulling me, unable to do a thing to stop it. Gripping the bench tighter, I pray it will pass quickly. Almost in slow motion, Lucifer jumps up and the table flips, flying through the air right along with the chair, both of which hit the wall behind him. In one step he stands in front of me, concern etched on his handsome face as he scoops me up right before I hit the floor. His lips move, but I can’t hear a word he says.

      “I can’t hear you,” I trying to tell him, but judging by the thickness of my tongue the words are slurred. He attempts to force me to snap out of it, but it doesn’t help.

      I’m just tired, I tell myself to calm my heart that is beating wildly in my chest like I just ran a marathon, but I know something is wrong. I can tell because I’ve never seen the angel so worried. I’ve never seen that many emotions play in his eyes, switching from one to another so fast it makes me dizzy. Who knew angels felt so much?

      He touches my face with one hand, and as he pulls it away, there is blood on it. A lot of blood. After seeing it, I acknowledge the warm trickle from my nose and on my cheeks, but that’s not what makes me panic. As he holds me to his chest, I feel warmth between my thighs and down my legs, so I glance down. The red liquid pools at my feet, so much I can’t imagine it all came from me. A faint feeling makes my eyes roll back in my head, and with one last terrified look at Lucifer, I let the abyss embrace me.
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      “She’s still not waking up. You said she would wake up at the end of three months, woman, and that time is now. Do whatever you think is needed and make sure her eyes are open when I come back … which will be in exactly ten minutes or you will know my wrath!” Lucifer’s angry voice echoes in my head.

      Why is he yelling so loudly? More importantly, I want to see who he is yelling at. I already feel bad for the person. The angel can be intimidating when he’s being friendly, so when he isn’t … well, it isn’t pretty. A shiver passes through my body.

      Opening my eyes seems like an impossible task. My eyes are glued shut, and no matter how much I try to pry them apart, they won’t budge.

      “I said three months and that’s today, isn’t it? The day only just started, so keep your voice down unless you wish to wake her up yourself. I want her awake more than you do, believe me. You won’t intimidate me, Lucifer. I’m too old for that.” The woman’s gentle voice sounds familiar, but for some reason I can’t place it. It doesn’t stop a warm feeling from spreading through my body from hearing her, and it makes me realize just how cold I am.

      Why am I cold? For some reason, I can’t remember. Nothing comes to mind that would cause this chill, either. I remember the argument with Lucifer in the woods, then walking back to the house and breaking down in the front yard, eating and then … nothing. Who are they talking about? A bad feeling sinks in the pit of my stomach that it’s me. Three months … three months! Panic claws at me, but it makes my arm twitch, so I’ll take it.

      “She moved!” Lucifer says, excitement evident in his voice. It’s so palpable that it pushes me to try to move again. Also, I want to know exactly what is going on, so my curiosity fuels me to, though this time I have no luck. My heart drops.

      “Don’t rush her, angel. If she moved, it means she can also hear us.” The gentle lady’s voice penetrates my panicked mind, calming me a fraction. “Alexia, it’s okay, darling girl. Take your time. It will take some doing until you open your eyes, so just breathe and let your spirit take over. It’ll know what to do. Let the energy flow through you unobstructed.” She guides me in that gentle tone and I obey. The warmth returns to me as I concentrate on my breathing. A tiny trickle of energy starts at my feet, and it feels like it’s pushing through some invisible barrier. I’m fully relaxed, yet the progress is very slow. My effort to guide it is futile, but I realize that’s the problem. I can’t control it. Surrendering to it is my only option, so I do.

      Only a second passes before the warmth washes over my entire being like a river and I bask in it. It is safe and I can feel it, so I stop thinking, worrying, and doing, letting it pass through me as it wishes.

      “Her color is much better now,” Lucifer mumbles close to my ears and I smile internally. He sounds like a mother hen. Who would’ve expected that from the angel? Not me, that’s for sure.

      “If anyone hears you, they’ll think you care about me, angel.” I was thinking it, but somehow I hear my faint voice mumbling the words.

      “That’s the first thing that comes out of your mouth, witch? After you almost killed me with worry—and I am immortal, need I remind you?” he reprimands, but I can hear the relief in his voice.

      “What happened exactly? I can’t remember … and why can’t I move or open my eyes?” I whisper to no one in particular.

      “You almost bled to death, witch. It was coming out from everywhere! I never knew a tiny thing like you had so much—” Lucifer starts, getting cut off by the lady that I still can’t place.

      “You obviously know nothing, angel. Let her recover first before you scare the child to death. What do you men know of the Holy Grail?” she snaps, and I hear Lucifer growl deep in his throat. I want to laugh so much but her last words get my attention.

      “What do you mean, ‘Holy Grail’?” I ask as the sensation comes back to my arms and legs.

      “Good, you started moving a little. Try to wiggle your fingers and toes and tell me how it feels,” she guides, totally ignoring my question. I do as she says, but I need answers so I continue.

      “The Holy Grail. What about it? I don’t have the artifact, so what does that have to do with anything?” My voice is also getting stronger, although it’s still only a little above a whisper. Deep breaths, Al, you’ll get there, I tell myself. The lady laughs wholeheartedly, like what I asked is silly or amusing. That frustrates me to no end, but I’m also exalted because at least my anger is still in there.

      “In the blood coursing through our veins, we carry the lineage of all those who have come before us, as well as those that will follow. As big of an honor as that is, we also carry past karma with it. After your initiation, Lucifer said you were awakened. We, as women, go through the cycle many times in a lifetime … some more than others.” The last words are so quiet I hardly catch them, and I think she is done so open my mouth to ask my question when she takes a deep breath, continuing. “The transmutation of negative energies and karma is done in the Holy Grail, which is our womb and where creation is done. It hurts me that all women have been deprived of this knowledge, and because of that, they suffer through lifetimes.”

      My mind is spinning. We all have the Holy Grail in us? All women? What the fuck? I scream in my head. How is that even possible? I’m sure there would’ve been stories, something written I would’ve read in the past to prepare me for this. As it stands, what she’s said is so out there I almost laugh, but the more I think about it the more I realize she isn’t crazy. No, I’m the one who is crazy for automatically dismissing it.

      “I want to hear more about this, but I can’t understand what it has to do with what happened to me,” I mumble, my mind whirling as I try to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      “You went through a cleansing, child. I can’t be sure what karmic debt you carried, but I’m grateful to the Goddess it manifested the way it did, and believe me, I know how bad that sounds considering we nearly lost you,” she says with a heavy sigh.

      While she is talking, my eyelids slowly, lazily open. A sliver of light pierces my vision, so bright my eyes snap shut again and I moan.

      “It’s too bright; it hurts.” I groan loud enough to surprise even myself. My voice is coming back. I hear movement and by the energy that accompanies it, I know it’s Lucifer. You don’t have to see him to feel him. His power prickles your skin like ants crawling all over it. If that’s how I feel it, I can only imagine what it’s like for normal people. I hear the rustling of curtains, and through my closed eyelids I can tell blessed darkness is around me. My eyes still hurt from the light. I strain to open them again, fearful of the pain I experienced a minute ago. It’s dark but not too dark to see. I turn to my right where Lucifer’s handsome face is etched with worry as he looms over me. It still pisses me off that he’s so perfect. It is not fair by any means.

      In the next moment, memories flood me from the last evening my eyes had been open. Three months ago. I have lost so much time when I could have been searching for my sisters, which incites a sense of urgency inside me to get out of this bed.

      “I need to move,” I say out loud as I wiggle to sit up, but Lucifer takes my shoulder in his hand to hold me still.

      “Don’t you start again, now, witch, I’ve just about had it with you and your attitude,” he grumbles.

      “Three months, Lucifer. All this time has passed and who knows what is going on and if they are okay. I have to move. I need to get up and do something.” Desperately pleading with him causes the tears to spill from the corners of my eyes. I can’t stop them. He picks them off my face with his finger and looks at them with fascination.

      “You can’t do anything for a day or two, Alexia, so instead of forcing it, let it run its course. The more you try to force it, the more it’ll delay your recovery,” the familiar voice says from my left and I turn my head in her direction, forgetting she is even here

      At first I think I’m seeing things, but as she smiles and takes my hand in hers, I feel her energy connect with mine. My eyes widen in surprise.

      “Daisy! What are you doing here?” I exclaim, so happy to see her kind blue eyes gazing at me lovingly. I missed her so much during the ordeal I went through in the eight months since I last saw her. She is smiling but I see the concern in her eyes, even when she tries to hide it.

      “Hello, beautiful girl. I couldn’t leave you in the hands of a frustrated angel, now could I? And a scared one at that, if I might add,” she says cheekily, and I see Lucifer is staring daggers at her. It makes me laugh, which turns the dark scowling orbs to me. I give him a big toothy grin.

      “Was the big bad Lucifer scared that the witch would die on his watch?” I tease him, and I can see he’s trying hard to keep the stern expression on his face. The corners of his mouth start twitching and he eventually gives up and chuckles.

      “Women! You can drive anyone mad, angel or not!” He shakes his head and we all laugh a little.

      “How did you find her?” I ask him. He looks at me like I’ve finally lost it. I see him flick his gaze at Daisy too and understanding dawns on his face. He shakes his head.

      “And the web keeps unraveling,” is all he says while he walks towards the door.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” I call after him.

      “You two have things to talk about. I’ll go stretch my win—I mean legs. I’ll be back shortly,” he says over his shoulder, bending his head a little before he exits the room. I need taller doors in this house if he plans to stick around, is always the thought whenever I see him walk through a doorway. I turn my attention to Daisy, who’s sitting on the edge of the bed still holding my hand.

      “What is he on about?”

      “Ever since you were fifteen years old, I have been entrusted to watch over you. Margaret was solitary in her hope to protect you but whenever she needed help, she would come to me. We were childhood friends, us two. We even did our first ritual together,” she tells me, the sadness in her eyes breaking my heart.

      “You knew my grandmother?” I ask, shocked. I can’t understand how this is even possible. I moved from country to country in hopes to stay away from that part of my life.

      “Oh yes, very well indeed. I knew you’d be a handful, but you exceeded even my expectations.” She shakes her head. “I stayed in the shadows, keeping an eye on you and not interfering in your life even when I wanted to so that I wouldn’t alter your destiny. It killed me at times to stay back. When you moved here, I had my opening to get closer. A friend of mine got me the job at Wilson’s and Associates Adept Research, and I made sure to plant some seeds there about the benefits of branching out into quantum physics. Within a month you started working in the same company,” she explains with a smile.

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. All this is like something from a movie. Do things like this even happen to people? I wonder while my mind is trying to process the implications of all this. Bloody hell! “I don’t even know what to say to be honest,” I tell her truthfully. “It sounds like a movie script.”

      “I don’t doubt it, Al, and I’m sure you’ll have more questions, but I would like you to try to eat a little, even drink a glass of water. All you’ve had for a long time is Lucifer feeding your body with his energy through infusions.” She stands up and walks towards the tallboy in the corner, where she pours me a glass of water from the pitcher there. I’m watching her mutely while everything they’ve said since I woke up races through my head. She hands me the glass and as I take it, she lifts my upper body and props me up with more pillows so that I’m half-sitting on the bed. I take a little sip slowly because my hands are shaking from being limp for so long. I use both hands to bring the glass to my lips. As the water touches my tongue, I realize how thirsty I am, and I lift the glass more, drinking all the water in a couple of gulps. Liquid runs from the corners of my mouth down my neck, but I couldn’t care less.

      “More, please.” I hand her the glass while struggling to get air into my lungs. I think she wants to protest, but as she turns to me, her eyes widen for a second and she just nods her head once and brings the pitcher of water with her. Five glasses of water later, I still feel like I want more.

      “That’s enough. Have a little break. If you’re still thirsty later, I’ll give you more,” she says and takes my glass.

      Now that I’m not as thirsty, I feel my shirt, which is soaked along with the sheets covering me. I think about my behavior. What on earth is wrong with me, drinking like an animal, gulping the water like someone’s going to take it away from me? Lucifer’s right, there is something wrong with me. I look at Daisy, who’s sitting on the edge of the bed again and observing me like I’m some wounded animal that might bite. What the hell?

      Like my thoughts have summoned him, Lucifer opens the door and walks in, bending his head again to walk through it. He has me pinned under his scrutiny, then turns his head to Daisy. She peers over her shoulder, and I don’t know what he sees in her face, but in two steps he is beside my bed, taking my chin between two fingers and raising my face up. He turns my head this way and that, touches my neck with his other hand, and lastly, he searches at my eyes. It’s incredibly unnerving to look angels or gods in their eyes. It feels like they are staring into your soul, as if you can’t hide anything from them, even the things you hide from yourself. And that, my friend, is some scary shit, I swear. I try to pull my head back, but he holds me still with his other hand.

      “What the fuck, Lucifer. You’re creeping me out. You know I don’t like it when you stare at me like that. It’s unnerving,” I say, anger spitting from me.

      “That’s fine, hate it all you like. I need to see your eyes,” he says, more to himself than me. I’m worried now, thinking something went wrong while I was unconscious.

      “What’s wrong with my eyes?” You can hear the fear in my voice and I hate it.

      “Nothing is wrong. As a matter of fact, finally things are set to right,s” he says, and something like excitement and longing flashes in his feature. Giving me a devilish smile, he winks at me. What an ass!

      “Seriously? You just acted like I was about to sprout horns with your inspection, and now you’re winking? What the fuck is wrong with you people?” My voice rises with each word. I start to feel tired again for no reason, like I didn’t just spend three months with my eyes closed. I can’t suppress the yawn that stretches my mouth until my jaw cracks.

      “You should nap a little, Al. I know you just woke up, but your body needs to adjust. These will be short naps, I assure you,” Daisy says while patting my hand.

      “I don’t want to nap. I want to be able to get up and go find my friends. The Goddess only knows what’s happening to them while I sleep here like an idiot,” I protest. “And you didn’t finish telling me everything, either,” I remind her.

      “There’s time for the stories later. Until your body integrates properly, you’re not going anywhere, so better rest instead of making the process longer than it should be.”

      She stands up and bustles around the room, tidying up things I didn’t even notice were there. A small bowl of water with a towel in it, the pitcher, bags of drips I assume they used on me, and so many more items. Seeing all of it makes me feel bad for bitching. It’s not their fault that I almost bled to death.

      “I’m sorry, Daisy, I don’t mean to be bitchy. I’ve just been so angry lately and I can’t get rid of it no matter how hard I try,” I say, more to myself than her.

      Kindness and sadness war in her eyes as she focuses on me. It makes me want to cry, but I fight the urge with everything in me. We stare at each other for a long minute before she releases a deep sigh and drops everything she was holding on the floor.

      Walking to me, she sits on the bed. “I understand you, Alexia. Believe me, I do. Lucifer told me what happened that night and anyone could understand why you feel the way you do. I wish I had some words of wisdom to help you, but I don’t. We are our own healers as much as we are our own tormentors. Can you possibly go back in time and change what happened?” she asks in a soft voice. My mouth opens to ask if that is a possibility when she continues. “No, you can’t change the past. What you can do, however, is make the present count so you can create your future. Do you want to be angry and poison yourself with it? In anger, you’ll be impulsive and make mistakes. From what I know, there’s not much room left for mistakes when it comes to saving the people you love. Don’t get me wrong, they do happen and they always will. It’s inevitable. But if you use that anger creatively, you’ll avoid many and get where you need to be sooner than you think.”

      “Will you tell me more about the Holy Grail you spoke about? And before you say I need to nap”—I raise a shaky hand to stop her from lecturing me—“I feel it all the way to my core that it’s important. I wanted to laugh when you said it, but I can’t stop thinking about it, and I feel an urgency that I can’t explain,” I tell her honestly, pleading with my eyes. I can’t explain why I must know this, but she seems to understand because she gets comfortable, curls one leg under her, and leans on the bed where my legs are stretched motionless. I do my best to move them a little so she has more room.

      “No need to move. I’m fine.” She smiles, and I grin back at her. “Ever since we can remember, or since it has been recorded I should say, the patriarchy has tried to hide this little fact from us in the power struggle. You see, we all keep talking about how we want equality with men without understanding that a man can never be equal to a woman. Not because of all the silly, mundane reasons that circulate left and right. We cannot be equal simply because we have the Holy Grail in us—our womb is the creator. Men can connect with it only through their mother’s womb. It’s where matter and spirit are woven into one to create life. Do you understand?” Her eyes are so focused on me that my entire existence is at attention. I can feel in my bones how important this is. So I give her a hard frown and stay still to show I’m present, that I hear and understand what she is telling me. It must be what she wants to see because she nods her head in approval.

      “It’s not just that our womb is where life is created. It’s also where alchemy happens. It’s where we transform negative into positive energy. It’s how we create this world to be what it is. By hiding that truth from us through the millennia, many have lost the connection they have with the Divine Mother. The longer the connection is lost, the more negative energy accumulates in us, because we can’t transform it on our own.” Her voice is sad, and I’m doing my best to swallow the lump in my throat.

      “So that’s what happened to me? Because I had a lot of negative energy in my womb, I almost bled to death?” I ask her, shocked. In my mind, I’m seeing millions of women dying because they can’t transform what they unwillingly absorb. How have we not gone extinct by now? My mind is spinning.

      As if she can read my thoughts, she shakes her head and chuckles. “We absorb those energies in three ways, Alexia, and only when our auras are open. When we eat, when we are intimate and allow a man into our body—our temple—and when we sleep.” She pauses and waits for me to understand the implications of her words.

      I glance at my hands, which are folded in my lap. Everything makes so much sense right now that I can’t believe how stupid I have been through my many lifetimes. Enlil’s face flashes in my mind, anger evident in his eyes. I shiver. All that anger and hatred he has for me won’t just kill one person. It will kill several all at once. Then there is my ex with his twisted mental and physical abuse that almost broke me. Giving my head a few sharp shakes, I try to dispel the images. I’m lucky to be alive, indeed.

      “I know why I had so much accumulated in me now. Thank you for explaining all this to me, Daisy. I truly am grateful,” I tell her, and I hope she can hear the sincerity in my voice.

      She pats my cheek a couple of times and smiles. “I can see it in your eyes. You think you are responsible for all of it. You are not, child. Of that you can be certain. If I didn’t know all this, I could’ve been in the same shoes as you, and I had a good husband of thirty-five years who took care of me the best he knew how. It wasn’t his fault that others around him, his job, friends, and neighbors, along with the stress and anger of it all, affected his aura so much that when we were intimate, he automatically sent it to me. Not of his own doing, of course, but because our womb is like a magnet. It absorbs it to transform it. That’s why men are almost always happy and energetic after such encounters and we feel so tired sometimes, we want to spend the month in bed.”

      “I see.” That’s all I can say. I understand what she is saying, but I can’t help but feel some responsibility for it, which reminds me … “So, what exactly happened to me? And is that it or should I worry about it happening again?” A tremor passes through me at the thought.

      “You had a karmic release, Al. I have been monitoring your energy daily. It’s the only explanation I can find. You lost so much blood, but luckily Lucifer put you in a suspended state while he tried to figure out what was causing it and how to stop it. His energy was so erratic that I felt it stinging my skin all the way over on the main road I took to drive past the cottage when I was making sure everything was okay there.” She gives me a sheepish smile. It makes me happy that even if I wasn’t aware of it, someone still cared about me and wanted me to be okay. I know Lucifer does, but I’m still not a hundred percent sure there’s nothing in it for him. With non-humans, there’s always something. Trust me.

      “Thank you, Daisy, it means a lot to me to know that someone cares if I’m breathing or not,” I say, grinning. I mean it as a half joke, but I guess I say the wrong thing because she clenches her fists at her sides.

      “What?” I ask defensively.

      “I don’t ever want to hear you say that again, Alexia! There are a lot of us, as well as non-humans, that care if you breathe or not. What kind of stupid talk is that?” A stern expression passes over her features and I can’t help but laugh. It’s so unlike her that I have tears in my eyes from it. After a minute, she joins me as well. “I am serious, even if I’m laughing!” she says after we are done.

      “I know.”

      Her gaze darts to the other side of the bed, so I turn my head to see what got her attention. I almost jump out of my skin when Lucifer is there, staring intently at me. I forgot he was there. What the hell is wrong with me?

      I gap at him, wide-eyed. “Can’t you say a word, or move, or I don’t know, breathe maybe? I forgot you were still here,” I say accusingly.

      “Obviously,” he says dryly, but I see a flash of something in

      In his eyes. Was that hurt? Nah, I’m seeing things.

      “Maybe it’s because of how long I’ve been unconscious. As you know, I’m usually very observant.” Even I don’t believe my own words. Lately I’ve been anything but observant.

      “Keep saying it and we will both be convinced … eventually,” he says and shakes his head.

      “Not funny,” I mumble, but he doesn’t laugh.

      “Well now, I’ll let you rest a little. I’ll go have some tea and come back to check on you in twenty minutes or so. Don’t worry, I’ll keep Lucifer with me so you can have some alone time. I couldn’t get him to leave your side this whole time. I don’t think you know how lucky you are to have all of us caring as much as we do. Just like I know your friends are lucky to have a place in your heart,” Daisy says in order to cut the uncomfortable feeling that is almost tangible in the room, but I still get no remarks from him. I can never keep my mouth shut; I want to slap myself a lot lately. With those words, she stands up, kisses the top of my head, picks up all the things she left on the floor and starts walking towards the door with Lucifer right behind her.

      “Lucifer, can you stay a minute please? I want to ask you something.”

      “Go ahead.” He is standing at the door, one foot in the room, the other raised to cross the threshold.

      “Close the door.” I plead with my eyes for him to stay. wanting to apologize for whatever I said that upset him, but he doesn’t give me the chance. He looks at me for a long moment, staring right in my eyes. I don’t blink, don’t even move. I just wait to see if he will allow it, the lump in my throat growing as my eyes fill with tears I don’t want to shed.

      “I will come to talk later … alone, as you request it, Alexia. Now, you must rest. I see it in your eyes. They keep changing, but you are fighting it. I will listen to what you wish to say upon your rising.”

      With that, he turns around and closes the door behind him. I want to scream at my stupidity, at life in general, at him even. Why am I so emotional? I’m even yelling at myself internally. It seems I can’t do anything right lately. The ceiling blurs while tears run down my face. The more I try to do what is right for everyone, the more I keep hurting people. After my rest, I am going to swallow my pride and ask Daisy and Lucifer for guidance with everything. This can’t keep happening, or I might as well admit defeat now and save us all some trouble. The faces of my friends—of my family—are floating in my mind, so I close my eyes to see them better. As I try to focus on their faces, I slowly float into a waking dream.
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      There is a heavy fog all around me, and it’s accompanied by a feeling of dread. My heart starts beating wildly in my chest. My eyes drop to my hands and then my feet. My grandmother always told me to look at them if I needed to determine if I was dreaming or awake, that my hands and feet would always clue me in if I was in a lucid dream or not. Unfortunately for me, the fog is so dense I can’t see anything. Still aware of my weak state, I test my legs and move my upper body left and right, but it feels fine. No pain, no sore muscles, and definitely no tiredness.

      “Hello?” I call out into nothingness. I don’t expect an answer, and I don’t get one. Remembering my visit with Venus—which now seems like it happened in a different lifetime—I drag my feet on the ground without lifting them to make sure I’m not standing on a cliff where my first step may lead to bye-bye, Alexia. The feeling of dread doesn’t go away, it only gets stronger the farther I move into the fog. An eerie feeling fills me, like I have lead in my stomach. As I move forward at a snail’s pace, I call out to Inanna. She must be able to hear me in these other realms. It seems like hours I move and call out, but neither does the fog clear nor does she answer. I stop moving and sit down on the ground. My stomach churns, and I think I will have to empty it if I go any deeper into it. Something is pushing me back like it doesn’t want me here. Out of nowhere, a dull pain throbs in my shoulder blades. I ignore it when my eyes spot a shimmering glow.

      Like little sparks in the fog, it fascinates me, so I hold my breath mesmerized. It looks like someone just threw a handful of rainbow glitter into the air, and it is beautiful. As I watch, the sparkles get denser. Within minutes, it’s almost like an iridescent door. Is it a portal? I’m as curious as a damn cat, but the feeling of dread is still sitting heavy in the pit of my stomach, so I just stare at it dumbly. I bet Remi or Jezzinta wouldn’t waste a minute given the situation.

      As I think of them, the shimmering changes first to what seems like a cave opening, then to a green wooden door with vines around it. It switches from one to the other faster than the blink of an eye, then even faster back to what it was. How interesting! When it comes to observing clues, I’m getting better at it. However, this is more me hoping than anything else. In other words, I’m out of my jackass stage, as Remi would point out if she were here. One can hope, right? Just like before, the shimmering changes into the cave opening and back again. I thought of Jezzinta and Meda next, and it did the same, only with the wooden door.

      Hmmmm …

      I know I should just sit here until I eventually get out of this dream, vision, or whatever it is and tell Lucifer first. He will know what to do. But then again, one of those passages might take me to my sisters. My heart jumps at the thought. I know Lucifer will be angry, and he will have every right, mind you, but I can’t ignore the feelings swirling inside me. I will go headfirst into a brick wall if it means getting to those I love, the ones that are a part of my soul. I should wait, yet I stand up and focus as hard as I can on Remi’s face. As I see her in my mind’s eye, the shimmering turns into the cave entrance, and without a second thought, I step towards it. There will be hell to pay if I live long enough to tell the story to the angel, but I can give as good as I get, and if it comes down to a pissed-off angel versus seeing my sisters, guess which one has my vote?

      Taking a deep breath, I step through the cave opening.
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      I was expecting … something.

      I have no idea what, but maybe squinting my eyes from the change of light, maybe a change in temperature, or maybe something strange … anything, really. What I actually encounter when I step through the opening takes my breath away. I stand there dumbstruck. A magical—that’s the only way to describe it—orchard stretches in front of me. I can’t see the end of it. It’s full of winter trees swaying gently in a breeze that is rustling my hair. They look alive, as though they’re dancing to their own tune as I watch, mesmerized by their beauty which is amplified by the full moon hanging so large and close it leaves no doubt in my mind that if I reach up, I can touch it. The silvery glow turns everything around me into an enchanted dreamscape.

      Everything is sparkling, just like the opening was in the fog. I’m standing, still afraid that if I breathe too loudly I might disturb the scene. The smell that assaults my senses is not … well, not human, I should say. I’ve never smelled anything like it in my life and I’ve done my fair share of traveling to try to escape my miserable existence.

      I glance over my shoulder to ensure the opening is still there and I’m not stuck here. My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline and I turn around slowly to see the mountain that has the cave opening. I’m standing at the bottom of it, and as I glance up, I can’t even see the top of it because it extends up to the sky.

      Turning in a slow circle and trying to absorb it all, the glint of silvery light gets my attention so I squint to see it better. Silver apples hang from the branches of the trees. The light of the moon reflects on them making them glitter and even more mystical. They weren’t there a minute ago.

      I go still again, breathing deeply, closing my eyes, and opening my energy, sending it through the area to see if I feel anyone around me. It’s a nice little trick Lucifer taught me and, even though I’ve obviously been wallowing in misery and self-pity, I have been paying attention because it’s working like a charm. I let it reach as far as I can, but the only thing I feel are the trees and other plants brushing their own essences against mine like they want to say hello. There are a few animals too, small ones by the feel of them, as well as some birds. As the thought pops in my mind, I hear the screech of an owl and smile.

      “Hello, wise friend,” I whisper to it. The next second, my smile freezes on my lips.

      I can’t truly pinpoint what it is I’m feeling, but I know two things. One: it doesn’t feel human, and two: my energy recoils from it, but I can’t tell if it’s evil. Go figure. As if things aren’t shitty enough for me, I get more puzzles.

      “Thank you, Mother,” I say dryly, opening my eyes to glance at the moon.

      I need to move away from here. I’m standing in the open like an idiot and I have no idea where I am. Wherever it is, it sure as hell isn’t California. I head straight for the trees. If nothing else, I can at least hide behind one if anything comes my way. As I walk past the first set of trees, my feet sink into lush grass. That makes me realize I’m actually barefoot.

      How the fuck didn’t I realize that till now?

      Something doesn’t feel right, and it’s not the entire “other realm” feeling. No. This is different, like some invisible creature is watching me and creating illusions so it can amuse itself. I narrow my eyes and scan my surroundings.

      “Where are you? Show yourself to mamma,” I mumble under my breath and snort at my stupidity.

      Mamma? Really, Alexia? I shake my head at myself. I really am losing it.

      I keep looking around, trying not to miss any detail and to see what or who can be doing this. I’m failing miserably. As I’m about to walk out from behind the tree, I hear it. Footsteps. And it sure as hell isn’t from just two legs. No, it’s from many.

      Gluing my back to the tree, I try to breathe as quietly as I can. You never know who can hear or sense what. As the footsteps grow louder, my heart beats wildly in my chest like a drum. How’s this for a slap in the face, huh? I should’ve kept my ass on the ground and waited for Lucifer to wake me up and tell him about the portal instead of being a dumbass and going head first into Goddess knows where. I tap my head back on the tree as self-punishment. I never learn, do I?

      They’re close now, almost passing me. It doesn’t sound like the marching of soldiers, but the sounds are rhythmic, like when kids play follow the leader. I slowly peek from behind the tree and suck in a sharp breath. A long line of robed figures, walking one after another, stretch past my line of vision. There are so many of them.

      I can’t see who or what they are, but what makes the breath freeze in my lungs is the lanterns they’re holding in their right hands. They are like any old lantern except for the electric green light coming from them. That’s no oil lantern. When my eyes lock on the flame, my entire body shudders and it feels like hundreds of tiny hands touching me everywhere. Shaking, I open my mouth to say, “eww,” but only the “E” comes out before a hand claps over my mouth and I’m slammed backwards against the tree. I raise my hand to punch whoever is attacking me only to stop halfway, my hand neither up nor down as I stare at a beautiful blonde woman glaring at me, her mouth a thin line projecting her displeasure and her eyes blazing the promise of a fair fight if I try to push her away or hit her. I almost snort, and even still my eyes betray me because she mouths, “Don’t you dare laugh.” That only makes me want to laugh more, and the snort escapes without permission.

      And before you assume I’m an idiot or too trusting, I must tell you that her energy feels nice. It feels right. That’s the only reason I’m trying not to laugh instead of beating her senseless. With careful eyes, I examine her. The woman has strength that I can appreciate now, because if she doesn’t move her hand, I will get a headache. The way she’s pressing on my mouth feels like she’s trying to push my head through the tree. I reach up and pry her hand off my face and she’s still looking at me as if she expects me to scream. I just jerk my head at her sharply and peek at the weirdos with their freaky lanterns.

      Are they gone now? Well I’m not that lucky because there are still more passing by, but I realize I don’t hear their footsteps anymore. What the fuck? I see them moving. Why can’t I hear them? I squint suspiciously at the woman. Did she make this happen by touching me? Now that’s a creepy thought, so I tap my knuckle on the tree to make sure I’m not deaf. I find out that one: I’m not deaf. Two: that the woman has a knack for hurting me because as I knock on the tree, she knocks on my head. And—this one sucks big time—three: our little knocks, as low as they are, get the attention of the figures moving up the mountain.

      As I glare at her to show my displeasure, I freeze at the terrified expression on her face and turn my head slowly to see what has scared her. I almost scream because one robed figure is headed right towards us, and although I can’t see the face, I sure as fuck can see the red flames that are its eyes. I didn’t think, didn’t even consider that the robed figures may hear us, let alone that I’m cornered at a dead-end.

      No.

      I grab the woman’s hand and bolt as fast as I can farther into the trees, veering sideways. At least I have that much of a brain, because if I run straight ahead, it will see us for sure. All that training with the angel is paying off. As we run, I get the feeling the woman has someone training her, too, because she’s as fast and as quiet with her strides as I am, and although I still have a death grip on her arm, she’s running parallel with me. We’re passing trees and jumping over branches, rocks, and dips in the ground, which makes my feet sore but we keep going. I have no idea how long we run, but eventually we slow down and then stop. plastering ourselves behind tree trunks. We wait for a while to make sure no one is coming. Feeling brave after a little time passes, I peek around. Nobody is there, but I’m grateful the moon is so bright because it ensures I will see any shadows. On the other hand, that means we can be seen too, but I couldn’t care less. As long as I have enough of a head start, I’ll be fine.

      “So! You have a name?” I ask quietly as I drop on the ground, still trying to catch my breath.

      Uncertainty flashes in her eyes, which is something I can totally relate to. I used to look at people the same way not long ago. You know, when your heart screams there are good people in the world, but your mind tells you go on, sucker, screw yourself again, trust the wrong person so I can keep tormenting you for years with “I told you so” when they hurt or betray you.

      “My name is Alexia,” I tell her in an effort to put her at ease. She’s strung taut as a bow and I doubt she’ll answer, but as we’re all aware by now, I can’t keep my mouth shut to save my life. So I keep blabbing, asking questions. “Do you live here? Actually, where is this place?” I wait expectantly for a second, but no answer comes, so I continue with the next question. “Oooooo ... can you talk?” My eyes widen as I gawk at her. Why didn’t I think of this sooner? Earlier she mouthed words but didn’t speak. She snorts at that and I narrow my eyes.

      “Faith,” she says.

      “I have enough faith, thank you very much,” I say, irritated.

      “My name. It’s Faith.” She smiles, and I see a glimpse of her character in it. She’s self-aware, confident, and although I see the mischief dancing in her eyes, I can also see the no-nonsense attitude as clear as day. I like her already.

      “Well, good for you, and at least you can talk. I was starting to think the cat got your tongue.”

      “It’s not smart to talk with those things around, but I guess you have a death wish. I should’ve just left you to it, huh?” she counters, looking straight in my eyes.

      “Look at you. Aren’t you a ray of sunshine?” Snorting under my breath I stand up. “What are those things? Do you know?”

      “No. I’ve never seen them without their robes.”

      I watch as she tries to hide the shiver, and with every second, I’m forming a connection to her somehow. Sisters in arms! I snort at the thought and she narrows her gaze at me like I just sprouted a second head.

      “What?” I ask defensively.

      “Oh, nothing. I’m just wondering if everything is right in your head.” She rolls her eyes at me and shakes her head. “You do know where you are, right?” With one eyebrow raised, she flicks her gaze up and down sizing me up.

      “As a matter a fact, I have no idea,” I tell her honestly. She was gazing in the distance as I said this, but she jerks her head sharply my way again.

      “How did you get here?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, this is the astral plane, so as I’m sure you are aware that the only way to get here is through the portal in the fog.” An exhausted feeling washes over me. I don’t want to talk anymore, to explain, to … anything. I just want to know why I’m here and to get back in my body.

      “Well, at least you’re not as dumb as you seem at first glance,” she says sarcastically. That earns her an eye roll from me.

      Inspecting her closer, I realize she’s as tall as I am and has curves that would make a guy drool like a fool. Her blonde hair is neither curly nor straight; it has that bed-head appearance that hints at wild, sensual pleasures. Her face has sharp, exotic features, unlike the usual baby face one might expect on a blonde. Okay, I apologize if I’m stereotyping, but you must admit that when you think of a blonde woman, you think of gentle, angelic features, not exotic, I’m-gonna-rock-your-world-and-leave-you-spinning features. At least I do, but as you well know, I’m weird and I always overanalyze everything and everyone, so never mind me. Her eyes are neither green nor blue but kind of change depending on what she says, so it’s easy for me to read her. Thank the Goddess for that, because like her or not, I’m still not sure if I can trust her. She’s projecting an alpha personality, and since I have the same genetic makeup, I have a feeling we’ll be testing the waters before we decide whether we’re on the same side. It better be quick, because I have no intention of spending more time than necessary here.

      “So what’s the verdict?” she asks, her hands on her hips as she peers down her nose at me.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re analyzing me, so I’m asking you what the verdict is,” she asks as one side of her mouth curves up a little.

      “I’ll let you live.” I grin at her. “For now,” I add as an afterthought, and she snorts, shaking her head. “How long have you been here?” I ask.

      “Couple of hours this time.” Faith turns her face away but not before I notice the shimmer of tears in her eyes. It’s like a hot poker in my heart.

      “What happened, Faith? Why are you here? Did someone pull you here against your will?”

      “No!”

      The sigh that follows doesn’t assure me much. I want to slap her to get her to tell me what happened. I’m curious, yes, but that’s not why I want to know. I’m wondering if maybe I’m here because of her. Am I supposed to help her get back, help her do something? There’s a whirlwind of thoughts going through my mind, and if she’s not talking, I’ll never know the answers.

      “Okay, listen. I’m not trying to get in your business or ask personal info you are not willing to share. I’m trying to figure out if I’m here to help you, or if I should go my merry way and see why the fuck I am actually here,” I say flatly.

      “Well, go ahead. Go figure it out, because I assure you you’re not here because of me. I came here on purpose.”

      I can see her closing off with each word that comes out of her mouth. I want to try persuading her, but I don’t. There’s no time for that, since obviously she’s not the reason for my situation. Not because I don’t care or don’t want to help, but pick your battles and all that crap.

      “Okay. I’ll let you be and do your own thing. I need to see why I was led here and then go back. There are important things that wait for me at home.” I brush dust from my legs and butt.

      She looks at me, not blinking for a long moment like she’s trying to see if I’m hiding something. Maybe she’s even still trying figure out if I’m nuts. Who knows? I nod my head and only manage two steps before my foot stops frozen half way in the air. With a few words, she manages to freeze not just my footstep, but the air in my lungs too.

      “Are you searching for someone that was taken from you violently?” she asks softly.

      I’m afraid to move. So many emotions hit me at once—hope, urgency, excitement … it’s overwhelming. Can it be? Can somehow something, someone, or whatever has pulled me into this realm without notice brought me here so I can find my sisters, my friends, and my family?

      Slowly, I turn my head, then my upper and lower body follow as though I’m worried if I move too fast, I’ll scare her and she’ll run away before she tells me what I need to know.

      “Is that why you’re here, Faith? Was someone taken from you as well?” I add “as well” because she narrows her eyes, probably assuming I’m being nosy again.

      “Yes, but I was too late.” She lowers her lashes and I see she’s trying to control her breathing. She’s fighting grief and tears, and I know the feeling all too well. Better than my own name, to tell the truth.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” I whisper, and I can’t keep the tears from rolling down my cheeks.

      She jerks her head up, and with surprise on her face, follows the tear falling from my left eye as if she’s fascinated by it. I see when she makes the decision. It is all happening in her eyes: kinship, understanding, compassion, and at the end, determination. It’s amazing to witness because human eyes are so expressive that a person’s mind can be read through them. Ha! Lucifer will be proud; I do listen when he teaches. I’ll make sure to rub it in his face when I get back.

      First things first, though.

      “I’ll help,” was all she said.

      “Help, me?”

      “Yes, I’ll help you find whoever was taken from you, Alexia.”

      Well, I wasn’t expecting that. Okay, maybe I was, at least a little. It is nice to hear it, nonetheless. I learned the hard way through my awakening to count my blessings when offered help instead of acting like an idiot and listening to my bloody ego telling me to do everything myself, even if it means going headfirst off a cliff. Been there, done that. No, thank you!

      “I will be very grateful for it, Faith, but it’s not one. Many were taken,” I explain, going into the story of what has happened but skipping most details and names while giving her a brief countdown of events. No, I don’t mention the Tablets of Destiny; even I’m not that idiotic.

      Her eyes get rounder and rounder like they’re going to pop out of her head. “Oh, sweet Goddess, I’m so sorry,” she whispers when I finish.

      I don’t want pity. It pisses me off more than anything else. I’ll deal with anger, hatred, or anything else. Just not pity. I tell her as much.

      “I have no pity, sister, I’m just witnessing your loss and pain,” she says, and I see I’ve insulted her. Well done, dumbass. My mind reminds me how good I am at putting my foot in my mouth. I have so many questions, but there is a sensation inside of me telling me I don’t have much time left before I’m sent back, so I bombard her with my questions instead of chitchatting.

      “You said ‘this time’ when I asked about you being here. Do you come here often? Have you seen others? Where are those robed figures going? Did they take the people we are searching for?” I suck in a sharp breath through my teeth. “Are they hurting them??”

      “Breathe, Alexia. Let’s walk and I’ll tell you what I know.” She comes closer and rubs my shoulder in an effort to comfort me.

      The last question I ask makes me sick to my stomach. Have they been hurt while I was being self-absorbed with by my need for vengeance? The anger, like embers in my heart, flares to full flames in less than a second, and it’s all aimed at me. If that’s true, I’ll never forgive myself and my selfishness. Faith understands without me saying a word. Of course she would. We’re both dealing with the same feeling, and it doesn’t matter if it’s one person or ten. When someone you love is taken, it hurts. It’s not just the loss that eats you alive. It’s the self-blame, the guilt, the hurt, and the helplessness. It all sits in a lump in the pit of your stomach, leaving a gaping hole in your heart that consumes you one shallow, useless breath at a time.

      We look at each other for a few seconds like we’re having a wordless conversation, and neither of us blink or turns away. I feel the bond weaving itself slowly, an etheric cord invisible to human eyes from my essence to hers, first as tiny as a piece of hair, but with every breath, it gets thicker and stronger until it’s a rope connecting us to those we allow to become part of our soul. It’s as good as it is bad. We allow too much. We let these cords form with whomever we come across who has an effect on us without being aware of it, so in our own sick ways we use them, either as a beacon of love and hope for those meant to walk our journey with us or as a noose for those that hurt or betray us. Cutting these cords is a messy business and not fun at all. The rope blossoming this very second with Faith is a beacon, formed of understanding and compassion. Soul connected to a soul, sisterhood. My eyes tear up and hers do too. I realize she’s seeing it as well.

      “You’re a witch.” It’s not a question, it’s a statement.

      Faith gives me an amused smile, her teary eyes sparkling in the silver glow of the moon. “How else could I be here, may I ask, oh wise one?”

      “Now that, my friend, was a stupid question, I’ll give you that much,” I say, laughing softly and shaking my head. I do have special moments, don’t I?

      “Where are we going, Faith?”

      “Let’s go see if the people you’re looking for are being kept where I think they are. If we don’t find them there, we’ll need to go up the mountain where their temple is.” When she shivers, it makes me wonder how bad what we must face will be, but I don’t have time to dwell on conversations in my head because we need to move.

      “Okay, lead the way. Oh, and by the way, where are you from? I love the accent.” I try to change the gloomy subject. Faith starts walking deeper into the orchard of winter trees with their silver apples, and I follow, but I stuff my hands in my pockets because the apples are so tempting. Twice I catch myself with my arm raised to pick one. If I know one thing for sure, it is that when the urge to do something gets overwhelming to the point that your mind says one thing and your body does the opposite, you better make sure you take control of your body or you’re screwed all the way to Sunday.

      The apples must be enchanted, and I have a feeling if I do pick one, there will be no going back from it. Not ever! I joked with Lucifer the first time I met him, and he asked me to have dinner with him because he was lonely, but I didn’t get uneasy by anything he offered. I’m very fidgety now, and every apple I pass pulls at my body.

      “Down Under,” Faith says in front of me. It takes me a second to realize she has answered my question, but since I am concentrating on keeping my hands in my pockets and not snatching the apples hanging in my face everywhere I turn, my mind takes some time to catch up. I blab the first thing that comes to mind.

      “Hell?”

      Thinking back on that moment, I can freely say that what happened was my fault, but at the time, I didn’t feel it was, or maybe just didn’t want to admit it. Faith laughs. She laughs louder than either of us expect, like a cannon echoing through the orchard. She slaps a hand over her own mouth, but it’s too late and she just looks at me, wide-eyed. There’s a chilling scream somewhere up in the mountain and the thundering of feet start shaking the ground under me.

      Then she says, loud and clear, only one word that gets my mind, body, and soul on the same page in less than a millisecond.

      “Run!”
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      As the scenery flashes past me and the only sound I hear is the wild beating of my heart in my ears, my mind creates pictures of what can happen. One new type of death after another, and all I can see is the flaming eyes and the creepy lanterns. I have goosebumps all over my body, but not because I’m cold. The knowing of being a prey while a predator is hunting you … let’s just say you don’t ever want to experience it. It’s not that I somehow lost the fear of dying and death in general. I have people that depend on me to at least keep breathing until I get them back to safety. After that, it’s not important if I breathe or not. Until then, I will do everything I can to stay alive, even if it means running like a coward.

      So we run. I have no idea for how long, but eventually I see the end of the orchard and the woods stretching beyond it. The only problem? The open field between the two. Not a small clearing, mind you. No, I’m not that lucky, as has been proven many times over. From where I am, I’m judging it’ll take several minutes to get across it—long enough for everyone and their brother to see us or catch up to us. The glow of the moon makes things more difficult, and I curse under my breath, but not even my sailor mouth can help now.

      “Faith!” I say loud so she can hear me. Her name carries all the questions and apprehension I feel.

      “Keep running and don’t stop no matter what, Alexia. No matter what you hear or see, just keep running until we get to the woods. It’s safe there, I promise,” she yells back, not caring if anyone hears her.

      That tells me a hell of a lot more than reading an entire manual on this realm.

      My legs are already burning from running, but with new determination, it seems like I’m picking up speed instead of slowing down. It’s funny how the mind works. In situations like this, the fear that creeps into your soul either freezes you like a deer in headlights or it gives you the inhuman ability to fight to stay alive until your last breath. Obviously, even after all my talk about not caring whether I live or die, my mind makes sure I keep breathing because it takes control of my body, making me feel like I’m flying with speed as the trees zip by. Faith is keeping up, and I’m sure she’s experiencing the same sensation as I am.

      The thundering footsteps are getting closer no matter how fast we move, and I am chilled to the bone. Are we going to get caught now? Or, just so death can laugh in our faces, will they catch us right before the woods, so that in some twisted way, we can taste the freedom that awaits us there but will never be ours? Am I going to die in an astral realm before helping even one of my sisters get free so she can save the others when I’m gone? Out of nowhere another thought springs to mind that leaves me baffled, but I have no time to ponder it. Will Lucifer care that I died, or will he be glad he doesn’t have to worry about me anymore? Why the fuck do I care either way?

      We’re almost at the end of the orchard and I try to keep my breathing as even as possible. As I get closer to the line of trees that mark the end of it, I set my jaw, narrow my eyes, empty my mind, and focus only on one thing: get to the woods, no matter what. I’m uneasy about Faith and whether she’ll be able keep up, so I close in on her until we’re running shoulder to shoulder, taking hold of her hand. The only indication that she doesn’t mind is her gentle squeeze as our hands connect, but that’s all we have time for.

      The orchard ends and under the full moon, like deer running from a hunting party, we bolt across the field with its knee-high grass. It makes it a little more difficult to run, but since our lives are at stake, I couldn’t care less. Since it is an open field and I’m certain I’m not going to crash into a tree if I don’t look ahead, I glance over my shoulder.

      That’s a stupid mistake.

      A merciless vise grips my heart, and I think I’m going to die from the sight alone when Faith squeezes my hand so hard the bones are grinding together. That gets my head back on track, but even though they’re behind me, I can still see them clearly in my head.

      So many of them, oh sweet Goddess, like a dark never-ending cloud.

      Their robes are billowing behind them like creepy shadows with minds of their own that defy the laws of the wind and gravity, and that’s enough to make my heart hammer my chest painfully like I’m having a heart attack. To add to it, their eyes of flames are menacing, full of hunger and rage on their demonic faces, while they hold their lanterns the green lights dancing as if cheering them on. I know if they get their hands on us, we’ll be begging to die. Death is not the worst that can happen to a person. Believe me, I’m an expert on it.

      I put as much effort as I can into making it to safety. I’m not sure the woods will save us, but I trust Faith on this. Not because I finally have no trust issues, but I can see she wants to live as much as I do. That’s when I see the shimmering barrier between the field and the woods. Someone opened a protection circle around it. There is hope!

      We’re so close. It feels like I can stretch my hands out and touch the first trees in the wooded area when there’s a tug on my arm. Everything happens in slow motion. There is a sharp tug and I turn my head towards Faith. My eyes go as big as dinner plates when I see a skeletal black hand with a death grip on her hair, and I watch it pull her backwards. At the same time as my hand is released, she lets go and allows it to stop her escape. I am about to stop running to help her, but her words make me keep going despite  my entire being screaming at me to stop and try to help, even if we both die here and now.

      “Nooo! Run! You’ll come save me. Don’t stop, Alexia, run!” she  screams at me with such force that even though my essence is rebelling and telling me to stop, I obey.

      As I reach the first row of trees in the woods and pass them, it is like someone flips a switch. Everything stops—no thundering footsteps from the monsters, nothing. Well, almost nothing, because nothing stops Faith from making sure I hear her.

      “Find the old woman, follow the moon, sister. She will tell you where to find me. She will tell you how to save me and those you’re searching for,” she yells loud and clear and I collapse on the ground because I can’t stand or move anymore. I’m gulping air and trying to understand who keeps those monsters away from these woods. I see them moving up and down a few feet in front of it, but they’re unable to come closer. I watch them tie Faith with ropes that move on their own. Seeing them makes me gag.

      “If they have us both, who will save us, Alexia?” Faith says while struggling with the creatures. Seeing her fearlessness in a situation where another would pass out or beg only strengthens my resolve.

      “I’m coming back for you, Faith. I swear it on everything I hold dear. Just stay alive, sister! Promise me!”

      “I promise, Alexia. Find the old lady. She’ll help you, I know. I will see if I can find the others where they take me. If they’re there, we’ll be ready when you come.” Her voice rings loudly while she glances over her shoulder towards the trees where I’m hiding as they lead her away.

      “Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I scream the cuss word as loud as I can, wanting to curse everything and everyone. Is this what my life is now? Everyone that comes into it gets taken away by monsters because of whatever agenda, and the guilt, pain, and sorrow I have inside me just piles up? How much can a person take? Apparently, a lot.

      I kneel there for a while until I can breathe again without pain stabbing me in the lungs. My mind is racing, all the questions I have keep playing on repeat with no one to answer them. I better get moving. Faith’s words, “I was too late,” keep repeating over and over again. Well, I’ll be damned if I’m late. I search the sky to find the moon and start walking. Well, it is almost jogging, but I have no desire to go sightseeing. I need to find the old lady. I have no idea how I’ll know who she is, but I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

      Another thought occurs to me then. If Daisy or Lucifer try to wake me, will I just simply go back to my body? Or will I have to go back where I came from and walk through the portal? At the moment, that might be a little problematic. If only I can tell them where I am, then they could come here and help me.

      With my mind swirling, I put one foot in front of another and, not losing sight of the moon, propel myself forward. After a while, the rustling of leaves pulls my gaze to an owl. Sitting on the branch, it’s observing me with interest, but I have no time for fiddle farting around. I keep moving. It follows me, going from tree to tree, and I’m glad it does. I don’t feel so alone. A couple of hours pass, and I step past tree after tree, jumping over massive roots and fallen branches with nothing else in sight. Doubt that I will ever get out of these woods clings to me, and then my mind starts the tricks it always does when I have doubt in my heart.. What if Faith said I’ll find someone here to help just so I don’t get caught as well, to keep me away from the monsters? After a few minutes, another thought occurs to me. What if she’s working with those creatures and she set me up to never find a way out and die in the damn woods? I shake my head to get rid of the thought as if I’m a dog shaking off fleas.

      “Oh, stop it, Alexia! Seriously?” I should’ve been a bloody producer. I sure as fuck create great movies in my head!

      I’m talking to myself out loud just so I can stop thinking. They’re not joking when they tell you the mind is a great servant but a cruel master. If you let it, it’ll create the worst scenarios that will make you lose hope faster than you can blink. Early in life, I learned the lesson to never trust my mind when I’m sad or alone. It’s like a punisher with no mercy or compassion. It can make you insane or suicidal within minutes. Trust me on this and never believe your thoughts when you’re hurt and alone. You can thank me later.

      Because I’m lost in my head, as always, I jump a little when the owl decides to perch on my shoulder. I peek at it from the corner of my eye since I’m not sure it won’t try to peck them if I turn my head. It seems amused, if a bird can ever look that way. It hoots at me and moves its head like it’s pointing straight ahead, so I squint to see if there is something or someone there. Between the trees, I notice a little flicker like fire, so I slow down my steps and creep slowly and as quietly as I can. I have no idea who’s a friend or foe here.

      Well, I know the monsters are foes, and I decide the owl is a friend since it alerted me to danger.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to it and it hoots softly like it understands. I find them fascinating, the owls. If Jezzinta were here, she would say, “You find everything fascinating.” The thought of my sister makes me smile—sadly, but still. A smile is a smile and these days I’ll take what I can get. I’m not picky.

      As I sneak in closer, the fire gets bigger and brighter, illuminating the small clearing it is in, just big enough for a few people to gather around. On the bonfire, a big black cauldron sways gently like someone just finished stirring it, but I see no one around. I stop where I am and wait. I’m not moving a foot until I see who’s brave enough and without care to light a fire that makes smoke rise up to the sky so high that it can be seen from any side.

      I didn’t have to wait long. From the opposite side, an old lady walks into the clearing carrying some wild herbs in her right hand. Her left hand holds a dagger, which means I’m not moving an inch until she puts that thing down. I stand there like a creep hiding behind bushes, studying her. She walks around like she has not one worry in the world and she’s humming some song. Using her dagger, she cuts small pieces of the herbs and drops them in the steaming cauldron. Waving her hand, she fans the rising steam so she can smell whatever it is she is making, then she hums with satisfaction. With the gentle breeze blowing my way, I can too and it makes my mouth water. Remembering the apples, I bite hard on my tongue. There will be no eating and drinking here, or taking anything for that matter. This lady knows what she’s doing. She’s wearing black pants with many pockets all around her legs and a black long-sleeved shirt and vest, also with many pockets. Her white hair is braided, and her braid sways with every move she makes, all the way down to her thighs. The way she carries herself tells me she’s well aware of her own power, even if I don’t feel it zapping my skin at the moment. If pressed, I would say she’s in her mid-seventies, but only because of the gray hair and the wrinkles on her face. You’d never guess it from her body, which is in great shape, or by the way she moves. Lost in my thoughts, it takes a second to process what I hear at that very moment.

      “Are you just going to stand there, Alexia, or will you come sit with me?” As she says it, she turns her head towards where I am standing, and even through the branches and bushes, she somehow manages to lock eyes with me.

      Everything comes to a stop—my mind, my breath, even my heart for a bit. Her eyes are golden yellow like one would expect of a panther, and they hold an other-worldly glow to them that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight. What the fuck? She knows I’m here and she knows my name! Oh well, I might have been running earlier, but a coward I am not. I straighten myself and walk out into the clearing, holding my head high. The fact that her dagger is a few feet away from her and not in her hand has nothing to do with my bravery. Mhm, I almost believe it myself.

      “You know my name! How?” is all I say.

      “You and Faith were loud enough earlier. I’m sure the entire realm knows your names by now,” she says dryly, and I flinch at our stupidity. Well, you shouldn’t get cocky, either, because I promise you that you would’ve done the same. It’s not like your brain works out perfect scenarios when you’re running for your life. Nevertheless, I want to slap myself. Those creatures will be expecting me now. Wonderful!

      “I don’t believe you.” I narrow my eyes at her because she’s not lying but it’s not really the truth. I simply know it.

      “Well, well. I see your gifts are getting stronger if you can tell I’m not being completely truthful.”

      “You don’t need gifts to hear the familiarity in the way you said my name, lady.”

      She throws her head back and laughs wholeheartedly. Like an idiot, I gap at her, dumbstruck by the absurdity of the moment. When her laughs die down to mere chuckles, I’ve just about had enough shit. I need answers and I need to find my sisters.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have some questions I hope you’ll answer and I’ll be on my way. I have people to save, and I’m not sure how long they’ll be okay waiting on me to find them. Those things just got Faith, but they have had at least one of the people I’m searching for, if not all, here for a long time.” I say all this in one breath.

      “Sit,” she says, pointing at a log next to the fire.

      “I don’t have time to sit. At any moment, someone might try to wake me, and I’m not sure how I’ll find my way back here again.”

      “You didn’t come here on purpose?” Her eyebrows shoot up and she looks me up and down, then she narrows her eyes as if she finds me lacking.

      “Hey, I was on my death bed for three months, and today is the first day I was awake. I have no idea what happened, but I was given a chance to save the people I love, and I’m not wasting it!” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Easy there, witchling, I didn’t say you should waste it. Sit, let us talk and I’ll give you something that will lead you back here if someone interrupts your travel.”

      That puts me at ease a little, so I plop on the log. The quiet in the forest with the whistling sound of the wind through the trees make me feel the pain in my body from all the running, and the fear for my life. I watch her carefully. Every move she makes, every blink of her eyes. There is something about her that puts me at ease, but at the same time all my senses stand at attention like I’m on the edge.

      “Which realm is this?”

      “It’s one of the dark realms. The realm of Tomorith, the Dark Wizard.”

      I try to think if I’ve ever heard of him, but I can’t recall if I have. The past, present, and future haven’t figured out their rightful place in my head yet. It’s annoying, really.

      “Do you know where those things took Faith? And if the ones I’m looking for are there as well?” I ask hopefully.

      “She’s been taken to the caves. There is a whole underground city full of those. They are almost always full,” she says with disgust. “It’s my guess, but we will know for sure soon enough. Rajah, go to the caves,” she says, and as I’m about to ask who she’s talking to, the owl takes flight from my shoulder and is gone within seconds.

      My mouth falls open and I gape at her. “The owl is yours?”

      “Of course. Did you think it was just a friendly bird perched on your shoulder?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first,” I answer her honestly and she narrows her eyes again.

      “Can you please stop? I have no desire to play games or spend hours on word riddles. Help me get the answers I need, then I’ll be out of your way as soon as I know where to go and how to get them out,” I say with a sigh. I really am tired of the power plays and crap these creatures are playing. “I neither want your powers, nor do I want to take anything from you,” I continue. “I’m tired of playing games, and if you have no wish to answer simply and honestly, I’ll take my chances on my own. You don’t trust me, and I can’t say I trust you either, yet here we are.”

      “I see,” she says softly.

      “Do you? Do you really see?” I feel like crying but I’m holding on to my anger. It’s safer, and lately, more familiar.

      “Yes, witchling, I see.” She takes a deep breath, picks up two cups from the ground, and pours the liquid from the cauldron in them. She hands me one and keeps the other. First, she takes a long gulp from it, locking me in her gaze, and then points at the one I’m holding.

      “Drink.”

      I understand why she is looking at me. She is showing me it’s safe to drink. Well, kind of. There are many types of poison that kill one thing but not another, so she’s wasting time. I’m well aware she can kill me in many ways if she wants to, but she hasn’t, so I sip slowly from the brew. My eyes widen at the taste. It’s as delicious in taste as it is in smell. I scan the cup, mesmerized by the rainbow colors swirling in it. It smells like flowers and herbs, but the taste is so similar to peppermint tea that I take bigger gulps.

      “Drink it slowly,” she warns.

      “What is it?” I ask as I wipe my mouth with the sleeve of my shirt.

      “Something that will help you when you go into the caves. It’ll cover your smell, among other things. I’m surprised they haven’t smelled you all over the realm already. I smelled the jasmine as soon as you stepped foot here.”

      “What?” I almost yell.

      “Calm down. I know you are not aware of it, but others are. Haven’t you noticed how others react to you before now?” she asks, surprised.

      “I have … unfortunately.”

      I think back to when it started that day I woke up from my coma in the hospital and the way Philip was acting. It brings memories of Remi, and pain mixed with anger bubbles in my heart, so I squeeze my eyes shut for a second, taking a deep breath so I can push it away. It won’t do me any good right now to see red, to not be able to think clearly. I realize she’s talking so I focus on her. I missed most of what she said earlier, but I’m not asking her to repeat it.

      “Why haven’t you learned to cover it?”

      “I can do that?”

      “Of course. Hasn’t your mentor taught you anything?” she says angrily, and I laugh. Now she looks like I insulted her, so I hurry to explain.

      “I’m not laughing at you. I’m sorry it sounded that way. I’m only laughing because I imagined you telling this to my mentor.” I giggle again, imagining Lucifer’s face as she is yelling at him. “I would pay to see that one,” I tell her.

      She only shakes her head. “I need to connect with Rajah to see where Faith is, so be quiet,” she tells me.

      “You can see through his eyes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, how wond—”

      “I said be quiet,” she cuts me off and I close my mouth with a snap.

      I even put my hand on it just in case because I really can’t keep it shut, as you know. I watch her as she is connecting with the owl while I sip slowly from the brew. Between sips, I put my hand on my mouth, a reminder to keep it zipped. After a few minutes, she shifts her body left and then right.

      “Can you describe the ones you are looking for?” she asks.

      “Yes, of course. It’s three females, all around five foot four more or less. One has curly black hair half-way down her back, Middle-Eastern looking, the other has a dark blonde shoulder-length bob cut, porcelain skin, and the third is Native American. The men are ...”

      “There are no men in this realm apart from the Dark Wizards,” she says, and I flinch from a sharp stabbing pain in my stomach and my heart.

      Well, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy to find them all in one place, but a girl can hope. I hold my breath in anticipation, praying to everyone and everything in my head that they are here. Time passes very slowly for those who wait. It feels like eternity before she finally opens her eyes and pins me in place.

      “Breathe, witchling, you are turning blue.”

      Geez, I really did forget to breathe, so I take a deep gulp of air. It hurts as it fills my lungs. I sometimes wonder if after being awakened through the ashes, the wiring got mixed up in my head. It seems at times my natural survival instincts, like breathing—which is the case at this moment—need manual activation, like they don’t have an automatic setting. Fuck me. I won’t get killed. I’ll just die because I’ll forget to breathe one day. I take a few more deep breaths.

      “Did you see them?”

      “Faith is there. I know for sure because I know her. I think I saw the other three, but there are many in those caves. I can’t be sure.”

      “That’s good enough for me. Tell me how to get there and how to get them out. Then I’m out of your hair.” I start getting up as I say this, but she stops me.

      “You can’t just waltz in there and get them. First, you need to get your hands on one of those lanterns. You can’t step foot there without one. Trust me, many have tried.”

      “Why are you here? Who are you actually? You know my name, and a hell of a lot more, I know it with certainty, but I don’t even know your name. And let’s not play games. I also know you’re not human.”

      “Is that so?” There is amusement in her eyes.

      “Answer my question, please.”

      “My name is Azalea Shadowwalker. As for what I am, I can’t tell you. That’s for you to figure out, but even if you don’t, it’s not important now. What matters is that I help you when you need me.”

      Well, I have a lot to say about her not being important. With entities like her, it’s better to be safe than sorry with knowing what you are dealing with. Unfortunately for me, the urgency in the pit of my stomach keeps my mouth shut. I am about to ask what the plan is when her earlier words smack me on the head.

      “Oh, sweet Goddess, that’s why Faith was there? She was trying to steal a lantern?” I slap myself on the forehead hard enough that the sound echoes.

      “Yes. She was hoping to follow them and see if she could somehow get her hands on one.”

      “But why? She said she was already too late to save the person that was taken from her.”

      “She was, yes. She decided to help free the others since she couldn’t save her soul sister,” Azalea says, and her voice is so sad my heart shrinks in my chest from the pain spreading through me. I knew she was a beautiful soul, and Azalea just confirmed it.

      “Okay, then. Let’s go grab us a lantern. Oh, and before we start moving, I have only one question.”

      “And that is?” She lifts her eyebrows at me.

      “How do you kill one of those monsters?” I flinch at the coldness of my own words. They sound flat and merciless, like they’re coming out of someone else’s mouth. Even a love-and-light person can turn into a coldhearted killer when you rip her heart out of her chest. The gaping hole turns into an abyss and it consumes you slowly but surely. Before you know it, you are as close to becoming a monster as the ones you are hunting. No wonder they say if you stare long enough into the abyss, it will stare back.

      Right now, I have no time to ponder on what I’m becoming. I’ll do that later when I get everyone out of here.

      “Those monsters are humans,” she says flatly, and I rise an eyebrow at her.

      “What? No they’re not! I saw them, remember? They look like skeletons and have fire for eyes.” I shiver at the thought.

      “That’s what happens to them after using dark magick for too long. They are all wizards that practice the Dark Arts.”

      “Are you saying I could’ve burned their asses instead of standing there while they took Faith?”

      “There were too many of them for one. Don’t forget, they are wizards, so they will fight back with magick. You couldn’t take on all of them at once,” Azalea says.

      I’m not so sure I can’t take them all. I hold my own when fighting Lucifer, and I will bet both my lungs and kidneys he will burn this entire realm with a flick of his wrist if he wants to. Oh, how I wish he were here. But he is not. I am, so I better get moving.

      “Okay, let’s go. Oh, and you said you’ll give me something so I can come back if I get pulled out of here?”

      “Ah, yes. Simply hold this in your palm and visualize the portal that brought you here.” She checks all her pockets and finally, from the one in her vest, she pulls out a thin chain necklace. As she lifts her arms to put it around my neck, my eyes lock on the pendant and I suck in a breath. It’s the same one I’ve been wearing since I can remember, the one my grandmother gave me when I was little, and the one that broke into a million pieces in the car accident. Well, not exactly the same, now that the shock is over. I see the differences. This butterfly looks like it’s made of flames.

      I lift a shaky hand and I touch it gently where it sits at my collarbone. “Thank you,” I choke out through the lump in my throat.

      “You are welcome, Alexia. Let’s go now before we waste another hour.” She pushes me gently in front of her.

      I’m grateful she is trying to get my mind back on track. No matter how I feel or what I’m in the middle of, when it comes to my grandmother, it’s like the entire universe stops and she is all that matters. I guess seeing at it from that perspective, you can also say she’s my weakness—my Achilles heel. I know she is gone but I will still do anything for her … even die.
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      Walking through the woods without having anyone chasing me makes me appreciate the beauty of it. Don’t get ahead of yourself. I’m not turning into the mushy heroine one normally expects. I’ve learned how to appreciate things, even when everything seems lost. Not knowing what life may throw my way at any given time has made me more grateful. I can even see the beauty of nature in the middle of a shit storm, and my whole life has been one of those.

      Opening my entire being, I connect to it. It makes me be a part of something and not totally alone.

      I watch Azalea’s back as she moves gracefully in front of me, following behind her silently. Many scenarios play in my head about what can happen when we reach the mountain, and with each one I grow angrier and more determined. I want someone to pay for what the people I care about are going through. Burning Enlil’s essence is not enough. Every day, I wish I can somehow bring him back just so I can do it all over again.

      I hear Azalea take in a sharp breath and she whirls on me. “Stop that this second! No one ever told you to be careful what you wish for? Or do you love pushing the Fates until they bite you in the ass again?”

      I take a step back because the woman is almost spitting fire in her anger, then I bend my knees a little to prepare for her impending attack. “What are you talking about?” I ask warily, trying to judge if she’s going to lunge at me or not. Her eyes are glowing, and I can see the outline of her golden aura sizzling around her like an electrical charge waiting to be unleashed on me. At the same time, it’s like the trees and the ground under my feet are closing in on me, and it’s difficult to take a breath. Everything reacts to her anger like she is everything. I watch her through narrowed eyes, waiting. Her nostrils flare and she takes deep breaths in what I’m guessing is an attempt to calm down. I still don’t understand what flew up her ass. Bipolar much?  All I do know is the precious moments we waste staring at each other we don’t have time for.

      “Listen, lady, I have no idea what your problem is, but either attack and let’s fight it out or get the fuck out of my way. I have no time for your shit. I’ll figure out what I need to do on my own. Go deal with your outbursts,” I say angrily as I straighten up and take a step towards her. She’ll either move or she’ll attack, and I don’t care which happens at this point. “Get out of my fucking way.” Inches from her face, I meet her eyes, watching hers change back to their amber color. It’s a bit animalistic, and incredibly spooky to tell the truth.

      “You have a death wish, witchling.” A contemplative look passes over her face. “You’re either too brave, too stupid, or you don’t care if you die.”

      “As I said, Azalea, either move out of my way, attack, or start walking. I have no time for this.”

      “Control your thoughts, witchling, before you conjure things none of us can help you banish.”

      “So now you’re reading my mind?” I ask her through clenched teeth.

      “You’re projecting loud and clear. Enough so the web is vibrating from it. As I said, control them or I will knock you out for three more months.” She starts walking again, but she’s still angry. I can tell because she loses the fluidity of her movements and now stomps with each step.

      Dread pulls inside my stomach from her words, even as I follow numbly behind her. “Can I really do that? Bring him back from wherever I sent his ashes?” Now, that’s a chilling thought. Then anger takes over like someone rekindled a bonfire inside me. If I bring him back, I can take my time torturing him for a very long time before I decide to cut the cord holding him as part of my life. Images flip through my mind of all the horrific things I would like to do, of all the ways I want to see him suffer for everything he has done. I want him to hurt as much as I hurt.

      No! I want him to hurt more.

      I stop short, horrified. My heart beats wildly in my chest, my hands, fists clenched, hang next to my body, and trickles of blood slide down my wrist from my nails cutting the skin of my palms.

      “What in the world is wrong with me?” I look at Azalea wide-eyed.

      She stops walking, her face calm but sadness shimmering in her molten-gold eyes. Wisdom glimmers there, too, and it squeezes my heart because she knows what I am thinking.  I can see it. Is this how she pities those wizards too? Based on the images in my mind, I can bet my life that some of those wizards are angelic compared to me.

      Me! The one that moves ants out of her way so she doesn’t step on them.

      “It’s this realm, Azalea. It’s doing something to me.” I give her a pleading look, wanting nothing more than confirmation. I need her to say something, anything that will put me at ease. Knowing I’m not as bad as those monsters holding people in their caves is the only thing I care about right now, and that thought sends goosebumps down my arms. “Please,” I whisper, and tears roll down, burning a path on my face.

      “Let us walk and talk, witchling.”

      She moves, but my feet stay rooted to the spot. I can’t lift my legs. I can barely breathe. After a few steps, she flicks a quick glance over her shoulder, comes back, and takes my hand in the crook of her arm, leading me forward. I drag my feet to keep pace with her.

      “Anger is like a hot coal you try to throw at someone. You want to hurt them, but you burn yourself instead,” she says with a sigh. “Before you think I’m trying to say you shouldn’t be angry, let me elaborate for you, because obviously no one found the time until now.”

      My eyes are focused on her, but I can’t really see her. I think I’m in shock from the severity and the cruelty of my mind. It’s not the first time. It’s been going on since that night, but bloody Lucifer with his damn talk before I passed out for three months did something to snap me out of the haze. Now, here I am facing a monster I don’t know how to defeat because I am that monster. Azalea watches me carefully and I blink fast clear my head.

      “Sorry. I’m listening.”

      “I know you are, witchling.” She pats my hand without letting it go. “You see, child, we all get knowledge from books, stories, and watching people deal with things in their life, but it’s only that. Knowledge. You will never be able to find your balance until you turn that knowledge into wisdom. And for that, witchling, you need to feel it on your own skin.”

      “What do you mean? I’ve felt more than my fair share of knowledge on my skin,” I say bitterly.

      “And do you regret it? Do you think life conspired against you, acted to make you suffer?” One eyebrow raised, she looks at me like I’m an idiot. Maybe I am.

      “I could’ve used less of it,” I reply sourly, turning my eyes from her face and towards the trees ahead.

      “And who would you be now if that were the case?”

      “Me! Who else could I be? If it were easy to change who we are, I would’ve done it in a heartbeat a long time ago,” I respond honestly.

      “I see. You think if your life had been any different, you still would’ve been the same person you are today. How very naïve, witchling.”

      “All I’ve ever wanted, Azalea, is to love and be loved. For people to be kind to each other and for no one to hurt. Is that a bad thing? Is it too much to ask? You think anything could’ve changed who I am deep inside? I don’t believe that.”

      “Maybe not,” she admits, “but it would’ve changed what you did with your life and your path would’ve been much different. You wouldn’t have been there for those that need you.”

      “I still don’t think it would’ve been the case. You have good people and you have bad people. End of story. Although now I’m thinking I might not be one of the good ones.”

      She shakes her head and laughs softly.

      Well, she can shake her head and laugh as much as she wants. After everything, I know better … much better. My stomach lurches, and I think the brew she gave me is about to come out, so I breathe though my nose, slow deep breaths, and hold my other hand on my belly as if by sheer will I can hold it down.

      “You think everything is that simple, hmm? Life is black and white, everything is nicely outlined, and you just walk through it on a straight path like a horse wearing blinders?”

      “I’m not that naïve, but the moral compass is either there or it’s not … I didn’t notice when mine broke,” I finish in almost a whisper, and she laughs. I really want to slap her—or myself. Whatever, just slap something.

      “Deep breaths, witchling. Remember, your anger is skin deep. You need to let it go.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do. Find them, bring them back, and let it go.”

      “That’s not how it works. At what cost will you bring them back? Your life? You think they will be grateful for that?”

      “What does that matter? I need them safe where they belong. Where they should’ve been all along.”

      “Ah! So, it’s guilt then, not anger we are dealing with.” She nods her head.

      “It’s many things, but yes. There’s guilt there among all the other emotions.”

      “Well, I can tell you that it will do you no good to go head first through a wall and save them at any cost. They will resent you for it if you find them just so they lose you. It’ll be nothing more than a vicious cycle of pain and suffering for everyone involved.”

      “It’s not like I plan on it,” I say defensively. “Not like I want to hurt myself in the process, but no price is too high if it guarantees their safety.” I mean my words from deep in my heart. I just want them back safe. That’s my goal. Everything in between is not important.

      Azalea is quiet for a while and I am too, both lost in our own thoughts. We walk towards the mountain I still can’t see because of the trees looming before us.

      “Everything is meant to pass as it’s meant to pass, witchling,” she says in a gentle tone after a while. “Events happen for a reason, to mold each of us into who we are created to be. We might see it as unfair or cruel, but if we change the perspective and see it as a lesson rather than a punishment, things will make more sense. It is your path to walk and I might have already said too much, but just remember one thing while you are growing in your own skin. When you change the way you look at things, the things you look at will change.”

      With that, she releases my hand and rushes in front of me. A tsunami of thoughts assaults my brain, so many I get dizzy from them. Opening my mouth to speak, I shut it again when I realize we’ve reached the end of the woods. The place that not long ago I watched as the monsters took Faith.

      Hastening my steps, I catch up with Azalea at the shimmering border that protects the woods from the clearing.

      “Did you place the protective barrier around the woods?” I ask her.

      “It’s not a barrier. It’s a portal.”

      “Huh? Portal to what? Aren’t we in the same realm while we are in the woods?”

      “No.”

      “That’s it? Just no?” Aghast, I gap at her. “I need to know, so I have options when I get them out, Azalea, in case we need to make a fast getaway. I’m not asking because I have a desire to bother you more than I already have.”

      “I know,” she says while she scans the orchards with those stupid silver apples. I get goosebumps popping up on my skin, and I better remember to stay alert so I don’t reach for one while going through it. I’m starting to get angry again, but I fight it this time because the monster lurking in my own mind freaks me out enough already. Plus, I need to move before I get another lecture or fight, and judging by her reaction earlier, I’d bet on the fight.

      “Will I be able to lead them here to safety if need be, or should I go straight for the cave? That’s all I want to know,” I say to her calmly.

      Damn, I may even convince myself if I keep it up.

      She turns those amber eyes on me and assesses me slowly. I don’t break eye contact. I even try not to blink to let her see the truth in my eyes. I don’t care about anything or anyone, I just want to take my sisters’ home with me. Energy like I’ve never felt before enters my entire being. It penetrates my whole body at once, and it almost feels like it’s trying to take over. It’s fluid and kind of sticky at the same time, like I’m immersed in maple syrup but it’s moving, prodding my mind, my heart, and even my essence. Just as I’m about to start panicking, thinking I fell for a trap and I need to fight her, she smiles.

      “Ah! There you are, witchling. Below all that guilt and anger, you are still there. I almost thought I made a mistake.”

      “What are you talking about?” I frown at her, but relax when she pulls her energy back.

      “If need be, you will see the woods, so you can stop here shortly if you need a safe place for the time. Remember to stay at the edges of the woods, and not venture within. I can’t guarantee your safety if you decide to walk around my plane. I was expecting you this time but not anymore, at least not for a while,” she says cryptically.

      Great! More mind games.

      “Will do, and thank you … for everything,” I add.

      “I will not come with you, but Rajah will. Follow him and he will lead you to the caves. Close your heart before you touch those lanterns, or you’ll have a battle I’m not sure you’ll win. And good luck. Remember to let go of the hot coal so you don’t burn yourself. I will see you again, witchling, when the time is right.”

      I’m about to open my mouth (as usual, as if I can keep it shut) to ask questions, but it freezes slightly open because the woman standing in front of me changes. The breath gets stuck in my lungs as I watch, my mind so blank I hear buzzing in my ears. She is an old lady with a long white braid and a wrinkled face, but that illusion disappears when she doubles in size, then triples. Her skin darkens from ivory to ebony black. Her head rounds and expands, as well as her body. Multiple legs sprout from it and stretch on both sides as thick as my torso. Her gentle smile turns sinister as sharp pincers glisten in the moonlight, bringing chills to my soul. My jaw unhinges slightly, my eyes go round and as big as the moon as I take in the huge spider gazing down at me. Fire gathers in my palms in preparation for a fight when I finally make eye contact with the creature and take in the same amber eyes of Azalea.

      I pause, even more startled when her voice drifts in my head. “Now, don’t be so surprised, witchling. Who did you think I

      was? Who else can feel the ripples in the web if not the one that weaves it?”

      I’m still dumbstruck, my mouth gaping open as I continue to gawk at her. I don’t think I even breathe, to be honest. At least my mind isn’t blank anymore, because like a broken record on repeat, the words what the fuck play nonstop. She laughs in my mind, the sound making me quiver.

      “Fear is crippling, don’t let it in. Things happen for a reason, and it’s up to you to find the lesson in it or the cycle will repeat. There is no good or bad, just the same frequency on opposite sides of the spectrum. They are all part of you, so no need to be afraid. Wield them both and you’ll be whole. Without either, you will break and so will your strand in my web. Damn shame would that be. Go now and heed my warnings.”

      With that, she turns and fluidly disappears like she was never there. I’m still dumbstruck. I think about screaming, about running for my life, but I’m too shocked to breathe, let alone move. Now that she’s gone, I slowly drop to the ground and stare at the spot she occupied two seconds ago. The weaver of the web of life! And I argued with her! She could cut my strand of life and I would be no more. I actually acted like an ass, not just argued. Now I have just one question in my mind. How the fuck am I still alive and, more importantly, why?
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      I snap myself out of the shock, wasting precious moments that I could’ve used to move closer to the mountain pass. Since I’m still breathing, I know how kind the Goddess is, but I’ll dwell on the ramifications of my encounter later.

      Looking across the field at the orchard and the mountain behind it, dread fills me. I need to keep my shit together if I’m going to do this right. What did Azalea say earlier? Close my heart? Good luck with that! I’ve been wearing the damn thing on my sleeve my whole life. I knew it’d cost me my life eventually. Well, according to Remi, it has cost me my life, many times, but who’s counting, right?

      Okay, I know what I’m doing. I’m stalling. And it needs to stop.

      Just as I’m about to get up, an idea strikes me. I’ll call on Inanna. I’m sure she’ll have some words of wisdom to spare before she loses her vessel. Well, I hope so, anyway.

      Closing my eyes, I open my heart and wait to hear her voice that is like balm to my soul now, but nothing happens. I try again and again with no luck. I need to know how to close my heart without making a mistake. Otherwise, not only will my rescue mission fail, but I’ll screw myself up. I’m her vessel. If anything messes me up, I’ll doom everyone around me—and maybe the entire human race. Having no luck connecting with her, I decide I’m going to summon her.

      I settle calmly in a lotus position and take deep breaths while I place my open hands palm on my knees. When I can tell I’m centered, I start.

      “I invoke you, Mother of darkness!

      I invoke you, Mother of night!

      Let your angels of inspiration open my heart,

      Let your angels of courage fly inside.

      I shall make a golden cradle

      To make a place for courage.

      I shall make a golden fire

      To warm courage inside.

      I shall put my hands in your lap

      For you to bless and use.

      I shall put my heart in your lap

      To be caressed by your blessing hands.

      To grow courageous with your use

      To put high purpose in my heart.

      Inanna, Lady of the Evening Star,

      Inanna, Lady of the Morning Star,

      Study my words.

      May courage dwell inside my soul,

      As you have dwelt in the Great Above.

      May the courage dwell in my soul,

      As you have dwelt in the Great Below.

      May courage dwell in my soul and in my destiny.

      Make it so,

      Make it so,

      Make it so!”

      As I finish my invocation, I still myself for her, take a deep breath, and start repeating with a clear voice:

      “Shem-Ham-Forash!”

      I say these words until I feel power sizzle my skin. My whole body relaxes in recognition of the Great Mother. I want to throw myself at her feet and weep. Her power always makes me feel this way. I open my eyes to see her gradually appear in front of me, and I smile as I watch the shimmering solidify. She is standing sideways, dressed in a black flowing gown made of soft feathers, her shoulders bare, head bowed down like she’s deep in thought. Her dark hair is pinned messily around her beautiful face, gently moving in the breeze with a golden glow that looks like a halo around her head. Her huge black wings rustle gently as they unfold when she turns towards me. I have tears running down my face from how beautiful she is. I watch silently, holding my breath as she lifts her head and turns around to see where she is. Then those midnight eyes that hold galaxies in them find me. As I smile at her, she frowns and releases such a loud screech that my ears pop and I can’t hear anything apart from the ringing that accompanies the sound.

      I freeze.

      “Are you not sane to summon me here, Alexia? What possessed you?” she yells angrily.

      I can’t say a word because of the dizziness making me sway on my knees. I hear the yelling in my mind, so I think she may have busted my eardrums with the screech. Great! That’s all I need, to go deaf before I get out of this damn realm. Fucking gods and their stupid attitudes.

      “I can’t hear,” I say simply and point at my ears with a finger in case she didn’t know that we use ears to hear. Now I want to slap myself. I swear I’m an idiot sometimes. I don’t know why I did that, either. I guess it’s a reflex like when you ask what time it is and point at your wrist even if you’ve never worn a watch. Thank fuck no one points at their crotch when they ask if they can use the restroom. Can you imagine?

      “You can talk to me in your mind, as usual.” Her voice echoes in my head prissily, but she waves her hand and sounds return with a whoosh.

      “I have a reason to summon you. It’s not like I do it because I have nothing better to do. Maybe I should’ve tried Lucifer instead,” I say defensively, and I regret it the same second when I see her narrow her eyes at me. I swear my mouth will get me killed eventually. Who needs dark wizards, huh?

      “What does he have to do with this?” she asks.

      “I’m in one of the Dark Realms …” I start to explain but she cuts me off.

      “I know exactly where you are, just like Tomorith already knows I’m here now. Did you not think there is a reason we all have our own realms? Like we don’t have rules or laws we must follow?”

      The anger I’ve been holding at bay ever since my conversation with Azalea earlier bubbles up like molten lava, and I don’t think—or see, for that matter. Everything is colored in a red haze. “Do I, at this moment, look like I could give a fuck what any of you need or follow? Think again, Mother!” Spittle flies out of my mouth at the last word. I act like I’m possessed and can’t stop myself, even if it means she’ll kill me right here, right now. My entire body shakes from the intensity of my emotions, and I rise off the ground to face her, my hands clenched at my sides. “While all of you play mind-fuck games with your riddles and puzzles, people I love are suffering, so all of you get your goals and priorities straight. I’m walking up there”—I shove a finger up, pointing at the mountain in the distance—“so I can take one of those fucked up creepy lanterns because that’s the only way I can get my sisters out of those caves. Azalea said I have to close my heart before I touch it or I’ll have a battle on my hands that I cannot win, whatever the fuck that means. I figured you’d want to shed some light on the matter before your vessel got fucked up.”

      My voice rises with each word spoken, so I practically scream the last part. It felt good at the time, but now that it’s out, the anger depletes and dread fills me at the thought that she’ll just flick her wrist and take my life without a second thought for the insulting way I spoke to her. Suffice it to say, I’m embarrassed of myself for daring to do it.

      “Azalea who?”

      “The weaver of the web of life,” I tell her, head bowed low to the ground.

      “What? She showed herself to you now? What did she say?” she demands.

      “That is all you heard from what I said? That’s all you care about?” Tears prickle the corners of my eyes. No one cares if my sisters live or die, or even if they suffer. My heart hurts from the thought.

      “Stop the pity party, Alexia, it does not become you. It’s important to know what she said to you. On second thought, to try to fix the mess that will surely come from me being here, I will merge with you and carry the lantern. At least I’ll see what happened earlier from your thoughts.”

      Before I can register what she says, she spreads her wings and, with one big whoosh, enters my body. I stumble at the impact but luckily, I regain my balance and don’t fall on my ass. Well, fuck! It’s the same as sleep paralysis. My entire body freezes like it’s not my own. I feel it, but I don’t. I don’t know how else to explain it. Then I’m pushed into the background of my own mind and, like a vision, I watch my body twist this way and that, my shoulders rolling. My head moves to focus on my arms. I see through my own eyes like I’m looking through a curtain. What a weird sensation. To be, yet not to be. Maybe Shakespeare knew what he was talking about. I hear her laugh in my mind. I guess there’s enough room for both of us in here.

      “I’m happy to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor, love.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny,” I tell her honestly while I watch her test my body like it’s a new suit she just bought. Awkward.

      “Let’s go get your lantern before I let you deal with the rest on your own. I see Azalea, as you call her, has given you sound advice,” she says thoughtfully and (she? I??) we start walking and exit the barrier at the edge of the woods.

      I stay quiet, and if I could sense my body, I would tense up as I know my feet are walking across the opening through the tall grass towards the orchard. Slowly, the feeling returns to my body, yet it’s like everything I’m touching or smelling is through gloves or a mask. I’m hoping this won’t last long; it’s weird enough to drive a person insane.

      “So I just stay quiet and let you do what you need to do? I don’t know what you expect of me. We’ve never merged like this before.”

      “Just surrender, love. I mean you no harm, only trying to help. As soon as we have that lantern, I’ll leave and you will have full control again.”

      The way she is talking tells me she’s hiding something from me, but I stay quiet because I know I need her help. It gets little better when we step through the orchard and she doesn’t even notice the pull from the silver apples. Luckily I’m not in control, because the draw is much stronger now. I also notice how my body moves. She’s much better at the wheel than I am because I’m moving gracefully like a cat, passing trees, going left then right more fluidly than I ever knew I was capable of. I guess it’s not a joke when they say people can tell if you’re comfortable in your own skin by the way you carry yourself. Judging from this experience, obviously I’m still not one-hundred percent comfortable, while she’s as comfortable in my skin as she is in her own.

      While I’m thinking about stupid things like how my body is moving, we reach the bottom of the mountain. Looking up, I see the end of the line of wizards still climbing up.

      “What the hell? How many of them are there? It’s been hours since they chased me and captured Faith.”

      “Time moves differently in different realms. You know this,” she informs me like I’m a child.

      “Yes, I know. With everything going on, I didn’t even think of that.”

      “Stop resisting the merge, love, I’ll let you have as much control as I do now. I’ll take over when the need comes. Let’s do this.”

      I can hear her excitement as well as her wariness, and I start wondering if this was a good idea. What’s all fun and games for the gods can be awfully detrimental to the rest of us mortals. That brings me to another thought. Am I still mortal after burning myself to ash and coming out alive? I guess I’ll think about that later, after everything is done.

      Without another word, I flick my hands loosely next to my body just to make sure I have control over it. The path is very narrow going up, and steep too, so I'd rather not fall and break my neck to test my theory about my mortality.

      Even when I know I’m myself again and can move my own body, the idea that there are two of us in here is still strange. What has my life come to, huh?

      I trek up with brisk steps. The sooner I get close to them, the sooner all of this will be over. Well, I hope it’ll be fast, anyway. It takes me no time at all to close in on them and I slow my pace. It would’ve been difficult to do it in the dark if it weren’t for the huge moon lighting my way while walking up, which I’m grateful for I lift my face for a second, close my eyes, and let her energy flow through me.

      “Speed up, love, no time to mingle here,” Inanna’s voice echoes in my head.

      I march forward, keeping an eye on the last cloaked figure so I don’t get too close, when I remember her words from earlier. A chill runs up my spine at the thought. “You said earlier that Tomorith already knows you’re here. Doesn’t that mean they’ll be expecting us?” I ask and then I shake my head at myself. “It’s not like they won’t expect me anyway. When they captured Faith, we were loud enough. I’d be surprised if the entire realm didn’t hear us, so I guess it doesn’t matter,” I finish gloomily.

      “I’m hoping he’s still as arrogant as ever and thinks I left the moment I merged with you. He likes to fool himself into thinking he is as strong as the gods because we can’t be bothered with him and his realm, so we let him be,” she says, irritated. “Well … we couldn’t be bothered with him, I should say, but now he has my full attention. Something is not right here. It crawls under my skin and I need to know what that is. I will not let that poor excuse of life force interfere with the plans I’ve set in motion. I’ll flay the skin he has left on his bones,” she spits, and there’s so much venom in her voice I shiver.

      Is the anger I can’t keep at bay affecting her? My heart speeds up like it wants to escape my body, making me faint. My thoughts from earlier flitter to the surface, freaking me out. I’m as big of a monster as the cloaked figures walking in front of me because of those angry thoughts. If it’s having an effect on Inanna … well, what can’t a goddess do with so much anger?

      I think I’m starting to hyperventilate. Please, oh sweet Goddess, don’t let it affect her.

      And now I want to laugh at my stupidity. I’m praying to her to not let the blackness of my heart poison her. Yup, still rings true. For an intelligent woman, I can be pretty stupid at times.

      Her energy zaps me out of my mind just in time to realize I’m close enough to touch the cloaked monster I am following, so I stop short and take a few steps back. Huh! It’s nice to have a warning signal before you do something stupid.

      “I’m not your subject, Alexia, so don’t even consider committing this stupidity again, summoning me like I’m your puppet. I’ll flay your skin as fast as Tomorith’s for that,” she growls, and there is no mistaking the warning in her tone.

      Keeping my mouth—or thoughts, I should say—shut, I stop at a bend on the path and lean my back on the rocks to make sure if anyone turns around they won’t see me. The whole time I’ve been following them, my heart has been heavy from looking at the barren mountain with not even one little weed on it. Nothing. Just dry, lifeless soil and rocks. I don’t even sense it. It’s dead.

      Usually, everything vibrates with life, it’s in constant movement that I can feel. The life force connects to mine and if I pay close attention to it, it’s almost like a physical binding.

      Not here. Not on this mountain. It’s like walking through a void.

      While moving, it doesn’t seem this bad, but now that I’m standing still, the deadness of it is seeping in, reaching its tendrils inside me, gripping and squeezing as if it wants to extinguish the life from my soul. It’s crippling, making it impossible to even draw a breath. I need to keep my mind occupied before I start freaking out. I know Inanna will not allow that. Right? I hope I’m right.

      Craning my head, I realize I’m almost at the top of the mountain and there are rocks jutting out where my back is pressed to the dead surface. Turning around slowly so I don’t slip off the narrow path, I press my belly on it and reach up to grab the closest rock to me to use as a foothold. I’ll climb on the side and see what’s going on. Inanna is so quiet, leaving me to myself, I start wondering if she decided to simply leave and let me screw myself up.

      “You’re still there, Mother, right?” I send my thoughts to her, and even I can hear the worry in them.

      “Yes, love, do not worry. I will not leave you alone. Even when you get me angry, I still don’t want you harmed. What mother would?” she says gently, and I hear sadness in her words.

      “Mine would,” I mumble, thinking about my birth mother, though I can’t dwell on it right now.

      I raise my body, and maybe it’s the merge with her that gives me more strength, but I gracefully climb the rocks, flinging myself from one to the other like a seasoned rock climber.

      Well, to me it’s graceful. I might be like a jumping mountain goat to others, though. I have no way to know.

      As I reach the top, I elevate my upper body with both hands just enough so that I can peek over the cliff at what’s on top. Wow! My breath hitches in my throat and I stare frozen, holding myself up with a white-knuckled grip on the dead rocks. A black gothic castle sits at the top with an eerie glow surrounding it. Four towers jut up, each on different sides, all of them curling up like crooked fingers reaching for the moon. It’s hard to focus on it, and I don’t know if it’s the same for everyone or if it’s because my body and soul are trembling so much that I start doubting my sanity for thinking I can do this on my own. I think …  no! I know that I will never be the same again if I set foot inside that monstrosity. There is some deep-seated knowledge in my very essence that comes to life at the sight of it and it overrides my thoughts, feelings, and every part of me.

      My shaking intensifies, and I wish I can let go of the rocks and plummet down the dead mountain now to my death, because if I walk in there, I’ll wish many times over that I was dead. I know it better than I know my own name. All I have to do is let go. I want to do it. I try to pry my fingers open so it’s done.

      “Snap out of it right now, Alexia!”

      Inanna’s voice screams so loud in my head, I almost let go of the damn rocks I’m holding. She jars me out of my doomed thoughts like she slapped me, making suck in a breath. What the fuck was that! That’s not me; I don’t want to die. Well, not until I save my sisters, anyways. After that, I don’t care. It must be that damned castle.

      “Does it have an illusion cast on it to make everyone want to kill themselves if they come near it?” I ask her.

      “No,” she says glumly.

      “No? That’s it? You need to elaborate on that one, Mother, because I will be of no use to you if I get to the temple doors just to perform hara-kiri or something in front of it,” I spit angrily. In my anger, I can picture myself getting so close to saving them only to end up disemboweling myself with a sword at the temple doors.

      “Stop this nonsense, love. It’s the energy of their magick. That’s how it affects those that still have their light intact.”

      “So, what do I do? Will you take over when I reach it?”

      “You are stronger than you give yourself credit for, love. Why do you still doubt yourself?” she asks tenderly.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Mother. Maybe because I almost killed myself two seconds ago, and I would have if you hadn’t snapped me out of it.”

      “You didn’t expect it, yet you are still here, are you not?” Her husky laughter pisses me off. It’s all games to her.

      “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be,” I tell her pointedly.

      “Not true, but let us be done with this here and now. We will have time to discuss it later.”

      She has a point and I know I’m stalling, but I’m a little scared.,. I don’t know if I’ll survive this effort to save my sisters. I’m of no use to anyone if I die.

      Taking a deep breath, I pull myself all the way up, put my knee on the ground and lift myself to the top of the cliff. By now, my arms are numb and tremble with exhaustion from holding onto the rocks. Warm blood trickles down my palms where the rock has cut into my fingers, something I don’t even notice until now. As I stand up, my arms fall limply next to my body and I sprint on my toes towards the temple as fast as I can while I wiggle them to return some sensation.

      The cloaked monsters—or wizards, if you may—don’t pay attention to me at all. I’m sure they would’ve seen me by now, but I have a feeling whatever it was that made me want to die looking at the monstrosity of a temple in front of me is like a beacon to them. I can almost see them drooling like a dog staring at a juicy steak. Plastering my back to the walls of the temple, I tremble when dark energy prods at my skin like a slimy leech trying to find a perfect spot so it can suck the life out of me. I need to get in and out as fast as I can. Hopefully with my soul still intact. No problem. Right?

      Peeking around the corner, I see the last cloaked monster walk towards the doors, so I start creep towards it. As I get closer, I see cloaks hanging next to the door and go straight for them to snatch one. Perfect! Unless they take the cloaks off inside like we did at my initiation, I’m good. Go in, grab a lantern, get out! Easy peasy! I almost want to chuckle menacingly. Dumbass wizards. All that dark magick has made them cocky. It works for me.

      Pulling the cloak around my shoulders and the hood over my head makes me gag. It smells disgusting. Like rotten fish sitting in the sun for days. I want to throw it off me and scrub my skin until the first layer comes off. I just need to keep it on me for a few minutes, I tell myself as I breathe through my mouth so I don’t retching and blow my cover. I can do this. I’m close to getting what I need and taking my sisters home with me. I’ll wear the damn thing for a month if I have to. It’s a small price to pay to get them back.

      Squaring my shoulders, I start walking towards the doors.
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      Have you ever imagined walking onto the set of a badly-made vampire movie? Well, this is worse! As I step through the doors of the temple, I realize that as bad as it looked from the outside -Dracula fanboy has nothing on them-, it looks even worse on the inside. Black shiny rock covers the walls and ground of the hallway that runs into the depths of the temple. Squinting to better see ahead, it seems like it’s leading into a black hole that has a gravitational pull on your energy. It’s yanking on a string attached to my gut, like I’m a fish on a hook. Torches line the sides of the walls with that creepy green fluorescent flame, and like a million ants are crawling on my skin, it spreads the sensation through my body. I have to move or I’ll go insane just from the pinpricks alone.

      So, putting one foot in front of the other, I start walking. To my doom? Maybe, but it doesn’t stop me. Halfway towards the entrance to what I assume is the center of the temple, I see cave-like entrances in the shiny rock walls, but luckily no one is there. Well, I hope no one is there, but I can’t be sure. It’s darker than black inside, so I keep going, trying not to think too much.

      Just breathe, I repeat in my head.

      “Yes, love, just breathe. I’ve got you.” Inanna’s gentle voice should’ve put me more at ease but strangely, I can detect sadness and something I can’t name. It rattles my nerves and I get a bad feeling about this whole thing.

      As if that’s not bad enough, the air tastes evil in this place. What can be worse than this dread at the center of my heart and soul? I don’t have time to think about that. In and out! That’s my focus. As I get to the gaping black hole, I sense its pull, and like submerging through an oil lake, I walk to the other side of it. It isn’t easy. No, it’s harder than anything I’ve done, but with a determined push I get through finally, stopping and assessing my surroundings.

      The same black shining rock covers the walls and ground of a huge round room that is the center of the temple. Everything else looks barren. In the middle of the floor there is a red circle that I would’ve thought was paint if it weren’t for the four poor souls kneeling naked around it, staring at the ceiling with glazed, unseeing eyes, their wrists slashed open and blood running in rivulets, creating the circle and sigil in it before which they are positioned. The sigil moves like a snake biting its own tail, creating a never-ending line that resembles a dragon. It’s disturbing to look at. They’re enthralled, judging by the serene and reverent expression on their faces, while their lifeblood is leaving their bodies. My heart shrivels in my chest with pain and sorrow for them.

      “Please, Mother, bless their souls. Don’t let them suffer,” I beg Inanna silently with my mind.

      It takes everything in me to stand still where I am and not make a sound. I feel my body trembling with the force of everything I am, pushing me to go and save them—or end their misery. Anything but standing here motionless like a statue. One wrong move or sound and I’ll screw everything up. My sisters can be the next ones kneeling here. That makes me snap out of it, but it also brings another thought. Am I saying their lives matter more than the lives of these people? Who made me the judge of who deserves to be saved? Do they have someone looking for them, maybe even trying to save them this very moment?

      Faith’s words come back, stabbing me in the heart. “I was too late.” Did she see her loved one bleed to death at this same place?

      Emotions overwhelm me and I almost bend from the weight of them when I hear my grandmother’s words spoken like she is standing next to me. “We cannot save them all, my child, no matter how much we want to do it. But we can make sure their lives are not lost in vain.”

      Her words bring me back to the present. I don’t move but it still doesn’t make me feel better. I need to grab that lantern and get out of here before I do something stupid, like try to kill everything that moves in this place.

      The heat in my heart rises, my palms vibrating and warming. I take slow, even breaths. The last thing I need is to burst into flames here with Inanna merged inside me. I’ll eviscerate this whole realm to nothingness.

      With effort, I avert my eyes from the scene in front of me so I can see what they are staring at. Suffice it to say, I wish I hadn’t.

      There is no ceiling in this temple, but I’m not sure if that’s true or that the dragon-snake coiled there is hiding it. Its red eyes are turned my way, the slit-vertical pupils expanding and retracting as it focuses on me. Its black body is in constant movement like it reacts to the blood sigil on the ground. I freeze. Does it know I don’t belong here? Can it see me? Does it know who I am? Will it strike and end my misery right here, right now, so close to getting what I need? In my frozen state I wonder how it’s possible that my heart is not in my throat just from the sight of it.

      “I’m shielding you, love. Avert your eyes. She doesn’t know you are here.”

      I hear Inanna’s voice, and just like in the old days, I obey, though I’m frozen in shock. I need to get the hell out of here. Well, that’s what I want, but my body is still standing in the same spot. I flick my gaze around to occupy my mind and keep from having a meltdown. Half of the cloaked monsters are standing on one side of the blood sigil. The other half have their cloaks writhing open around them, defying gravity with a mind of their own, the same way they did when they were chasing us through the field. They stand in a circle along the walls, holding their lanterns.

      Slowly, like a wooden doll, I drag my feet towards the cloaked ones. They have no lanterns, so I’m guessing I’ll blend in better there. As I reach them, I finally have a better view of the altar sitting opposite of the entrance. Spiked columns stretch up towards the top with what looks like skulls of all sorts of creatures on them. I pray silently that they’re chiseled out of the rock and not actual the skulls of living beings. Black oily liquid slides over them towards the flat surface of the rock altar. On top of it, a single silver apple sits, so out of place that it makes me want to go and push it off. I clench my hands and grit my teeth, my nails biting into my flesh so I stay still in my spot. The shock of seeing the disturbing scene and the damn snake lookalike dragon makes me oblivious to what else I’m feeling—or not feeling as is the case.

      Now standing here, I notice it, and the dread from earlier comes back with a vengeance. I feel nothing. I’m an empath, I always feel something. At times, I can’t feel myself because of everything and everyone else. But this is like I’m dead.

      I guess this is what departing from your skin suit is like before you transition to your next journey. Emptiness. Void.

      The sound from behind the altar makes me snap out of my own head thankfully, or I would’ve started freaking out for the hundredth time in less than a day. I turn towards the sound in time to see a red-cloaked figure with a hood pulled low over the head so you can’t see who or what it is exit the spiked columns like walking out through the wall. I wonder if it’s a ghost or this whole creepy setup is playing mind games with me.

      I shake my head slightly and follow the movement of what I’m guessing is the high priest or wizard. Maybe it’s Tomorith. I wonder if I can kill the fucker if it really is him. It’d save us all some trouble. If Lucifer could hear me now, he’d be proud. I almost laugh at the thought.

      The red cloak moves in front of the altar, turns his back to all of us (me, the monsters, the dragon snake, and the poor souls kneeling in the center, in case you forgot). Raising arms towards the ceiling, I hear the chanting begin at the same time as the cloaked monsters around me start swaying, like they are attached by a string to the voice coming out from the red cloak. The voice sounds so familiar that I forget to breathe because I’m trying to place it. It’s like I know what I’m hearing but my mind blocks me from registering it. I jerkily move my body so I don’t draw attention to myself while my thoughts race three-hundred miles an hour. I know this voice! Why can’t I place it??

      Dumbfounded I listen to the chanting.

      “Mighty wind, fall quiet inside me,

      You are crushed by my power and settled to these astral chains,

      Do not raise your eyes to mine for I am greater,

      I will you, do my bidding without question.”

      The voice echoes around me, although the words are softly spoken. With each word, more dread pools in the pit of my stomach, threatening to destroy my essence, though I still don’t understand why. Why is the voice so familiar and why can’t I remember whose it is? It feels a lot like denial. My body shakes like it’s going into shock, and I can do nothing to calm myself. I stop moving and stare, listening to the voice invoking.

      “Haqadosch,Berakha,Chaioth,Haquadosch,Auphalim,Aralim,Chasmalim,Seraphim,Malachim,Elohim,Beni-elohim,Kerubim,Ishim …

      I summon ye and conjure ye, by the name of one true God, Alpha Omega, I am that I am,

      Oh Lord who regards the abysses beneath,

      Grant onto me thy grace, I beseech thee,

      So that what I conceive in my mind I accomplish with my work, oh great Tiamat!”

      Upon hearing her name, my heart stops for a second before it beats so fast and loud I think everyone can hear it, and I lift my eyes to see the snake dragon I now know is my archenemy staring at me still with those freaky pupils. I bend my knees, ready to jump and climb those disgusting walls so I can get to her and scratch her eyes out before I cut her up piece by piece and watch her die a slow, painful death.

      Well, that’s what I want to do.

      Inanna has a different plan because she takes complete charge of my body again, and I’m left screaming inside my own mind at the injustice of it all. She killed my grandmother, she took everything from me! I deserve to have revenge. I fucking demand to have it! Inanna is talking to me but I hear nothing besides a loud buzzing like I’m standing next to a huge generator.

      My rage intensifies even more until I no longer care what she has to say. I want blood, damn it! I want to see the life extinguished from those reptilian eyes by my hand. It’s my right! The color red paints my mind, and an electrical charge so strong hits my body with so much force it stuns me for a few seconds. Then everything stops like someone presses pause. The buzzing disappears, and while I’m trying to get rid of the feeling, I’m thinking I can’t believe she zapped me like that. In the background, I hear the familiar voice finishing up the invocation.

      “Find no solace in this binding, great Tiamat,

      You are no longer among the stars,

      Gather your power from the abyss,

      And exercise it for my gain alone!”

      I wait impatiently for the stunt to be over so I can continue my plan of attacking Tiamat, and I watch as one by one the cloaked monsters walk up to the red-cloaked figure. When they stop behind it, the figure turns sideways, flinging a lantern at them that they catch in their right hand, releasing a triumphant screech that makes my ears bleed. Frozen in place, I eye them one by one, thinking I’ll grab the lantern thrown at me and then attack the vile creature that calls itself a goddess. Well, that is if I can get my legs to move. There are only two monsters left in front of me now. As my turn comes, my legs take me where I need to stand, Inanna obviously still in full control, and I’m seething.

      “You better release me, Mother! I will have my revenge!” I yell in my head.

      She ignores me, a sad exhale coming from her. Screaming in my head, I spit profanities, threatening to kill myself so she won’t have a vessel, turning to dark magick, and selling my soul … everything I can think of just so she will let me have my way, but nothing is working. My body stands calmly waiting for the lantern, and no sound comes out. I stop my tantrum only because I realize it takes longer for the red cloak to throw the lantern. Why does it take longer?

      As I’m about to start talking again to try to convince her to release my body back to me, the familiar voice speaks, and for the hundredth time, it’s like the universe stops in its track. Why can’t I place the voice? The dread comes back, and what’s worse, I feel the sorrow in Inanna at the same time I hear the words spoken that would kill me a million times in a heartbeat.

      “I knew you’d come eventually, Alexia. I was waiting for the day you would show yourself in front of me.” The softly spoken words slice through me like a sharp blade. Holding my breath, all I can do is blink. Who the fuck is it?

      “As I promised you, not even death can stop me from coming for you.” As those words are spoken, the figure turns and drops the cloak to the ground.

      I can’t breathe. My heart shreds into a million pieces that will never be put together again. Betrayal, hurt, and pain mingle together to torment my hole of a heart while I stare at eyes I know so well. Angel, I called him. I harbored so much guilt for losing him, yet here he stands in all his glory, his cruel, dead eyes leering at me, gloating at my naivety and stupidity. My entire existence stops as I meet those eyes, a stranger’s eyes now, and before I pass out, I manage to utter one word like a curse.

      “Derik?”

      My body jerks and he lunges for me, his arms outstretched as shrieks fill the air from all the monsters around me.

      I hear Inanna whisper softly, “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you from this pain, love.”

      My body crumbles towards the ground as dark spots dance in front of my eyes, and as I’m looking forward to the oblivion or death, my mind screams, Noooooo.

      There is a sharp pain where his fingers connect to my skin when he tries to grab my forearm to hold me, but they pass through my body like I’m air. I realize too late that I’m being pulled out of the realm without saving my sisters, without avenging my grandmother, but I don’t care. I’m dead. I feel nothing. Even the anger is gone, and now I am the void.

      Blissful nothingness fills me, and I evaporate while staring at Derik’s angry eyes. I hear myself laugh. What is he angry about? That he played me for a fool? Or that I didn’t stay long enough for him to destroy my body like he destroyed my soul? As the scene fades in front of me, I close my eyes.

      Within seconds, my bed is under me. I swivel around to see if I pulled him here with me, but strong arms wrap around my shoulders and Lucifer’s eyes greet me. Seeing the worry and sadness there makes me want to slap him. They’re all liars, faking care and emotions they don’t feel. Pretending, wearing their masks to fool morons like me who carry their hearts on their sleeves, and all for their own entertainment. I stare at him numbly and wait to hear what line he’s going to feed me now. It better be good, because it’s keeping me present in this world by a thread. I can’t wait to let go and close my eyes forever. I’m done. They can all continue their game of chess without me. A pawn I am not, at least not anymore. He is still looking at me mutely, so I figure I’ll say one more thing before I let go.

      “Save my sisters from Tomorith’s realm. Promise me!”

      Not that I trust him, but his word is his binding. That much I know. I wonder how I managed to push Inanna out of my body. Or did she leave on her own when I died inside? No one wants to stick around a void, I guess.

      “We will both save them, Alexia,” he says hoarsely, still staring at me with those eyes of his.

      “No. I need you to promise! I have to go, Lucifer. If nothing was real, at least do this one thing for me. Promise me you’ll save my sisters,” I whisper. They’re so good at their games there’s no way I can tell if they’re faking. Because I’m a fool.

      “Don’t you dare, Alexia. I will hunt you to the abyss and drag your ass back, do you hear me?” he growls through clenched teeth, and I want to laugh. Yeah, right! The great Lucifer gives a fuck if an insignificant creature like me hangs on or not. How didn’t I see this before now? Am I really that stupid?

      “Promise me,” I repeat, waiting expectantly. I just need him to say it and I’ll go.

      “Witch, if you let go, I swear to you by my own immortal existence I won’t just bring you back, but you’ll be indebted to me for it for eternity. You hear me?” He shakes me and I laugh. A dead laugh, but a laugh nonetheless.

      “Promise,” I whisper again.

      “It had to unravel like the Fates had it set, Alexia. I promise we will get through this. Just don’t let go. We will save them together. I will not leave your side. Look at me!”

      I watch him, and it’s funny that staring into his eyes is not weird anymore. Well, I guess because my soul is dead I can’t be intimated anymore, which is an interesting sensation for sure.

      “Promise!” I prompt him.

      As I watch, one sparkling tear sneaks from the corner of his eye, traveling down his perfect face towards his chin. It’s fascinating. Can they cry on a whim while playing their mind games? Well, he did say the word promise, so I’ll hold to that thought because I can’t hold on any longer. I’m tired. The guilt from the fact my grandmother died because of me, from my sisters getting hurt because of me … it’s just too much to bear. I just want to close my eyes. I can let go now.

      I glance at him one more time and place my hand on his cheek. He leans into it and I smile. I almost believe it. Gentle, kind Lucifer. If I had the strength, I would’ve laughed. With a deep sigh, I smile at him as my eyes start closing.

      “Goodbye,” I whisper, still smiling.

      A roar like nothing I’ve ever heard before slices through my head. Power that can destroy galaxies slams into my body. It’s like I’m going to burst into a gazillion pieces and disappear. His fingers bite into my skin with such force that I hear bones snapping from the inside. Out of nowhere, he slams his mouth on mine and strong energy zaps me so hard my back bows off the bed. That’s the last thing I feel before my mind says What the fuck?

      Then I’m out.
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      I’ve always found the humans’ minds and their feeble attempts to fool themselves into believing they are good or bad fascinating. I cannot fathom the concept. There is righteousness, of course, but that is all. Maybe that’s why I find them intriguing. This curiosity of mine has cost me much, yet I cannot quench my thirst to understand them, especially the witch upstairs. What a fascinating creature. The corners of my mouth twitch while I’m trying not to smile. The old witch is peering at me through narrowed eyes.

      “Something funny, Lucifer?”

      “I do not see what can be funny, old woman. Why do you ask?” I cock my eyebrow at her and focus on her pale blue eyes. She’s old but there is so much life in them. She doesn’t drop her gaze. Good! I will need her help soon enough.

      “I don’t know what you’re playing at, angel, but I can tell you that if she gets hurt in any way, I’ll be sure to make your existence as miserable as possible.”

      Throwing my head back, I laugh. I have not had this much fun for a very long time. It’s stupid to assume one can play games with entities such as me, although many have tried, mortal and immortal alike. Suffice it to say, it didn’t end well for either kind. It’s a good thing they’re so stuck in their puny minds with their polarities, egotistic creatures that they are.

      Well, not all of them, no. The witch upstairs is different. That’s what got me to start paying attention a long time ago, but she never lived long enough for me to figure her out. Like her precious water, she slipped through my fingers in each of her lifetimes—but not this time. I’m determined. I will figure out this piece of the puzzle that is called Alexia Semiramis. The Gift of the Sea is in my hands now and I’m not wasting this chance. Not this time.

      I stop laughing and cock my head to the side, feeling the subtle ripples in the energies around this forsaken realm. “Ah! She travels!” I tell the old witch with a smile. Daisy, her name is.

      “What?” She frowns.

      “Your witch just entered the astral realms,” I tell her, my words making her face go pale. I smirk. They are such weak creatures, scared of their own shadows no matter how brave some appear to be. Pathetic.

      “We have to wake her up. She’s not strong enough to travel now. She just woke up!” She jumps up from the chair and heads towards the stairs.

      “Stop!”

      “I’m not stopping, angel, and I dare you to try to stop me yourself,” she says angrily over her shoulder while bustling forward. I wonder if it’s courage or just stupidity.

      I flick my wrist and she freezes in her spot. “Is this better, old woman?”

      “Lucifer, I know you can’t understand this as much as you try, but you will soon enough. I saw it earlier in your eyes. I beg of you, let me go wake her up. She is not strong enough. She needs a bit more time. I know all about her path in this lifetime. This is the game changer, and you will be grateful you let me help in the long run, trust me. You will regret it if you don’t stop it now, and for her sake, I would hate to say I told you so when you ask for my help.”

      I narrow my eyes at the old woman, but she’s looking at me calmly now, like we’re discussing the weather. A moment ago she was threatening me, and now it’s like a different human standing frozen in the spot. This is what I find so fascinating about them.

      Then her words hit me like lightning, and I get an uneasy gnawing in my stomach. Me! She made me feel this and I want to lash out at her, but her words swirl in my head. I know she has a point. The witch upstairs is playing with my head and I’m trying to understand it, but I cannot. She does and says things that give me these foreign sensations I don’t understand, and she leaves me to wonder if something is changing in me or if it’s this damn realm.

      Like her earlier comment when she forgot I was present. Why do I care if she notices me or not? My presence here is to figure out the puzzle that is her, not to care if she knows I’m here. Yet the tightening in my stomach tells me her words stir up something in me. It’s my curiosity. It has to be.

      And my powers going out of control when she collapsed in my arms three months ago was just anger from thinking she’ll try to slip away from me again before I figure her out. Yes. That is the truth of the situation. I am more at peace now, so I can speak.

      “The Fates set things in motion and the web needs to unravel itself as it should. Not even I dare interfere with it, woman. My place is to sit and observe, nothing more. The worthy find their way through the trials the Fates set on their path. The unworthy have more lifetimes to go until they learn. The spiral keeps circling. We do not stop the process.”

      “You’re blind, angel, but I can’t change your mind without saying too much and bringing things on her head that I can’t predict to help her. Remember my words. You will soon regret this. She is neither mentally nor emotionally strong enough at the moment to travel through astral realms. Release me. I will not wake her. I promise.” She shakes her head sadly and tears shimmer in her eyes. “Poor child …” she whispers at the end.

      I feel uneasy at this, but I let her go absentmindedly while my mind races with the implications of her words. What does she mean? How will I regret this? This is not about me, it’s about the witch. The old woman doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

      I turn around, pick up the cup of tea she made for me, and lose myself in my own thoughts. Ignoring this old woman is my best course of action. She is not nearly as entertaining as Alexia, anyway. I cannot wait until she leaves. My stomach tightens but I force it away. It is not my place to interfere with the web of life. I learned that lesson the hard way. Now humans scare their children with my name because of it. Stupid creatures, no matter how fascinating they are.

      “I did help her prepare to go save her family, did I not? Even if I thought at one point it was useless and she’s too broken.” I find myself speaking, and my words make me ponder my own stupidity. This realm is affecting me. I need to leave this place very soon.

      “She is not like any other human, Lucifer, and you know this. That is the reason you are here now.” Daisy speaks clearly but with tiredness in her voice.

      I watch her slowly walk back to the table and sit. She grabs the mug of tea in a white-knuckled grip and the tightness in my stomach returns. The old woman is more disturbed now than when she found her precious Alexia unconscious and bleeding three months ago. I’m starting to wonder if there is more to her than I previously assumed. Does she know something I do not? I narrow my eyes at her. As impossible as it sounds, something tells me she does and I’m determined to find out.

      “Of course, she is not. She is a witch, is she not? That hardly makes her human, no matter how much she looks like one.” I wave my hand in the air nonchalantly.

      “Keep telling yourself that’s why she’s different,” she says angrily.

      “Do share your wisdom, oh great witch, and enlighten poor old me.”

      “Don’t mock me, Lucifer. If you weren’t so arrogant and concerned about your own agendas, you’d see for yourself what is right in front of your face. There are bigger players than you involved this time, and unless you get your head out of your ass, you’ll play right into their hands!” she snaps.

      Her eyes go round as she slaps a hand over her mouth. It’s too late, though. The words are out, and she has my full attention now. Too bad if she thinks I’ll let it pass because she might get in trouble.

      Slowly, I rise from my seat and tower over her. Now I’m angry. The thought of someone using me as a player for their own gain makes my blood boil, and I can only imagine what she sees when she shrinks back in her chair as if that will calm me. My whole body is shaking, and I know I would probably scare myself if I glanced in a mirror but I couldn’t care less. My power surges wildly around me and loud thunder crashes somewhere in the distance, but I’m focused on the old woman in front of me.

      I growl through clenched teeth. “Speak!”

      Squeezing out that one word, I breathe through my nose in a poor attempt to calm down. If I scare her more, I’m afraid she’ll have a heart attack and die, which will do me no good in finding out what is going on.

      She only shakes her head, so hard her neatly-tied hair flies around her face. She is even paler now than when she tried to go wake Alexia. The uneasiness in the pit of my stomach doubles. I want to grab her and squeeze her neck until she speaks but it will do me no good, so I clench my hands and breathe, pushing my power back to allow me to speak. A few moments later, the air that enters my lungs comes in easier, so I try to relax my muscles and slowly sit. Maybe that will calm the old woman a little. I wiggle my head as if to clear my anger.

      “I did not mean to scare you, but you need to tell me what you know.” I lift my hand to stop her from interrupting me and she closes her mouth. “If I don’t know what I’m dealing with, I cannot help Alexia. I suppose you are correct in your observation that I did not see the bigger picture in all this. It sure feels that way at least. The witch had me fascinated hundreds of years ago, but she never stayed alive long enough to satisfy my curiosity. That is why I offered my help. I see there is something bigger at play now, for I do not doubt your words. There must be something you can tell me without bringing change to the events that are to pass.”

      I impress myself with the calmness in my voice. I did learn that these creatures will go to their own doom for those they claim as their own. The witch upstairs is a pure example. It has made me wonder many times what is it like to have someone value your life above their own and for what reason. They call it love but it is not true. Through millennia, I have watched humans claiming love for each other, only to turn around and make the other suffer when they claim to love someone else. I do not think they understand the emotion—or maybe it’s just as twisted as their feeble minds. I want to laugh when I hear them use it to justify their poor choices. They confuse passion for love, yet looking at this whole situation makes me feel as if I am the one not understanding something. It makes me want to lash out at humanity, which would at the least give them good reason to fear me.

      I wait, watching the old woman. I know she’s fighting an internal battle. Is it right or is it wrong? Am I good or am I bad? Ah, the pathetic existence! I almost laugh, seeing the battle rage in her eyes.

      Ha! There it is!

      Decision has been made.

      She juts her chin up as if she is defying the Source itself. If she weren’t so focused on it, she would see the gleam in my eyes as knowing comes that whatever she says will bring me closer to figuring this whole situation out. I love playing the game of chess, but I myself have no intention of being one of the pieces. This little victory is very sweet.

      “The balance has been lost for many years, angel. In the eternal bickering between the gods about who can outsmart whom, many things went askew. It brought suffering to everyone, including them, but they were too arrogant to notice until it’s too late.” She looks at her cup, shaking her head. “The more the balance was tipped one way or the other, the more they did not realize they were losing their power, and with it their immortality. How many have been forgotten? They sit in their realms foolishly believing the humans are lesser creatures until they fade into nothingness and blend back with the Source as if they never existed—and they believe it is they who pull the strings and play the games, just like you do now. Alexia never lived long enough in any of her lifetimes until this one, because someone made sure she did not. Not because she was foolishly following her heart. Inanna chose wisely when picking herself a vessel, but not because of who Alexia is. She chose wisely because of what Alexia is. The Dark Mother chose her because she is the one to even the scales, and you are needed for that, too. Darkness does not destroy the light, it defines it, my dear Light bearer, and while I tell you things that you should’ve already known, her soul is being torn apart and you will need to mend it together. You are more closely connected than you think. I am not sure you are fit for that task since you have no idea what stands in front of you when you look at her.” With those words, the old woman stands up, walks to the sink, and washes the cups of the long-forgotten tea while my mind swirls with what she just said.

      She spoke in riddles, saying a lot yet saying nothing, but I understand the implication. It cannot be! I have existed since the beginning of time and I believed it was just a foolish story. The balance has been tipped one way or the other through the years, but that is not a secret. It’s an eternal battle and it’ll continue to be so forever, as long as this universe exists or a new one is created in its place to pick up where this one left off. Such is the cycle, and it’s never ending.

      What she says brings all my hopes and dreams blooming in my immortal heart and I cannot stop it. It also brings dread because what I think is a power play to keep gods and angels on their toes is much more than that. But how? How did I not see this? Maybe the old witch is correct and I am a blind fool, dwelling in my self-pity and high on my arrogance. When the light and dark unite, time will disappear, melding the realms together to exist as they were meant to be from the time of creation: in perfect balance. The Time Maker will lose its grip on us all. My hands tremble as I remember her words earlier about how I will regret it if I don’t wake the witch up. I bolt up from the chair and in one step I’m at the

      bottom of the stairs.

      “It’s a bit late now,” she whispers.

      I hear her, and my heart is in my throat. What have I done? I should’ve known. I should’ve recognized the signs. Fool! I scream at myself in my mind as I reach the door and throw it open. In two steps, I’m next to the bed and I freeze with my hand halfway to her shoulder to wake her. There is a glow around her like shimmering lights and her face seems otherworldly. It's not changed much; the witch always stirred my attention since there is something primal in her she does her best to suppress, but now, even I can’t move.

      Her hair fanning around her head, her face tilted to the side, and her lashes making dark crescent shadows on her high cheekbones cause her to appear almost elven. Stupefied, I stare, the urgency to wake her all but forgotten. Her brows crease in a slight frown and I snap out of whatever has me frozen in place. The blood drains from her face and I grab her shoulder rocking her frame.

      “Alexia, wake up, witch!” Her body trembles like it’s in shock and I grip her harder. “Wake up, witch!”

      The shivers stop and she slowly opens her eyes to focus on mine. I am suspended in space and time as dark blue stormy orbs focus on me, and I feel like a mortal man dumbfounded by a nymph. As I watch, they change from deep ocean blue to her dark brown color with blue circles around them. Her eyes started doing that after she woke up from her ordeal with the bleeding—integrations of energies and powers take time, but this is different. Something fundamental has changed. I prod at her energy with mine, trying to see what to do and how to act, and I realize her life force is holding on with a thread to this lifetime. I panic.

      I was not aware over my very long existence that I could panic like this. When she almost bled to death, I was angry that I couldn’t solve the puzzle. This is different. If I were mortal, I would’ve died right this moment, with her.

      Softly she speaks, and the air whooshes out of my lungs like I have been punched. “Save my sisters from Tomorith’s realm. Promise me!”

      “We will both save them, Alexia.” My voice is hoarse and I’m struggling to keep my panic at bay. I’ll kill her myself if my power unleashes itself. I squeeze my eyes shut and grind my teeth, breathing like I have ran for miles at high speed.

      She whispers again, and I hear the sadness in her voice. Her soul is almost visibly ripping out of her physical body. I feel my own rattle in return. “No. I need you to promise! I have to go, Lucifer. If nothing was real, at least do this one thing for me. Promise me you’ll save my sisters.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t make me feel better. What has happened? I need to know so I can fix it. I want to roar at my own arrogance while the words of the old witch haunt me into berating myself for not letting her wake Alexia. The emotion almost makes me faint while I struggle to hold myself under control.

      “Don’t you dare, Alexia! I will hunt you to the abyss and drag your ass back here, do you hear me?” I growl through clenched teeth.

      “Promise me,” she repeats, begging with her eyes that change from blue to brown and back.

      “Witch, if you let go, I swear to you in my own immortal existence, I won’t just bring you back, you’ll be indebted to me for it for eternity. You hear me?” I’m angry and my fingers tighten on her. She laughs without humor. It sounds eerie to my ears.

      “Promise.” Her barely audible whisper that makes my control almost slip from me.

      “It had to unravel like the Fates had it set, Alexia, but I promise we will get through this. Just don’t let go. We will save them together. I will not leave your side. Look at me!”

      She’s watching me like an equal, straight in the eyes as she never did before, and I’m not sure if I’m happy or scared of the effect she is having on me.

      “Promise!” she prompts.

      Something tickles on my face that she watches with such focused fascination, and it takes me a second to realize it’s a tear sliding down my cheek. That makes me panic even more. Angel tears are never a good sign, and I wasn’t even aware of it. Her palm cups my face, and instinctively I lean in closing my eyes. The implications of the old witch’s words are clearer now than anything else in my existence, and I hear Alexia whisper one word.

      “Goodbye.”

      A roar like I’ve never uttered in my long existence rips from my chest and my control slips from me. I sense veils shrink and expand, the fabric of life tearing slightly while my voice echoes through space and time, but I’m powerless to stop it. Alexia’s body tenses under my fingers and I grab on to her arms, trying to keep her awake by sheer will. I feel the bones break under my fingers like twigs, and I’m terrified that I’ll end up killing her instead of bringing her back, so I wrap my arms around her and slam my mouth on hers.

      I was not jesting. I will drag her back into this realm and life if I have to stand against the Creator itself. My energy surges through her, and her back bows off the bed, pressing her against my chest. I lift my head and search her features. My thoughts about how I would stand against creation itself to bring her back hit me so hard in my gut that I drop her on the bed and jump away like she just burned me. I breathe like a freight train, lightheaded from it all while holding the witch unconscious but still alive on the bed. What did I just do? In the distance I hear my own voice sounding strange to my ears.

      “What kind of sorcery is this?”
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      My whole body hurts. If I’d known you could hurt this much in death, I would’ve fought harder to stay alive. I can’t focus my thoughts. I get snippets of huge spiders, owls, dark temples that look like castles, cloaked monsters, Inanna screaming at me, and Lucifer crying, but I can’t make heads or tails from it all. The pain is so great that it’s almost numbing me inside and out. I have an uneasy feeling that my subconscious is jumbling my thoughts to protect me from something, so I let it be for now. I hurt too much to worry about what I am being protected from. I’ll think about it later.

      Trying to open my eyes doesn’t seem to work until I realize that my eyes are open, only I see nothing. Pitch black! Blacker than black, since black is a color and this is like an all-consuming abyss.

      On second thought, apart from the excruciating pain, I feel nothing else, either. I wonder why that is. Maybe from that blast of energy Lucifer slammed me with, which obviously didn’t work. I would laugh if I didn’t hurt so much. Sore loser, that angel. I guess I messed up whatever plan he had going on.

      Now I wonder if this is what will become of me for the rest of eternity: thinking about stupid things while I sit in the darkness in so much pain. Something doesn’t feel right. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m sure of it. Did I merge back to the Source? I hear my grandmother’s voice from days long past. “The universe is mental, all is mind.” If I’ve merged, it makes sense, but that does not explain the pain. That makes me think … Every cause has an effect and every effect has its cause. It’s all connected—as above, so below. Thinking about Hermetic principles will not explain things, though.

      I don’t know how much time passes while I’m trying to figure out what is going on and I want to scream when I’m startled by my reflection in a mirror. As I watch, my face is cleared of my features. I have no eyes, nose, mouth, or eyebrows. I watch numbly as my identity is stripped from me and it hits me at that moment. It’s the void! The abyss! But how did I get here?

      As if someone is reading my thoughts, my image flickers and just the lower part of someone’s face floats in front of me, smiling. I’m not sure if it’s a good smile or bad smile but I’ll go for the latter. I’m not sure anything good will come from this, but I’ve been known to be wrong on many things. I hear a chuckle and the half face disappears, showing me my faceless reflection again. It flickers like a bad TV signal back in the ‘70’s and ‘80’s when one had to slam their TV so the picture would stop shaking.

      The faceless image disappears, replaced by a shadow. My shadow. Dread fills me and the chuckle echoes again. If I could feel my body, I know I would be shaking, so I’m grateful I’m only a consciousness. At that thought, the voice—or voices for all I know—laugh in amusement and I forget about the fear and pain. Anger rears its head in its stead.

      Before I form a thought, the shadow separates and a gold glowing aura comes out of it. It’s my aura, so I concentrate on it. Anything but the damn shadow and that creepy voice. My aura and my shadow separate before blending multiple times, almost like they are fighting. Who will win? The light or the darkness? It scares me so much, so I try to encourage my aura with my thoughts, but as soon as I try to push my thoughts towards it, it stops frozen standing shoulder to shoulder with the shadow. The mirror separates in many pieces and they circle me while I stand in the center, surrounded by it on all sides. The next second, they spin so fast I can’t make out which one has my shadow reflection and which one has my light.

      Then I hear the voice again. “Choose!”

      The word echoes around me like it’s repeated by a million voices and I panic at first, but then out of nowhere, calm envelops me, and I have no idea how, but I hear my words spoken out loud with conviction. “No! I will not choose.”

      I don’t know why I don’t choose my light. There is a loud screech and I’m jerked out of there. I feel my body now, still in agony, and I cry out. My eyes pop open and I frantically search around, trying to see where I am. I’m in my room on my bed, I plop down and try to calm my breathing. As my heartbeat slows, the pain fades.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye gets my attention and I turn my head to see what it is. Lucifer is standing in a corner of the room looking at me warily, his arms crossed across his chest. It takes me a second to realize what strikes me odd, and my eyes widen when I understand it. His posture is defensive, like he’s afraid of me. I take a second, searching through my brain for anything that could’ve caused the angel to act this way, but I come up with nothing.

      “You okay there?” I ask, the huskiness of my voice shocking me. It almost sounds like a purr that reminds me of Inanna. I shake my head, clear my throat, and try again. “What happened? Did I do something?” I ask him, but he only stares at me and doesn’t say a word.

      I close my eyes and try to think. My memories are still jumbled, and it hurts my head when I combine them. Reaching up to rub my temples, pain shoots across my arms. I moan.

      He moves like a flash and takes my hands, gently putting them next to my body. “Give it a few more minutes for the bones to set properly. I healed them, but the pain needs to go away completely before you move,” he mumbles and when I glance at him, there is guilt in his eyes.

      “Ok, I won’t move for a few minutes, but can you please tell me what happened? My mind is jumbled, and I can’t remember why I’m in pain.”

      “You don’t remember anything?” He is scrutinizing me with doubt plastered all over his face, as if I have nothing better to do than lie to him.

      “No. Well, I remember you walking out saying you’ll come back to talk after I rest, but that’s all. I don’t understand why I’m in pain … that reminds me. I want to say I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything bad by saying I forgot you were in the room. You have to understand that there is an overload of information in my head from the initiation, so it’s hard to distinguish what is mine and what belongs to Mother. On top of that, with everything that happened and what Daisy was saying …” I sigh, glancing away. “It hit home hard, the realization of what has been happening throughout my lifetimes, not just this one.” Pausing, I turn my focus on him. He only gazes back mutely, and that makes me wary. “Can you say something? Please?”

      “I’m giving you time to remember. It’ll come. Just stay quiet and breathe, witch,” he mumbles again like it’s hard for him to talk to me.

      “I was in the void just now.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “I don’t know how I got there, but it was unnerving, and luckily I got jerked out when I did. It was asking me to choose.”

      “Choose what?” his voice is closer, like he is next to me, but I didn’t hear him move, so I open one eye to see where he is. Cracking my eyes open, the fear in his takes my breath away, lifting my lids all the way up.

      “Why are you afraid? Nothing scares you. Can you please tell me …” I trail off because memories slam so hard into me I almost lose consciousness again. Everything is now back. Everything.

      “Alexia! Are you okay?” he asks frantically, touching my shoulder.

      I shrink back in the bed. “Don’t you dare touch me! What the fuck did you do to me?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he says defensively, and I focus on his eyes, which widen from whatever he sees in me. He staggers back a few steps.

      “I remember everything now,” I say with a calm that surprises even me. I watch as he closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, slumps his shoulders, and leans on the wall behind him.

      “Care to share what happened on your travel, witch?”

      “Sure, right after you tell me what you did to me when I got back. And why you kissed me.” I narrow my eyes at him, but my voice is even, calm.

      He rolls his eyes. “It was not a kiss, witch. You were ready to throw the flag, and I couldn’t let you do that. So I made sure you lived. This is the thanks I get for the effort. Ungrateful mortals!” He spits the word “mortals” like it’s vile, but there is no heat in it. No. There is something, but it’s not anger for sure, so saying noting I wait.

      “Your turn,” he says tilting his chin up to urge me to talk.

      As if! “You’re lying,” I say simply. I’m not sure he is, but something is off.

      “I don’t lie.”

      “You just did.”

      “I most definitely did not.”

      “Okay, fine. You didn’t lie, but you skirted the truth.”

      We scowl at each other with narrowed eyes until he throws his hands in the air dramatically and pushes off the wall, pacing up and down in front of the bed.

      “I have no idea what I did, okay? I was not myself before I came to wake you up and you coming out of the astral realms, your soul holding on by a thread to this lifetime … it made my power out of control.” He stops and points a finger at me like I’m a two-year-old. “And that is the truth!”

      “Okay, I’ll take that for now.” I’ll get back to it later after I tell him what happened. Maybe things will make more sense then.

      “Well? Speak,” he snaps, and I lift my eyebrows. He seems to be on edge again.

      “Want to calm down a bit before I tell you? Because unfortunately, I was not in a realm with unicorns skipping rainbows. It will get you more upset.”

      “No. Speak.”

      “Fine, asshole,” I bite out, then I tell him everything that happened from the point when I found myself in the mist to the moment I opened my eyes with him holding me on the bed. As I speak, his eyes widen. It’s almost comical. When I get to the part about Derik, a sharp pain stabs in my heart, but thankfully it goes away just as fast as it comes. I guess after so many betrayals, I’m used to the sensation now. I can tell the pity finds its way into his eyes as I retell the encounter, but there is something else there that stops me from commenting. It makes my stomach flip-flop for no reason, and it takes me by such surprise that I forget all about being angry and not wanting his pity.

      He stalks towards me, taking my right arm in his fingers gently. “Let me see,” he growls, and I focus on the top of his head that’s bent over my arm. Only the Goddess knows what is going on with him.

      That reminds me of Inanna.

      “She knew, Lucifer. I don’t know how she knew what would happen, but she did. And she just left when I started waking up with a poor apology about how she’s sorry she couldn’t save me from the pain.” I don’t even know why I’m telling him all this.

      I’m missing Remi, Jezzinta, and Meda so much I start sharing my thoughts with Lucifer. How pathetic. He says nothing, though, as his fingers trace a pattern on the inside of my wrist. It’s so soothing that I close my eyes and take a deep breath. As I exhale, he drops my arm and lifts his head.

      “He marked you, the bastard!”

      His eyes are glowing and it makes me realize that if anyone has ever seen the angel like this, it’s no wonder they compare him to a demon or Satan. It’s unnerving, so I reach with my hand and touch his face. Just like before I passed out, he closes his eyes and leans on my palm like it’s the most natural thing to do. My stomach flip-flops again and I snatch it back like he has burned me. His sad eyes find mine, but the emotion disappears in a second, the all-knowing expression replacing it. I’m glad for it because I know I can deal with that.

      But what did he say? Ah right, he marked me.

      I glance down, twisting my arm slowly out of fear it’ll hurt again if I move too fast. On the spot where Lucifer was tracing shapes there is a branded apple on my skin. I laugh! I couldn’t hold it in if I tried.

      “You think that is funny? You have lost your mind, Alexia!” he yells, and I stop laughing.

      “He put a brand on me like I’m a cow, and you think that’s not funny?”

      “It is not!” he snaps.

      “You know, Lucifer, when I look back now to the first moment I saw him, I realize what kind of a moron I was. Every time Tomas and his minions were around, Derik was accidently there to save the day. Instead of seeing it for what it was, fool that I am, I took it as a sign that he was meant to be in my life. So instead of going crazy and destroying myself in the process with such thoughts, I decided to laugh. If you have a problem with that, get the fuck out of my room,” I finish calmly and start laughing again. Maybe he is right. Maybe I did finally lose it, but I can’t stop laughing, not even if my life depended on it.

      He inches closer and sits on the bed, lifting my arm. His eyes are on mine the whole time, and I shake my head to let him know it doesn’t hurt. Still, I laugh and giggle like crazy. Understanding that the pain is gone, he pulls gently on my hand so I move towards him, but I resist. I want to laugh, not move. His eyes go sad again and he pulls harder, so involuntarily my upper body moves towards him and he engulfs me in his arms, placing my head in the crook of his shoulder with one palm on the back of my head. As my nose touches the skin on his neck, all laughter leaves me and sobs erupt from me, like they were only waiting for that skin-to-skin contact. I cry for myself, for my sisters and everything they are going through because of me, for my life, and for the death that constantly eludes me. His arms tighten around me, and I continue for what feels like forever. The tremors from my body affect not just me, but him and the bed, too.

      “Let it out, witch, it’s okay. I’ve got you, I swear it. I’ve got you and will not let go again,” he mumbles in my hair, and it makes me cry harder. I don’t stop until we hear a knock on the door and Daisy pokes her head in.
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      “Oh … I’ll come back later,” Daisy mumbles, her hand still on the door and pulling it closed.

      “Come in, old woman. I’m sure you’re better at this than I am,” says Lucifer, and for some reason I feel hurt by those words, so I push away from him, wiping my eyes with my hands. I’m angry at myself for crying. Lately it seems like all I do around him is cry.

      “No one needs to be good at it, I’m fine. I guess the shock of being played for a fool never gets old,” I tell no one in particular.

      “Oh, dear child, you didn’t deserve this.” Daisy walks in quickly, sits on the other side of Lucifer. and draws me in for a hug.

      I hug her back, but I tug myself away shortly. As I was crying, the emptiness in my chest grew wider with each tear, like I have a black hole in me. The thought it chills me to the bone. Whatever bricks I wrenched out from the walls I have built around me lately were pushed back in their place. Now those walls are an impenetrable titanium fortress.

      Good. I want it that way.

      “I know where Remi, Jezzinta, and Meda are,” I tell her. “And I met another woman there, Faith, but the monsters got her before we made it to the forest. I need to go back to bring them home.”

      I don’t go into explanations about anything else because I’d like to pretend it didn’t happen. Forgetting the whole thing sounds like a great option right about now. I’ll push it to the back of my mind and never think of it.

      Daisy turns to me with sad eyes brimming with tears she’s fighting to keep from sliding down her cheeks. A sharp jab settles in the black hole of my heart, but I take a deep breath and push it away. The time for stupid emotions is over. It’s funny how detachment works. I think I can understand the mindset of an assassin now—look at everyone like an object and don’t allow any form of emotion to penetrate your shield. I wonder why I haven’t done this before. It would make things much easier for everyone.

      “Oh, Tiamat was in the same realm, too,” I say as an afterthought.

      “She was?” Daisy’s eyes go so wide it’s almost comical.

      “Yes, she was. Well, she was hanging from a ceiling in a temple. I believe she was present, but I’m not sure if it was a projection or if she manifested herself there.”

      “I’m grateful to the Goddess you’re safe,” says Daisy softly, more to herself than to me I think.

      “I’m not grateful to her that I’m back here. I needed to stay

      there. There’s a lot I need to do in the form of payback to some individuals there.” My voice sounds strange to my own ears—calm, cold, and emotionless.

      The tears in Daisy’s eyes spill over but she presses her lips into a thin white line and says nothing. Then her eyes go to my neck. Lifting her arm, she touches the necklace. I had totally forgotten about it until now. Glancing at Lucifer, his narrowed eyes are staring at it too. I lift one eyebrow at him, daring him to say a word. I need to go back to the damned realm. There is too much anger and hurt bottled up in me, and it’ll be better used there, where I can get the girls out, than on my tantrums fixed on the angel here.

      “I shall accompany you there.” He makes the statement as if he is addressing his subjects.

      “How noble of you, my lord,” I say sarcastically and roll my eyes at him.

      “I’ll need you to grab herbs, pastes, bandages, whatever you can find and have them ready. I don’t know what kind of condition they’ll be in, judging by what I saw in that temple. My grandmother’s book, too, in case we need a spell from it,” I tell Daisy.

      “A spell from it?” She echoes my words.

      “Yes, a spell. They are held by dark wizards. I wouldn’t put it past them to have some sort of binding spell on them. Each is powerful in her own right, but I’m sure they would’ve come back on their own if their powers weren’t bound.”

      “Of course, you’re right. I’m just not thinking straight at this moment.” She shakes her head.

      “I’ll break the binding spells when we find them,” Lucifer says in a matter-of-fact way, and I can’t stop my remark.

      “Yes, almighty Lucifer, the All-Knowing. Maybe you should’ve checked for spells before you gave that bastard whatever power you gave him, if I remember correctly. You know, the wings he sprouted when he was fighting Enlil.”

      Lucifer rears his head like I just punched him in the face and takes one step back. I know I should feel bad and should apologize, but strangely, I’m not inclined on doing any of that. I even feel the corners of my mouth lifting in a bitchy smile at his discomfort.

      “Unfortunately, even I can be deceived with sentimentalities, witch, but I have every intention of showing my gratitude for it in person,” he growls.

      “Yeah, whatever. I don’t have time to dwell on your bruised ego. I have shit to do.” I wave my hand nonchalantly and reach to touch my necklace to go back. With lightning-fast speed, he snatches my wrist. I look at him, stunned. What the fuck. Is he going to try and stop me from going back? I’m getting ready to start cursing and arguing but he shuts me up.

      “I’ll transport us there. That necklace will take you to a different realm.”

      “No, it will not! Azalea said it’ll bring me back to the Dark Realm.”

      “Is that what she calls herself these days? Azalea?”

      I can hear the anger in Lucifer’s voice, but I can needle him for information later. Now I just want to get this done with, so I don’t argue.

      “Ok, never mind. Let’s go! There’s no time like the present!”

      “Not until you eat something, witch. I have no intention of carrying you around astral planes.”

      Like on purpose, my stomach growls like an angry bear at his words. Daisy snorts a laugh at the same time, slapping a hand over her mouth. Her wide eyes land on me like she’s surprised herself. I shake my head at her but don’t make any smartass remarks. After I eat, we’ll go. I can’t remember the last time I ate, if you don’t count the few bites three months ago before I passed out. I keep asking myself the same question all the time. How am I alive? I swear, it’s a mystery.

      “Okay, let’s go eat and not waste time.”

      Daisy and Lucifer exchange a quick glance at my words, but I can’t see where what I said would cause a silent-eye talk between the two, and if I’m honest, I don’t care. I swing my legs off the bed and stand up, happy that my knees don’t buckle after being horizontal for an extended period of time. Slowly but surely, I find my way to the kitchen, but Daisy, who is following me like a shadow, points at a chair and goes towards the fridge.

      “I guess I’ve been given my orders,” I tell Lucifer over my shoulder and plop onto the chair.

      He shakes his head like I’m a spoiled child for making remarks like that, but I give him my most innocent wide-eyed expression. He snorts, turning his eyes quickly towards Daisy to see if she heard him. Seeing that makes me smirk at him. I’ll almost believe the angel gives a fuck about who thinks what of him. Daisy walks back with plates full of baked pasta and my mouth waters at the sight. I inhale the food in less than a minute. Lifting my head up from the plate, I realize they are not eating but staring at me with worry.

      “What? I was hungry,” I say defensively.

      Without a word, their gazes fall to their own plates and they start eating. Since I have to wait, I get up, get one more plateful, and eat that while giving them sideways glances every time they watch me. I’ve always been a bottomless pit when I’m hungry. I can eat a horse, as my grandmother used to say.

      As soon as Lucifer puts his fork down, I jump up. “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Let us be on our way, witch.” With a sigh, he lifts himself off the chair and comes to stand in front of me. He swirls his hand, opening a portal right in the middle of the kitchen like it’s the most natural thing in the world—while we witches have to open circles and use our life force to do it, and even then it’s not guaranteed. Meda would hate his guts.

      Grabbing hold of my hand, he mumbles, “I hope you don’t get sick.” Before I say a word, he pulls me through it.

      Nausea threatens to bring up everything I ate, but I gulp air like a fish out of water, trying to hold it down. It takes a few moments until I get my bearings and I’m sure the food will stay in my stomach. Cold sweat gathers on my forehead and the palms of my hands go numb, then tingle. Still breathing through my nose just in case, I straighten and glare accusingly at Lucifer, who is giving me the “I warned you” smirk as I wipe my hands on my thighs. I guess it must be nice to be an angel, since he manages to change his clothes while walking through the portal. He is dressed all in black, his shirt stretched across his wide chest, all but ready to burst at any moment, and there’s a cloak clasped at his neck. I roll my eyes and start turning to see if we are at the bottom of the mountain, only to freeze. Seeing what I’m wearing, I whirl back to him, pissed.

      Grabbing hold of the white floor-length dress, I thrust my hand holding the fabric towards him. “What the fuck am I, a virgin sacrifice??”

      He throws his head back laughing a deep belly laugh as I pull and stretch the fabric, gawking at it with what must be a horrified expression. Thanks to the huge moon, the fucking thing is see-through, and I bend at the waist to see what he sees. Yup! I might as well be naked, as this dress doesn’t cover much. I realize I have a cloak, too, which is hanging off my shoulder, thanks to my acrobatic twisting to see if the dress hides my body. As fast as I can, I grab the sides of the cloak and wrap it tightly around me. At last he stops laughing, but he’s still chuckling.

      “Asshole!”

      “I figured we had better blend in, witch. I’m shielding us both, so they will not know we are here. I suggest you pull the hood as far down as you can.” Pulling his own, he walks past me as if he doesn’t care whether I follow.

      I’m shaking, squeezing my fists into the fabric of the cloak, wishing it was his neck. Heat builds in my palms, and I abruptly release it so I don’t burn the cloak while I’m wearing it. Taking a deep breath, I jiggle them like a weightlifter preparing to pick up a truck, the I turn to follow him only to stop and stare again.

      We’re on top of the mountain where the temple stretches up all Dracula-like towards the sky, looming over us like a dark cloud of evil. Apparently, Lucifer stops to wait for me, because he stands a few steps away with the temple to his back. The moon’s glow is casting silvery shadows across his face, and his eyes are glowing through his half-lidded gaze. He truly is a sight to behold, but that isn’t why I gawked like an idiot. There is a golden glow outlining his body, and as I watch, it pushes at the darkness around him, almost as if trying to hold it at bay. With every pulse of the golden light, a shimmer of rainbow passes through it. I know my mouth is open. My jaw is almost hitting the ground, but I’m mesmerized by it. Slowly, I take a few steps, reaching my fingers towards it. It’s like I’m in a trance when I make contact with it. Just as my fingers are about to touch the golden glow, he grabs my wrist.

      “What are you playing at, witch?”

      “Can I touch it?” I lift my gaze to him and can only imagine that my eyes are as round as they can get without popping out of their sockets.

      “Touch what, exactly?”

      “The golden glow that’s pushing the darkness away from you.” I lower my eyes as I speak, staring at it again, and jump a little when he drops my arm and takes few steps away.

      “You see it?” He’s frowning at me like I’m a snake about to bite him.

      I wish I could slap him. “Of course I see it. I’m not fucking blind! It’s not exactly subtle. It’s a couple of inches around you,” I snap, waving my hand at him and pointing at his body.

      “No one but I sees my power, Alexia. What you are seeing, if I believe that you see it, is the shield I have on both of us. Do you see it on yourself, too?”

      I bring my arm up and turn to face the same way he is, thinking maybe the moonlight has something to do with it, but I can’t see anything. No matter which way I turn, I still see nothing but my skin and the darkness around me. Although now that I think of it …

      “I can’t see it on me, but I can definitely tell I have a shield.” He narrows his eyes and is about to speak but I cut him off, putting my palm in his face. “When I was here the first time, even merged with Inanna, the evil still penetrated my thoughts. I almost let go of the rocks and fell down the mountain. I’m not suicidal now, if it makes you feel better.”

      “This whole thing is crazy,” he says, obviously frustrated.

      “Well, we can talk about crazy when we’re back home. Let’s get the girls first. We’re wasting time. It seems like I keep saying we’re wasting time, yet shit keeps happening left and right. I’m starting to think it’s happening on purpose so I don’t get to them on time.”

      I move towards the front of the temple, pulling my hood as low as I can. As I reach the entrance, the thought of what I will see inside hits me, but I shove it away. My sisters, that’s what I need to focus on. Everything else is secondary. Taking a deep breath, I step inside the hallway and step towards the center of the temple. Lucifer follows behind me, but I can’t hear him. I have no idea how a man—or angel … whatever you want to call him— as large as he is can make no sound at all. It’s almost like he’s floating. I’m barefoot again, but I can still hear every step I take, my bare feet slapping softly on the stone floors. No, I can’t hear him but I sure as hell can tell he is there. Like a security blanket, he gives off this calming energy to me and I’m not sure if he does it on purpose or if it’s just him. I’ll think on it later.

      I reach the doorway and walk through it without stopping. I am expecting that walking-through-an-oil-lake feeling again, but it doesn’t come. I guess the shield holds well, thank the Goddess.

      I stop dead in my tracks and Lucifer bumps into my back, making me stumble farther in. Looking around makes want to scream. It’s empty. No monsters, no victims. I glance up. Nope, no snake-like dragon and definitely no betraying shitheads.

      “I told you we’d be late! Now what?” I whirl on Lucifer.

      “You were expecting someone, witch?” he says angrily.

      “Yes, I was. How the fuck are we going to get in the caves without a lantern? I don’t see anyone here to give us one, oh mighty Lucifer,” I mock him. I’m pissed, so at least I’ll get him in a pissy mood, too. The more the merrier and all that crap.

      “Don’t be a bitch, Alexia, it doesn’t become you.” He sniffs and strides with purpose towards the altar, opposite where we’re standing.

      I turn around, cross my arms on my chest and wait to see what he’ll do next. My mind is going three-hundred miles an hour trying to think of a way to find a lantern, but I’m coming up blank. I guess we can go on the path parallel to the mountain and it might lead us to wherever those monsters came from the first time. One second, Lucifer is standing with his back to me leaning towards the columns with the skulls on them, and the next he turns lightning-fast and throws something at me. Reflexively, I reach with my right hand and catch it, only to realize it’s a lantern. I am about to jump and hoot with excitement when its ugly, oily, sticky tendrils wrap around my life force.

      Azalea’s words come back to me. “Close your heart if you want to touch a lantern.”

      I reach within me to make sure the black hole is still in my chest, forcing whatever emotions I may be feeling back into it as much as possible, then I take a deep breath, not resisting the green light and its tentacles. It’s like there are two of me in my head, one nice wimpy Alexia all mushy with her feelings, and one cold, calculating Alexia that cares about nothing but getting what she wants. The mushy me gets shoved to the background and the cold me stretches fully in my skin. When I focus on my surroundings again, I look straight into Lucifer’s eyes because he is standing right in front of me.

      “Oh, fuck!” he breathes.

      “Well, if you’re a good little angel, you may get your wish later,” I purr, winking at him, and to my horror, I lean towards him and lick his face slowly from his Adam’s apple to the tip of his nose. He shudders under my palms that are pressed on his chest while still holding the lantern.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      He takes a deep breath as if to collect himself, grabs both my wrists in his huge hands, and pushes me back, his eyes still closed. He holds me in place, taking a few more breaths like he is praying. I giggle. Now I want to slap myself, but I obviously have no control of what I’m doing thanks to those damn tentacles. He looks at me, shakes his head, and releasing my wrists, turns me towards the exit.

      “Let us go, witch, and save the others.” With a heavy sigh, he shoves me gently forward while mumbling behind me. “You’ll be the death of me.”

      “And you’ll beg for more,” I say over my shoulder before I move, the nice me inside my head wanting to hang herself from embarrassment.

      Lucifer chuckles. “Of that, witch, I have no doubt whatsoever.”

      Thankfully, I keep my mouth shut, even if I wish for the mountain to open and swallow me whole, then we head out of the temple to find the caves that hold my sisters imprisoned.
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      Thankfully we don’t have to walk down the mountain, because as we step out of the temple, huge wings sprout from Lucifer’s back and his arms circle my waist, the warmth of his body penetrating my skin and causing heat to pool in the pit of my stomach. Before I even have a chance to enjoy the flight, my feet touch the dirt path separating the mountain from the orchard with the silver apple trees. The wings are gone in an instant, and without a word, he turns and shuffles left, so I follow.

      I’m disappointed that the flight didn’t last longer. I want to believe it’s because flying makes me free in a way nothing else ever has before, like the chains holding me tethered to my world and my reality are somehow broken and I’m lighter, almost like the wind swirling around the trees. Even inside my ribcage, my tormented heart is lighter somehow.

      At least, that’s what I want to believe causes my disappointment. Not that I miss the warmth of him pressed against me, or the safe feeling that comes when his arms are around me. They all have agendas, I remind myself sternly. I better remember that.

      Except, the cold, calculating bitch in me reminds me of the sensation of Lucifer’s body against mind right then. Somehow, I grind my teeth and keep going, focusing on the dirt path and trying like hell to empty my mind. It’s not working.

      “Do you even know where we are going?” My words sound harsh, but I’d rather talk than think right now.

      “I sense the darkness concentrated in this direction. I guess it’s where they must be. If you have a better idea, do share it, Alexia,” he says over his shoulder.

      I hate that I love how he says my name, so like a two-year-old, I snap at him for no reason whatsoever. “Whatever! I like it better when you call me ‘witch.’”

      “Is that so?” He gazes back at me with one perfectly raised eyebrow, and I want to slap him.

      I open my mouth to reply, but I snap it shut when I hear rustling sounds followed by a gentle hoot from the trees. Spinning around, trying hard not to pay attention to the pull of the silver apples, I find what made the sound. A smile blooms on my face. I’d forgotten all about him.

      Still grinning, I stop turning to face the tree and crane my neck up at the branches that are waving gently in the nonexistent wind. “It’s so good to see you, Rajah. I finally have the lantern,” I tell the owl, lifting the lantern towards him so he can see it.

      “You know the bird?” Lucifer asks, and I can tell he is trying not to laugh.

      I ignore him, still focusing at the owl. Azalea said after I get a lantern, he will lead the way to the caves and I trust that more than I do Lucifer following the pull of darkness. I don’t take my eyes off Rajah as I wait. It seems like he is assessing me, so I stand still and don’t fight it when I sense a gentle push to my mind. I have nothing to hide from the creature, so I open my mind, letting him prod through as much as he likes.

      “You have finally lost your mind, witch.”

      Lucifer’s words come at the same time the owl hoots and takes flight. I shuffle forward to follow, but he circles around, his talons digging into my shoulder when he lands on it. I gasp because I didn’t expect it, and as if placating me, Rajah bumps his head on my temple. Not turning my face towards him in case he decides to poke my eyes out, I peek at him sideways, wondering what he’s doing. It’s not like he can speak and tell me where to go. No, I need him to fly so I can follow.

      “I have no idea which way to go, my friend. You’ll need to lead me, not sit on my shoulder,” I say in a soft tone, trying not to spook him since he’s so close to my face. Besides, those talons are as sharp as knives.

      I feel Lucifer coming closer, but I ignore him. He can get over himself and his smartass remarks. Rajah turns his head in that creepy way like it’s not attached to the rest of his body, as if looking for something or someone. He does that a couple of times, hoots again, and takes flight, leading us back toward where we came.

      I stare pointedly at Lucifer, making sure my eyes tell him that his pull and direction sucks. Lifting my chin as if I’m the Queen of England, I turn and follow Rajah. The angel can do what he wants from this point on.

      Speeding up to keep up with the flying owl, I’m aware Rajah probably doesn’t understand the difficulty of having legs, especially when I have to jog so I don’t lose sight of him. After a few moments, Lucifer’s energy warms my back, letting me know he has decided to follow along instead of continuing to where he thinks the caves are. I smirk and pull my hood over my head so he doesn’t see my face. Small victories, but oh, how sweet they are.

      I know it’s pitiful, but I can’t help myself. I want nothing more than to frustrate the angel. It’s almost an compulsion.

      “How do you know the bird?” His voice caresses my ears and a shiver runs up my spine.

      “He is Azalea’s.”

      Lucifer stops dead in his tracks at my words, but I offer no further explanation. I sprint forward as quietly as I can, my eyes locked on the dark shape of the owl above us. After a second, Lucifer moves to catch up but doesn’t say another word. I wish I could see his face, but the damn hood is obstructing my view. Either way, I’m concentrating on him so hard I don’t see the protruding rock on the ground. My bare foot lands right on top of it, my ankle twists, and I tumble sideways towards the orchard trees. Trying hard not to scream and announce our presence, I bite my lip and reach with one arm to grab Lucifer in my attempt to not end up on the ground.

      He’s fast, I have to give him that.

      My hand snatches empty air as his arms wrap around me, one at my shoulders and the other encompassing my waist like steel clamps. With my body plastered to his chest, my feet dangle in the air. The hood of my cloak falls back when the jerk saves me from my impending bruises, though it didn’t protect me from staring into the angel’s eyes. No, we are nose to nose now, and the moment I bit my lower lip, his gaze zero in on my mouth as if he’s compelled to look, just like I was earlier with his golden glow. We stand suspended in time and space for a few moments, our hearts beating in sync, and I wonder what is going on in his head. Something’s different. He’s changed in some strange way. Previously there was amusement, like I was a lab rat to him. It’s different now, an emotion I can’t quite place, but if I had to try I would call it desire. For me. I laugh in my head, reminding myself this is Lucifer. Something must be wrong with me to think like this. Maybe it’s the lantern putting these thoughts in my head. The disturbing thing is still clutched in my hand, after all. I honestly don’t think that it can be released once taken.

      “You can put me down now, thank you,” I tell him in a whisper.

      “Right! I should put you down,” he murmurs like he is giving himself advice and my eyebrows go up to my hairline.

      “You okay there, angel?”

      As if a spell has been broken, he drops me and scurries away as if I’ve burned him. It’s so sudden that I stumble and almost fall again.

      “Geez! What the fuck is wrong with you? I don’t bite!” I snap, then I smirk at him. “Not too hard, anyway.”

      He shakes his head, releasing a loud exhale as he starts walking. Glancing towards the sky to see if Rajah has disappeared, I sigh in relief when he is circling above us. At least he’s nice enough to wait while the angel and I have an awkward staring match.

      Shaking my head to clear my mind, I follow Lucifer as Rajah takes the lead again. I can’t wait to find my sisters and get the hell out of here. This realm is messing with my head, and has already stabbed me in the heart and the back, depending how you want to look at it.

      Nothing else is said, and our trip to the caves is uneventful. I’m very grateful for that. Judging by first impression of things, this dark realm is full of dead rocks and hills, with no vegetation at all on one side and the never-ending orchard on the other. If Rajah were not leading the way, I might have thought we were walking in place, like we were on a treadmill. It makes me wonder about the knee-high grass in the clearing between the orchard and the woods where they captured Faith. How did it grow there and why, when everything else is all dead rocks and dirt? You can’t call it soil. Soil has potential for growth, for life. This dirt is lifeless, like a discarded seashell after the animal is gone from it, empty of life.

      Maybe Azalea’s realm being so close spills over and gives this one life? If that’s the case, it means that every time we open a portal, something from that realm spills over to our world. Now that’s a scary thought that makes me remember that Meda opened a portal to Enlil’s realm twice, and he somehow did it as well so he could come to ours who knows how many times. I shiver at the thought just before I bump into the solid wall of muscle in front of me. I would’ve gone down on my ass if he hadn’t snaked his arm behind him and grabbed me.

      This is getting old.

      I huff a breath and push his arm away. “Get your fucking hand off me,” I snap.

      “Quiet, witch!” he hisses, and I stop breathing.

      Peering around him, I see we’re at a bend in the path and right in front of us is the eerie green glow of the lanterns where the entrance of the caves is. It’s another mountain like the one where the temple is, only not as high. There are a few of the monsters scattered above the cave, acting like they are guarding it. I count five from where I’m standing.

      “Five guards,” I tell Lucifer like he is blind and not seeing the same thing I am.

      “Seven.”

      “What? Where?”

      “Two more at each side of the entrance that aren’t holding lanterns,” he says like I’m a simpleton.

      “You don’t have to be an ass,” I hiss.

      “No, I do not, but it is so much fun.” He smirks at me.

      “Whatever, angel, let’s go. They see my lantern as well, I’m sure. They’ll wonder why I’m standing like a dumbass.”

      I move, but it doesn’t take long to slow my steps as I remember the way they walked the first time. Recalling the thumping of their feet, I try to mimic the tempo. I’m holding the sides of the cloak tight around me in case my white dress decides to make an appearance and wave around like a flag of surrender in their face. My palms vibrate at the thought of burning those things to ashes or drowning them where they stand.

      “What is wrong with you? Why are you walking like that, witch?”

      “That’s how they walked when I saw them. I’m trying to act like we are no different,” I point out.

      He says nothing for so long that I chance a glance at him and get angry the same second.

      “Are you laughing at me?” I hiss at him.

      “No, witch, I would not dare do such a thing.” His voice is strained and he snorts at the end, obviously not able to hold it in any longer. I believe steam is coming out of my ears at this point.

      It was bad timing, or else I would’ve thrown a ball of fire in his perfect face, but looking at where we are, I have to stew in my anger until we get out of here. I decide to ignore him and continue towards the cave, stomping and all. As we near it, Rajah swoops down on one of the guards who is standing above the cave. I watch in horror, thinking the owl tricked us and is giving us away. I almost scream in frustration when a disturbing screech wrenches from the cloaked monster as he swats his skeletal arms towards the owl, sending sparks of lime green fire towards it. My breath catches in my throat, but the flames miss Rajah by a hair, then he circles above us as if nothing happened.

      “Great. He just told them we are here,” I whisper-yell at Lucifer. “Why can’t one thing go right, for fuck’s sake?”

      As I’m finishing my rant, Rajah does it again with the same result. I swear it’s like he’s doing it on purpose to give me a heart attack. Lucifer is saying something, but I don’t hear it because I have a whooshing sound in my ears from how angry I am. He repeats it again.

      “Huh? What did you say?” I ask him to repeat it for the third time.

      “I said, he is giving us cover, witch. We can’t kill them all at once. Some will make noise, obviously,” he says with an exasperated sigh.

      “Right!” I mumble, embarrassed.

      Of course he is covering our asses. I need to stop fighting the cold me and let her do what she needs to do because. The mushy me sucks at doing things right, and she may start crying at any minute.

      Almost at the cave, Lucifer pauses. “I’ll get the two at the entrance, you start picking off the ones above it. You know what you are doing, so just focus like we trained,” Lucifer whispers.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      There is a narrow path to the right of the cave entrance, so I veer that way, ignoring Lucifer. I know he’ll be fine, although I’m not sure I will be. Releasing my grip on the tendrils of the lantern, I let it penetrate my energy and attach itself like a leech. My body shudders involuntarily.

      As soon as I stop fighting it, the coldness seeps in and the cold, calculating me relishes it. This is power. My thoughts make me sick to my stomach. I don’t want power, just peace.

      But I have no time to dwell on that because I’m within arm’s reach of monster number one. Luckily, my brain works fast enough to let me know I should send a fireball to the one above us first so he doesn’t have time to react, then I can hit the one in front me. Or it can be simultaneous. Either way will work. So, I build the fire in my palm and hurl it at the one standing above us. He screeches loud enough to bust my eardrums and the one in front of me, instead of looking at me, turns and his gaze moves up to find his buddy crumbling on the ground as flames attack him. It gives me enough time to gather another ball and, as he turns to me, I throw it right inside the hood of his cloak. He doesn’t even have time to make a sound before everything in front of me erupts into beautiful orange, yellow, and red flames. I need to find the other three because I’m sure by now they see the fire is not green. If they call for help, we’ll be screwed.

      I sprint up the path to find them when out of nowhere all three appear above me. Thankfully, someone tackles me because green flames barely miss me. I scramble around, trying to get up so I can fight, but Lucifer presses his body firmly on top of me, not letting me move a muscle. I buck my hips under him to dislodge him with no luck.

      “Stop moving and be quiet,” he hisses in my ear and I quit my thrashing.

      I raise my eyes to where the three cloaks were earlier and see them turning left and right, probably searching for us. They can’t see we’re sprawled on the ground just a few feet away from them. I’m on my stomach and Lucifer is putting all his weight on me, grinding my hipbones into the dirt. I can only take fast, shallow breaths through my nose or I’ll eat dirt. As we wait, two creatures separate from the group, obviously searching for us, while the third hurries towards the entrance, surely to call for help. We have to stop him.

      I push my hips up to get Lucifer off me so I can burn the monster before he calls for help, but instead of him rolling away, the asshole’s erection presses on my ass. What the fuck is wrong with men? It doesn’t matter if they are angels, gods, or humans, they are all alike.

      “Get that thing out of my ass, angel, and stop the asshole before he gets help,” I whisper-yell at him.

      He doesn’t move, only flicks his wrist and the monster running bursts into dust. It’s comical to see, like in the old movies when they stake a vampire and it instantly turns to ashes. I’m impressed with the power he has for all of two seconds when the reality hits me like a freight train.

      I thrash under him again. “Get off me, get off me.” The words are pushed through clenched teeth, and it does the trick because he finally rolls off of me.

      I whirl on him, forgetting about the other two creatures that are set on killing us. “You fucking asshole! You could’ve killed them all in less than a minute. There was no need for you to get on top of me.”

      “Is that your form of thanks for saving you, witch? Why, you’re very welcome, Alexia, don’t mention it,” he mocks, but I see he is angry.

      “I don’t know what your game is, Lucifer, but I’m not playing it,” I tell him stubbornly, crossing my arms over my chest, the lantern still, after everything, clutched in my hand. It’s not that I want to hold on to it. I can’t let go of it. So, here it is, still dangling.

      His eyes roam over my head, he flicks a wrist again, and I hear the puff of dust telling me one more monster is gone. That leaves only one to get rid of. A second later, he does the same movement towards my right and the same sound floats around us.

      “I can stand here and you can keep killing them,” I point out.

      “Let us get in the caves, witch, but be warned. Inside them my powers don’t work. It’s warded to prevent the ones that are held there from using magick.”

      “You mean I can’t use fire or water in there?”

      “No, you cannot. I had to kill the two at the entrance with a good old-fashioned breaking of the neck.”

      “Great. Just what we need. And”—I lift a finger in his face—“wards or not, if you ever get your erection near me again, I’ll set it on fire. Just so you know.”

      I storm off after those words and he follows behind, chuckling. I might send a fireball toward his crotch when all this is over, just because he thinks it’s funny to piss me off.

      Without waiting for him, I reach the entrance and walk in as if I have every right to be there.
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      After walking for a couple of minutes through a tunnel carved inside the mountain, my feet sinking an inch into the sandy ground and only the green, eerie light of the lantern guiding me, I start to wonder how long it will be before I get noticed and how quickly I will be able to find the cells holding all the people I need to get out of here. I hope they’re close to each other. That would be perfect, but I don’t count on it since anytime I’ve ever hoped for something I’m left with disappointment. Don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t care less about my own expectations being met. I’m only worried it’ll cost the life of the people that mean more to me than my own. That’s something Remi has lived with through lifetimes thanks to me. And I was upset with her for being overprotective.

      I concentrate on my breath as I walk because I need a calm and focused mind, not one that’s all over the place. That’s the only reason why I silence the mushy part of me that overthinks everything and embrace the primal, cold part of me that walks with the lantern in hand. No emotions, just instinct.

      The eerie green glow creates creepy shadows on the rocky walls. Although I can’t hear Lucifer behind me, I can tell he is there. When I peer over my shoulder, his shadow is mixed with the others on the walls.

      “I don’t think we will be lucky enough to find them in one place, as much as I’m hoping for it, so we’ll split up if that’s the case,” I whisper, but I know he can hear me.

      “I don’t think so,” is all he says back, as if there is no discussion to be had.

      Well, he has another thing coming if he thinks he has control of me. I have no problem bolting as soon as we find one of them, then I’ll get the rest while he takes her out. Obviously, I keep my mouth shut and don’t tell him that. I’m also cockier because he said this place is warded so he can’t use his powers. In other words, even if he tries, he can’t read my mind. Eat that, sucker! I speed up my steps.

      On the next bend, I finally see more light, which tells me we’re almost at the cells. I move closer to the walls of the tunnel, hoping it’ll give me the advantage in seeing what’s going on there before I step out. Lucifer follows my lead. Hidden in the depths of the tunnel but close enough to scan the open area we’re about to enter, I stop and take note of as many details as I can. It’s huge, and although I can’t see the roof from where I’m standing, the silvery glow mixing with the eerie light means it’s open.

      That brings another question to mind: why the hell didn’t we go up there to scout the place? Rajah should’ve taken us there first. I hate it when I have to rely on others to do something, and this is one of the reasons why. There’s no strategy, no looking at the bigger picture. It’s as if they were blinders or something. Most focus on the thing they need to do without considering other options, but it’s too late to worry about that now.

      Rows and rows of cells are carved into the walls, one next to the other, and closed with metal bars painted with blood runes that writhe around as if they are alive. As I watch, they move and change shapes. I can’t help but wonder how we are going to open the cells when we find them because from where I’m standing, I don’t see a way.

      Taking my eyes off the cells, my gaze jumps around at the cloaked monsters and their position. If I know where they are, it will be easier to predict their movements when the time comes. There are so many of them I think this might be a suicide mission.

      Taking a deep breath, I exhale slowly. Lucifer squeezes my forearm in encouragement. I snort. I don’t need reassurance; I’m doing this no matter what.

      The middle of the open space is sloped like a dried-out pond, and in the middle of it there’s a post made of wood and metal, just like the bars of the cells. I don’t need to guess what its use is because the dirt around it is dark from blood, old and fresh alike. I shiver. Have they been hurt here? Are they in one of those cells bleeding and in pain while I’m standing here like an idiot staring around? I will find them, no matter what it takes. Then everyone responsible will pay the price for what they have gone through. Oh, Yes! They will pay for everything, and that includes each misplaced hair on their heads.

      My heart, still bursting with anger, betrayal, and pain, thumps loudly twice, as if rejoicing at the idea of revenge, before it returns to a normal heartbeat. Turning my head and glancing over my shoulder at Lucifer, I notice he is right behind me, so close I have to tilt my head back to see his face. It takes a second for him to look down at me.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      He watches me silently for a second, searching for something in my eyes, but I show nothing. I stare blankly at him, waiting. He frowns, and I feel my heart thumps two times again. That’s weird. His eyebrows shoot up to his hairline and his eyes widen in surprise. I still wear my poker face, showing nothing. A few more seconds pass before he nods. That’s all I need.

      Turning around, I straighten my shoulders, pull the hood of the cloak down over my face as far as it will go, and with sure steps, walk into the open space. It takes me a couple of steps to see clearly thanks to the darkness of the tunnel, but when I can, I notice a cloaked monster moving at my right checking the cells. I figure doing the same is our best option, so I walk closer to the walls, stopping at each cell just like him.

      They walk in pairs, one with a lantern and one without, so I wonder if Lucifer knew this and that was why he didn’t get one. My trust in people has gone to shit, so I question everything. My heart does the thump, thump again. Great! I’m going to die of a heart attack just as I find them. That quickens my steps.

      I expect sorrow to hit me when I see the occupants of the cells. They are all women, curled on the ground or in a corner, black and blue with caked blood on their bodies and dressed in rags, but all I have is anger and detachment. All my brain accepts at each cell is it’s not them. As I pass more cells, I realize some are occupied with two to four women huddled together. It’s a good sign, but since they must have known I’d come eventually, they’d have to be stupid to put all three together. I’ll still have to search for Faith anyway.

      I keep walking with Lucifer’s quiet presence next to me. We near steps carved in stone that lead up to the next level. I head straight for it, getting more anxious that someone will realize who we are before I get to see where my sisters are. Like he can feel my anxiety, Rajah hoots and I look up to see him circling above the opening in the mountain. With one more hoot, he dives in and hovers around a couple of cells opposite me for a few seconds before he bolts out, disappearing from sight.

      My heart jumps. I need to go there. Trying not to sprint, I step as fast as I think is acceptable, ignoring the groans, cries, and whispered comforts coming from the cells. Lucifer follows. In almost no time at all, we near where Rajah hovered, so I slow down and stop at the cells two doors down from where I want to go. I hope that if anyone’s watching, they won’t think it’s strange that I stop longer at the two cells I need to check. I linger impatiently, focusing my effort not to fidget. After what seems like forever, I stop at the first of the indicated cells. I am expecting to see the same sight as in the rest, so imagine my surprise when something tries to hit my face. Taking a quick step back to escape it, I bump right into Lucifer. He groans but I pay no attention. I’m staring, wide eyed, at what’s in front of me.

      “That’s right, asshole, I’ll rip your face off if you come closer,” Remi says menacingly. “Get the fuck out of here before you end up like your buddy.”

      Lucifer snorts. I imagine he is trying not to laugh, but my mouth is still hanging open and it takes me a second to snap out of the shock.

      “Remi, stop yelling at me, you’ll get their attention,” I hiss when I get my wits back.

      “Alexia?”

      “No, it’s Angelina Jolie. Are you disappointed?” I grin at her.

      I still can’t believe she almost took my face off with the sharp stone in her hand. Trust Remi to go for the kill.

      “Sap, is that you?” I hear the whisper from the cell next to Remi’s.

      I give Remi one more glance, which I doubt she sees since the hood covers most of my face, and I move to see Jezzinta. At least Remi is standing, although she has bruises on her from what I can see. When I stand in front of the other cell, my stomach clenches. Jezzinta is sitting next to the bars, her back leaning on the wall. Her hair is matted with dried blood and dirt, her face bruised, and her skin as pale as a ghost. Her legs are stretched in front of her, while Meda is lying curled on the ground with her head in Jezzinta’s lap, both of them breathing shallowly.

      “Jez,” I choke, “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “I know, Sap, I need to warn you, though. It’s Derik, sis. He fooled us all. He’s the high priest here,” she says with tears in her green eyes.

      “I know. I’ll deal with that later. Let’s get you out of here first.” My chest tightens and I feel the thump, thump again.

      “I have to warn you, we’ll need help. We’re not strong enough for anything.”

      “That’s fine, Lucifer is with me. How do I open the cells, do you know?”

      “I’ll tell you. Let them rest until it’s time,” Remi whispers from the other cell. I look around to see if anyone is paying attention before I move back there.

      “Talk fast or I’ll have to do another loop before I come back here,” I tell her.

      “Those that carry lanterns cut their arm and touch the runes. It makes the bars go up,” Remi whispers.

      “How much noise are we talking about?”

      “They don’t make noise.”

      “Perfect. Give me the damn weapon you have.” I reach my hand and she places the stone in it.

      Without a second thought, I make a large slash on my forearm and shove the cut on the writhing runes. Spikes of vile magick stab my skin and crawl up my arm. I breathe through my nose so as not to make a sound. Luckily the bars start moving so I don’t wait. I move to the next cell and shove my forearm on those, too. The vile feeling intensifies, and I turn to Lucifer to distract myself.

      “You need to grab Meda and Jezzinta. They can’t walk on their own.”

      “That is not a problem, witch, I just wonder how far we will get,” he says, peering over my head just as the bars raise up. Remi and Faith, to my relief, roll under the bars and stand behind Lucifer before I slowly turn around. It’s too easy, like we’re playing into someone’s hand, but I have no time to doubt. I’ll count my blessings while I still can.

      “We need to remove the wards as fast as possible,” Lucifer murmurs as I stare at ten cloaked monsters watching us with interest. I hear shuffling behind me and angle my head to see Lucifer holding Remi and Faith, one in each hand, both dangling unconscious. What the fuck? Jezzinta is already rolling under the rising bars with Meda on her heels, so I look down at them. I don’t know why they are coming out when they can’t fight. Don’t they see they’ll get more hurt?

      On her knees, Jezzinta glances up at me. “Don’t hurt us. We’ll walk, we won’t struggle,” she says like she’s afraid of me. “They don’t need to be here.” She points at the ten others standing a few feet away. I finally realize they’re playing along because the cloaked monsters still don’t know who we are. Now what? I don’t even know if these morons talk. It’s eerily quiet, apart from the prisoners here, and I will screw everything up if I say a word.

      Rajah swoops out of nowhere without making a sound, grabbing one cloak with his talons and catching the closest one off guard, pulling him off the ledge. The others spring to action, running towards the stairs while throwing green flames at him as he flies up, dodging them like he’s done this a million times. I, too, get animated by grabbing Jezzinta and Meda under their arms and lifting them up. Remi and Faith come next to me and grab one each.

      “We’re too weak, plus we can’t use our magick, so we’ll carry them. Kill as many of the fuckers as you can,” Remi says over her shoulder, and I see she’s limping.

      “I can’t, Remi, the wards won’t let me.”

      “Don’t be a fucking idiot, Sap! You have a lantern,” Jezzinta

      whispers.

      I want to slap myself. Seriously I can’t be that stupid! I don’t even think of it after seeing the creatures throwing green flames at Rajah. I need to have my head examined. Plus, Lucifer obviously doesn’t know either, judging by his warning earlier. Or did he do it on purpose? Now that’s a chilling thought, one I have no time to examine right now.

      “Let’s go. As soon as we exit the cave, Lucifer can open a portal.”

      I walk in front of them and Lucifer takes the back. I wish we could go faster, but there’s nothing I can do about it. My blood is boiling just thinking about how hurt they are. I want to kill something—preferably many somethings before we leave. I look up, wondering if going through the top opening is a better plan, but because they are so weak right now, it leaves us with only one option: to go down. We get to the stone steps and move down just as cloaked figures spill in from a tunnel opposite the entrance. We’re so close I can taste it. We have to get out.

      As soon as we get to the ground, Lucifer steps between Jezzinta and Meda, grabbing both their forearms almost lifting them off the ground. With Faith and Remi on each side of them, they all run.

      I turn, throwing fireballs at the creatures sprinting towards us across the center of the cavern. I can’t access the water element in this realm. It makes sense in a disturbing way, since water is life and everything here reeks of death. To my surprise, the flames are a mixture of red, orange, and yellow with green specks throughout, and when they hit their mark, they explode like fireworks, which is something I didn’t notice earlier when I smoked the guards. Maybe it’s the freaking wards messing with it. Who knows? Who cares? They work. That’s what matters.

      I throw one after another while dodging theirs until I turn the bend in the tunnel from where we entered earlier. Then I take off after the others to catch up. We’re almost out of the damn caves. A green fireball hits the wall just behind me, so I duck to avoid the rocks raining over me before turning to see how close they are. We’re almost out and we’ll be screwed if Lucifer doesn’t open the portal fast.

      “Open the damn portal, angel, they’re coming!” I yell as they exit the cave a few seconds before me.

      As I run out of it, I bump into Lucifer’s back, causing him to take a couple of unbalanced steps with a grunt.

      “What the fuck, move!” I snap before I see movement in front of them. Spinning around, I gather as much fire as I can and, like a flamethrower, I launch a big blast of it into the tunnel, smiling grimly when I hear their screams. Good! If I die, I’ll take as many as I can with me.

      I straighten my back and join Remi’s side, my eyes landing on what she is staring at. My heart freezes in my chest.

      “Ah, how lovely. All of us together just like old times,” Derik says cheerfully. Behind him, like a kite connected with an energy cord, Tiamat writhes in the air. I narrow my eyes and realize it’s an apparition, that she’s not really here, though she’s somehow attached to him.

      Taking a deep breath, I amble forward until I’m standing in front of everyone because his problem is with me, not with them. As I do, I feel like a weight has been lifted off me. Fuck! The wards. He stopped Lucifer two steps before he could use his power, that asshole. Well I’m about to fix that little problem. Just give me a minute.

      Smiling what must be an evil smile judging by the widening of Derik’s eyes, I creep towards him. Let’s do this!
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      “How lovely of you to come greet us, Derik. I almost thought you rude for not saying hi,” I say, pouting like a child. I really should try acting because this is an Oscar winning performance, I’m sure of it.

      “Don’t move a step, Lucifer, or I’ll kill them all before you make it out of the wards. Nice little trick, isn’t it?” he says, scowling over my shoulder, and my blood boils.

      “Oy, asshole, I was talking to you. After everything, have the decency to look at me and answer back,” I snap at him and he smiles. Okay, more like baring of teeth than a smile, but whatever. His palms are forming eerie green flames as I watch. Well, shit!

      “Oh, I’ll look at you, alright. There’s plenty of time for that, Alexia.”

      “Hmm … I’m not so sure about that, but whatever you say.” I shrug. I’ll either kill him or die. I have no intention of spending more time than necessary here.

      “Why? Are you in a rush to destroy the potions? How did that work out for ya, by the way?”

      I hear the glee in his voice and breathe through my nose to keep myself under control.

      How the fuck does he know the potions are not destroyed? Lucifer and I tried many times, but no matter what we did, they stayed in their pretty little box, untouched. Shivers trail up my spine when I see the twinkle in his eyes, which are like soulless holes right now. How didn’t I see this? Am I really that naïve? I shake my head to dislodge the thoughts, since there’s no time for those now.

      “Nope! They’re still good to go. I actually changed my mind about them after everything that happened,” I tell him conversationally. You’d think we are talking about the weather.

      “Is that so?”

      “Mhm.” I can play dumb with the best of them, and I’ll bluff till kingdom come if he wants to play that game. There is no way he can get to them, of that I’m sure, because Lucifer put a protection on them and I hid them where no one but I would be able to get them.

      Okay, maybe Thanos, but he’ll need to get to the place first, and since he has no legs, that leaves yours truly the only person with access. See? I can do something right.

      Derik eyes travel from my head to my feet, while I narrow mine at him. The mushy me is hurt and wants to curl up in a ball and cry, but the other me is finding a weakness in the enemy. She’s not controlled by a moral compass. She’s all instinct. I never thought I had a predator in me, but at this moment, I’m grateful for it. Emotions make you reckless, impulsive. I can’t have that right now, so I push as hard as I can and shove the mushy me so far back in my consciousness that I’m a little worried I’ll never be able to bring her back. I don’t have time to worry about that either, though.

      Grabbing the clasp of the cloak around my neck, I pull at it, letting it drop and pool around my feet after I untangle the lantern out of it. Of course, I get the reaction I want. He is a man, after all. Only one head can work at a time.

      His eyes gloss over and he takes a deep breath, a smirk tilting the corners of his lips. I smile. Not because of him and his leering. I smile because I hear Lucifer’s sharp intake of breath behind me. Angel, god, and human alike, they are male. Behold the power of the vagina. It’s pathetic and disappointing, really. Not that it has been any different since the beginning of time, but they make us be ashamed of it like it’s our fault they can’t control their basic instincts. Just think about the story of Adam and Eve until Lilith showed up. Need I say more?

      Thanks to the huge moon above, I’m basically naked in this stupid white dress I’m wearing, even if it is coated in dirt and grime from the earlier tumble up the mountain. It still serves me well for now.

      “See something you like?” I purr while cocking one eyebrow at him.

      “Whatever you’re playing at, Alexia it won’t work,” he says, glaring at me. Too bad I know different, and the bulge in his pants is the thing telling me. I grin.

      “Should I cover myself to preserve my modesty, then?” I bat my eyelashes and bite my lower lip.

      “She’s lost it,” Jezzinta whispers behind me, and I almost laugh out loud at that. Hell yeah, I’ve lost it, but that happened a long time ago. I think I was only trying to keep it under control, at least until now. Well, fuck it. I’ll go out with a bang and all that crap. First, I need to figure out if I can kill the bitch Tiamat while I’m at it as well. Wouldn’t that be handy?

      “Well? Should I?” I bet my eyelashes at him as if I’m an idiot and need instruction.

      “I know you’re doing this so the angel can move and open the portal, so it’s not working.”

      “What’s it to you if he opens it or not? You need me, not them.” I jab my thumb over my shoulder.

      “Right, so I can deal with them coming to rescue you. I’m not you. I look at the bigger picture.”

      “Why would anyone rescue me if I’m here by my own free will? I don’t get you.” I shake my head. “And can you get the damn lantern? It’s annoying to hold all the time.” I stretch the hand holding it towards him.

      “How did you get that, by the way?” He glares at the lantern like it’s a traitor.

      I can’t stop the laughter from bubbling out. “Really? After your fucked up, deceiving actions, you’re angry at an object?”

      “Something is different about you,” he mumbles, I think more to himself than me. “Don’t you dare, bitch, or I’ll burn you all before you blink,” he snaps to someone behind me.

      “Bipolar much?” I turn around to see what he sees, just as Jezzinta rises to her feet, probably trying to get the earth element to come to her aid.

      I jerk my head left and right at her subtly; they need to just move a couple of steps and get out of here, not fight. She narrows her eyes at me, lifting her chin stubbornly. I guess even though we are not blood, we can sure as hell pass for sisters since all of us are the same: stubborn as mules, even when we’re hurt.

      “Let them go. Derik. I’ll stay because I want to stay, and they won’t come back here again.”

      “Right! And I’m Santa Claus!” He shakes his head.

      A thought hits me when he does that, and I blurt it out. “Where’s Philip?”

      Derik smiles like he just became the All-Father and I hear Remi’s choked cry behind me. My stomach drops to the dead dirt at my feet. If he’s a traitor too, I’m going to flay his skin with a butter knife. I’m used to being betrayed, but not Remi. Not if I can help it.

      “He is around. I was going to kill him first, but I thought you and Remi could bond better if I turn him to my side. I’m almost there.” He puffs his chest out.

      “But he is alive.” I make it a statement.

      “Depends what your definition of ‘alive’ is, I guess.” He angles his head.

      “If you turned him into one of those creatures, not even death will save you from me,” Remi snaps from behind.

      I’m trying to convince him to let them go and this one is threatening him. Why can’t things go smooth and easy for once? Oh, right. Because I can’t keep my mouth shut, that’s why. I need to get him to pay attention to me.

      “What would Tomorith say about all this? This is his realm, after all. Where is he?” A change of subject might help, or so I hope.

      “Tomorith is no more. We had a change of leadership and he didn’t make it,” he says proudly, and my stomach twists in knots.

      “Listen, Derik, I did my fair share of thinking after our lovely reunion the first time. No matter how hard I try, I still can’t help but care for you. Even if at the moment I hate myself for feeling this way, it’s the truth. I still have the potions, so I have a proposition for you.” I pause to gauge his reaction, his mind working as he tries to figure out what my game is, but I keep my poker face intact and stand relaxed, as if we’re at a picnic.

      A rustling noise makes me turn, the blood chilling in my veins. While I’ve been blabbing and not paying attention, the cloaked monsters have surrounded us. It’s like a living wall with us in the center. They’re everywhere, all the way up the mountain and around the cave opening. Trying not to show my concern, I focus him, shaking my hand with the lantern in his face.

      “The lantern! I have no desire to be like them.” I jerk my chin at the cloaks around us.

      “Let’s hear the proposition first. The lantern will not make you be like them.”

      I narrow my eyes at him because I think he mumbled “on the outside” but I can’t be sure, so I don’t press.

      “Let them go and I will give you the potions so you can open the portal. I’m coming with you to retrieve the tablets, and we can share them, I guess. We’ll discuss the logistics after we get them.”

      Holding my breath while he squints his eyes into slits, I assume to judge my state of mind, I pray he’ll just go for it. It’s too tempting of a deal for a vile, power-hungry ass like him. Why else would he do all the things he’s done otherwise? Throughout all of this, and with his actions playing in the back of my mind on repeat, that’s the only explanation I can think of. I honestly never thought myself to be so gullible after everything I’ve been through, so he did teach me a lesson. I should be grateful but I’m obviously not. At least not right now.

      “It’s a very tempting offer, but you’ll need to prove that you mean it first,” he says, and my gut twists at those words.

      “Prove it how? You want a blood oath?” I snap before I have time to think about what I’m saying.

      I want to slap myself when I see the glint in his eyes. I hear the women behind me gasp, all at the same time. Lucifer is uncharacteristically quiet, so much so I wonder if he’s still there. A chill crawls up my spine like icy fingers, stopping at the base of my skull and numbing it to the point I think I’ll collapse where I’m standing. What the hell did I just do? Did I give him an idea that will screw us all?

      “Let’s get back inside and we will talk more about this lovely idea,” he says cheerfully, and that sets me on full alert. Flames form in his palms, and as I’m about to move, I register his next words like through a fog. “Put the flames down, or they’ll be dead for real this time.” he says to me, and I blink stupidly at him.

      Following his gaze, I glance at my palms and my eyes widen. From the tips of my fingers to my wrists, both my hands are engulfed with flames, but at least the lantern is nowhere in sight. I didn’t notice, nor did I call on the fire consciously. I take a deep breath, willing it to go away while I’m trying to calm the panic rushing through me. I have to remain in control to keep them alive. I can’t let him rattle me like this.

      “Let them go, Derik. I’ll stay.”

      “You think I’m stupid like Enlil? I don’t think so. All of you turn around and get in the cave or I’ll make you. How many of you are inside is not important to me, so it’s your choice who lives and who dies.” Fire slams in front of Meda’s feet, almost hitting her as he finishes his orders, and my heart jumps to my throat when I hear her yelp.

      “Fine. No need to act like more of an ass than you already are.”

      I turn on my heels to start walking, but as I take two steps towards the cave, I have to stop or I’ll collide with Lucifer’s chest. He’s not moving, so I look up at his face. The breath gets stuck in my throat at his expression, and for a split second I wonder if he’s a bigger threat than Derik. Anger radiates from his body in waves that almost double me over. The shock of it wears off fast and is replaced by my own anger at him for acting all superior and not dealing with things quickly like he should have. If he hadn’t toyed around, we’d be gone by now.

      “Move,” I growl through clenched teeth at him.

      He stares at me for a few more moments, then turns on his heels and stalks towards the cave. The creatures part in front of him like he’s royalty walking through his subjects. I want to scream at him, but instead I take deep breaths and close my eyes. Great Mother, help me stay sane long enough to see them safely home and not self-combust before it’s done.

      Cold fingers entwine with mine on both sides of me and I open my eyes to see Remi and Jezzinta taking one hand each with Faith holding Meda up with an arm around her waist. My heart shrivels even more in my chest. They’re here because of me. The Goddess knows what they’ve been through up to this point. Yet instead of hatred or resentment, love and understanding shines in all their eyes like this is something we all have to deal with. Guilt eats at my insides like a hungry beast because they’ve accepted their fate, standing strong around me as if to say, “We’ve got this, we’ll deal with it together,” and here I am falling apart with self-pity.

      Two gentle reassuring squeezes on my hands make me take one more deep breath. “We’ve got this,” I whisper as I lift my chin and square my shoulders.

      From the corners of my eyes, I see Remi and Jezzinta do the same. Even Meda stands taller against Faith, and there is such pride in them filling my lungs that my chest almost bursts from it. These are my sisters and they’ll stand with me even when death is staring us straight in the face. No questions, no doubt, and no uncertainty. Simply pure love, trust, and faith. I will never let them down, even if it means my life. Gripping tighter to the hands I’m holding; I take the first step. Together, we move towards the darkness of the cave in front of us, taking the path Lucifer cleared through the creatures.
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      I stalk away from the witch without a word so I don’t blurt something stupid. It is not like me to act this way. Luckily the wards are around me, for I am not sure anyone would be left standing with the anger rolling off me in waves. I’m not angry at her—well, not much. I’m angry that a puny mortal—dark wizard or not—has played me for a fool and is planning to keep me trapped here. Me! No matter how stupid the humans have been, never in their right minds have they tried something like this. Then I think back to Tiamat tethered by a magick string like a house pet and I almost laugh. It’s no laughing matter seeing a god bound to do the bidding of a mortal. Something is very wrong with all this, but I can’t put my finger on it.

      One thing I am certain of is this: I will not let anyone play me like a pawn, and may the Universe help whoever tries. I should’ve known millennia ago that their greed and lust would come to this one day. Damn my curiosity and faith in them! Still, I’m trying to understand why I didn’t move and destroy everything around me outside of the cave. Why do I care about the women? Well, maybe not about all of them (I like to lie to myself), but the witch will be eve more heartbroken if anything happens to them, and that very thought kept me rooted to the ground like Tiamat to that string. That angered me more.

      When she dropped the cloak and the moon illuminated her from above, I stood there stupefied, trying to get air into my lungs like a mortal male. She was like a vision glowing with an enchanted aura around her, and I almost reached out to touch her to see if she was real.

      Stupid. Of course she’s real. She’s mortal like the rest of them.

      My steps falter at that. Is she mortal? After everything the old witch told me back in their realm, I’m not sure anymore.

      I also saw how Tiamat had her calculating reptilian eyes trained on Al like she’s seeing the witch for the first time. It gave me an uneasy feeling. I know all about her adventures trying to hurt Alexia, but after what I just saw out there, I am not sure of what to think. There is a lot more at play here and it will be wise to see it unfold. I can stay and watch what happens so I can put the pieces together, but only if my heart doesn’t jump into my throat every time Alexia is in danger. That is hard in itself since the witch chases death with everything she’s got, though why I care so much is beyond me.

      It’s the damn myth Daisy was talking about. It cannot be true. I would’ve known about it … maybe. That maybe is toying with my mind and I do not like it.

      I’m jarred out of my thoughts by the shuffling behind me, and I flick a glance over my shoulder to see the five women following behind me with their chins up like queens going for a stroll. Their disheveled looks don’t take away from their show of strength, and I grudgingly admit, if only to myself, that I admire it. There is determination in all their eyes as they come closer, and my anger ebbs in my chest. Maybe this is why I find mortals so fascinating.

      The first two pass me but I can’t take my eyes from Alexia. I watch as the witch comes closer, holding the other two by their hands. They act so carefree and innocent it almost gives me the illusion of safety, even in this dark, dead place. She stops in front of me, and the other two release her hands, walking past me but staring daggers at me as if threatening my life if I look at her wrong. My lips twitch at that.

      “Something funny, angel?” The anger in her voice is as palpable as the rocks around me.

      “This whole thing is funny, witch, but I am not sure I feel like laughing at this moment,” I tell her as she narrows her eyes at me. We move together as I remember why I got so angry earlier, and I grab hold of her wrist. Energy zaps me like I’ve touched lighting and I drop her arm like it burns me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she growls at me as if I’ve

      done something wrong, cradling her wrist to her chest.

      “That was not me, witch,” I snap through my teeth, watching her to see if she’s played a trick on me, but confusion shines in her eyes. So expressive, especially now that they’ve changed colors, and it’s easy to read her, which makes it even more puzzling that the warlock didn’t read through her lies.

      But were they lies?

      Just more things that don’t make sense. Honestly, not much does when she is in question.

      Needing distance between us, I step forward. It’s as if she’s a nymph or a succubus. My mind is in a fog when she is near, and that gives me unease. But if the myth is true … My heart stops for a second before it thunders in my chest. I’m not going to think on that now. First I need to get us all out of this mess, which brings back the question I wanted to ask before I got hit with her energy.

      “Are you out of your mind to offer a blood oath to a warlock, witch? Or are you playing a game that would make it easy for me to snuff your life?”

      “Fuck you and your threats, angel. If you have a better idea, speak up. If not, shut it and don’t get in my face about what I do or don’t do to save their lives,” she snaps at my back. Then softly, I believe because she thinks I cannot hear her, she mumbles, “My life doesn’t matter.”

      My chest tightens, which doesn’t make sense, so it angers me. I whirl on her and make her jump back, bending her knees as if she’s ready to fight me if I attack. In the darkness of the tunnel, I watch her eyes go from blue to black and it gives me pause. They flicker for a while before settling back to their chocolate brown.

      “If you give him a blood oath, he can use you and your powers to hurt anyone, including those you love, witch. You can’t be that stupid not to see it.” I try for reason, although from what I have seen and watched so far, when it comes to emotions, reason does not work on her. It’s mostly impulse—stupid, but impulse nonetheless.

      She straightens, squares her shoulders, and raises her chin. For a moment, I just gape at her, my mouth only slightly open. She doesn’t read like a mortal—or a witch, for that matter. She transforms in a split second, and it’s almost as if a deity stands before me, her gaze putting me in my place even though I’m a foot or more taller. It leaves me stupefied.

      “It’s not stupid. I know exactly what I’m doing, so stay out of my way. I just need you to get them home safe. You promised, and your word is your bond, angel.”

      With those words she walks away, and my feet follow her of their own accord. I have no control over my own body as it follows her, like it is attached to her with an invisible cord. At this moment, I’m unsure whether or not I’m tethered to a mortal, just like Tiamat. My mind swirls with too many things to be able to piece coherent thoughts together, so just like the house pet I accused Tiamat of being, I trail behind the witch before me, who may be leading us to a place we won’t walk out the same as we are now.
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      As I stomp into the clearing inside the cave still pissed off at Lucifer for his remarks, I don’t pay much attention to what’s around me until I stop next to Remi, since she is the closest. Then I realize Derik is already inside, standing in the middle of the cave next to the pole at the dip in the ground. I push through the others so I can stand in front of them, but Jezzinta grabs my dress and yanks me back so I stay with them. I swear they do everything they can to make this whole clusterfuck harder. Why can’t they be selfish for one day and think of themselves first? If we get our asses out of this, we probably need to set up some rules. Right now, I want to laugh at the idea because I can picture their faces if I were to tell them this.

      Shaking my head, I stop moving and look at the douchebag in front of us. “Well? Talk,” I tell him impatiently and he glares at me. Well, fuck him. I glare back.

      “I will be back later to talk. I have things to prepare. I have a surprise for all of you. In the meantime, you’ll be my guests here,” he says, spreading his arms around as if he’s showing off his luxurious penthouse, not a cave full of cells with people in pain.

      “I’m pretty sure this is more important,” I tell him.

      “You would think so.” He grins at me, and I’m trying my best to hold my temper at bay.

      “I know it is, so let’s not play games. I also have things to do.”

      “Ah, ah, ah! You will stay here until we make a deal. They can go back to their cells, but you two come closer.”

      “They come with me,” I growl. No way am I letting them out of my sight.

      “You and Lucifer can come here, and they will be safe in their cells, or I can get rid of them if it’ll make this whole thing go smoother,” he says nonchalantly.

      “Of course! And then you’ll join them, because if they are not alive, there’s nothing stopping me from taking your life … slowly.” Two can play this game, so I eye my nails as if I’m not interested at what is going on and my heart is not in my throat. If shit keeps happening at this rate, I don’t think I’ll ever remember how it is to breathe easy.

      “I didn’t say I’d kill them. There are many ways to deal with them,” Derik says, and I realize this is where our negotiation starts.

      “No deal! They stay where I can see them, otherwise let’s get this over with, you and me. I’m getting tired of bullshit.”

      “I tried to play nice, but I see we are past that. Let’s do it my way, shall we?” As soon as he is done talking, the cloaked creatures swarm us, metal clinking so fast that by the time I see what is happening, all of them are being pulled away by cuffs with symbols etched on them like the cell bars. All five of them remain quiet and just let this happen. That makes me angry. This isn’t how this is supposed to go.

      Reaching a hand out I try to blast the creatures, but the metal wraps around my wrists at the same moment and I sag to the ground. It drains my strength with every second that passes. I’m so angry I think I can spit fire like a dragon, but the angrier I get, the weaker I feel, so I stop struggling. A growl echoes, pulling my attention to Lucifer because I think he’s fighting them, but even though he sounds like an angry bear, he’s standing still while his rage-filled eyes squint at me.

      “Stop struggling,” he mumbles so quietly I almost don’t hear it.

      I listen, and as I try to relax a bit of my strength returns so at least I can stand without falling over. “You can at least try to fight them,” I snap angrily at him. I have no idea what his fucking problem is. It’s almost as if he doesn’t want to take sides but just tags along for the sheer fun of seeing how things unfold, not caring about anyone or anything. I’d strangle him if my hands were free.

      The more worked up I get, the more tired I am. It’s such a fucked-up situation that I can’t calm down no matter how hard I try.

      “Bring them over here,” Derik instructs his creatures.

      Lucifer and I are dragged towards the center of the cave. I glance over my shoulder to see the girls being taken into the cells across from us. At least I can see them there. And then what? As if I can do shit if anything happens to them while I have these stupid cuffs on me.

      I almost trip over my own feet on the uneven ground, sucking in a breath as the bony hand of the creature grabs my upper arm so I don’t fall flat on my face. The touch feels like it’s drawing the life out of my soul and coldness spreads inside me. Not cold in my body but at the core of my essence. It makes me want to puke.

      I gulp air, but luckily it removes its hand from me. I think Lucifer is growling, but I can’t be sure because my ears are buzzing and I feel faint.

      They drag us to the pole and link our cuffs at the top part in such a way that we’re facing each other. Leaning my head on the wood, I turn to glare at Derik. Just thinking of him conjures images of the many ways I’d like to kill him. As I stew in the anger, my energy drains by the second. My wrists pulse and sweat trickles down my spine.

      “Calm down, witch. Start breathing and calm your anger or you will die here within minutes,” Lucifer mumbles for my ears only.

      I take deep breaths and, just like before, my energy comes back. I’m still tired but not drained.

      “I see you learned that trick very fast, Al,” Derik comments.

      I’m trying my best to ignore him and keep breathing. Facing the wooden pole, leaning my forehead on it, I do my best to calm the inferno that is pushing at the pit of my stomach. Eyes squeezed shut, I keep panting like I’ve ran a marathon. Slowly but surely, I manage to push the anger back as much as I can. It’s not gone but it is manageable. That will have to do. When I open my eyes, I’m staring at Lucifer’s chest, and as crazy as it sounds, I see his breathing matches mine. I wonder if he’s struggling with his own anger. Maybe he’s just better at hiding it than I am.

      I let my gaze fall on his and what I find there has me jerking my head back like he slaps me. Hunger. And it makes my whole body clench. It calls to something primal in me and I press my thighs together, frustrated. This is not the time, place, nor the lifetime for that matter, for this.

      Derik’s laughter snaps me out of my trance. I glare now at Lucifer, who smirks at me. I really want to slap the angel.

      “What do you know? Even Lucifer isn’t immune to you, Alexia.” Derik chuckles like a two-year-old.

      “Yeah! Lo and behold, the magical vagina,” I tell him dryly, not taking my eyes off Lucifer. I wonder if maybe this realm is messing with his head like it is with mine. Maybe that’s why he’s acting strange. Speaking of realm and acting strange, I turn to Derik. “Don’t you need to go somewhere, asshole? I thought that’s why you tied us to this pole like horses.”

      “I just had to see this. It’s a good thing to know for sure that the angel is not as indifferent as he likes to appear. But we will talk about it later. You two relax and enjoy the hospitality here. I’ll be back soon.” Laughing at his own joke, he spins around and exits the cave.

      As soon as he’s gone from sight, the robed creatures disperse, ambling around like before. An unnatural quiet descends all around us that brings a feeling of dread to my stomach. I can’t even hear the muffled moans and soft crying from the women who were here when we were trying to find the girls. I twist my protesting arms to glare at the cells that are visible to me and see if the women are still there. That brings a frown on my face.

      Everywhere I turn, I see they have dragged themselves as close as they can to the bars and are peering at me, meeting my eyes. My stomach drops to my feet. There’s hope in all those faces. They think I will do something to save them. Or maybe having Lucifer here makes them think that. I almost walked out of this realm with my sisters in tow and they still believe I can help. Guilt eats at my insides like acid. I let that asshole chain me like a mule and can’t do anything to get myself out, much less anyone else.

      Naturally the cuffs drain me again, so I close my eyes and take deep breaths again. It looks like this will be a long stupid night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, jackass, stop feeling sorry for yourself and let’s come up with a plan.”

      Remi’s voice rings loud and clear, and I jerk my head in her direction. All four of them are in one cell, looking at me with various degrees of scowls on their faces. Remi and Jezzinta have their clenched hands on their hips, Faith is standing with her hip jutted out and her arms folded on her chest, and Meda has her hands, with her fingers entwined like in prayer, under her chin. I can do nothing but stare. They are behind bars and Lucifer and I are cuffed to a wooden pole. It’s not like I can do shit at the moment.

      “She has a point, Sap. We need a plan,” Jezzinta adds, as if anyone in a five-mile radius doesn’t hear Remi’s declaration. I can’t help it. I laugh. A loud, deep belly laugh I haven’t uttered since they were taken from me.

      “Oh, no, I think she finally lost it.” Meda’s quiet and worried

      proclamation makes me laugh harder.

      “She never had it to be able to lose it,” Jez says dismissively.

      Two seconds later, they all start laughing with me. It takes a few minutes for the laughter to die out and a few more for the chuckles to finally stop. Rubbing my face on my shoulder to get rid of the tears streaming down my face, I glance at the angel and freeze. One moment he is looking at me, the next at the girls with a frown on his face, like a scientist pondering a formula that doesn’t make sense.

      “What’s wrong, angel?”

      “Not long ago, you almost died. Multiple times at that. We get them out just to end up here chained with them, and all of you find this funny? I have not seen you laugh like that. I think humans have bigger flaws in their genetic makeup than I originally thought.”

      Jezzinta’s giggle accompanies his statement. Remi and Faith snort right after Meda giggles too, and we all go another round. By the time we are done, I’m hanging by the cuffs because my legs can’t hold me anymore.

      “What do you want us to do? Cry? Will that change anything?” I’m still smiling like a fool, gazing up at him while resembling a dangling ornament.

      “I do not think any of you understand the gravity of the

      situation,” he huffs.

      “We understand it perfectly, Lucifer, but unless she calms down, she will die here. I don’t see you doing anything about it!” Remi snaps at him.

      “He was doing something. He was ogling her boobs,” Jezzinta, ever helpful, adds. The others snicker. I do my best not to start laughing again, somehow keeping my face expressionless.

      “I understand how fucked up the situation is. We really do need to come up with a plan, but I’m not sorry for feeling lighter now that I see them alive in front of my eyes. I don’t know what will happen next, and I will die trying to get everyone out of here if need be. In the meantime, I will enjoy their company, no matter the circumstances. I have missed them more than you will ever be able to understand.” Taking a deep breath, I turn towards my sisters. “You know having a plan is great, but not so great when everyone can hear it.” I raise my eyebrows at them for emphasis, looking at the caped creatures walking around.

      “Meh, they don’t understand what we are saying. We tested that theory a while back when we first got here.” Remi waves her hand like she’s chasing flies in front of her face, dismissing my worries.

      “That’s useful to know,” I mumble.

      “What’s that, Sap? You already knew that?” Jez smirks at me, so I just sigh and try to stand on my feet again.

      “Okay, so we need to figure out how to get out of these cuffs, angel.” I turn to Lucifer. “Do you have any bright ideas?”

      “Would I be cuffed next to you if I did, witch?” His frown is so deep that it’d cause a grimace on anyone’s face, but not his. He just looks good enough to kiss right now. I bite my tongue to disperse the thought. What the fuck is wrong with me? Maybe I just need to get laid and my brain will start functioning properly again. I can’t remember ever being this rattled in the head.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Jez says with laughter in her voice. Shit, did I say that out loud? I jerk around, twisting to see. The girls are snickering and Lucifer’s eyebrows are almost touching his hairline. Fuck! I did say it out loud.

      “Plan! Cuffs! Remember? Stay on track!” I snap at them and they all laugh while Lucifer chuckles, which pisses me off, then my energy is getting drained out of me by the damn cuffs again. I take deep breaths and a few seconds later, it stops, thankfully.

      “Call on your fire, sis, just burn them off,” says Jezzinta.

      “The cave is warded, and I don’t have the lantern anymore, Jez. I can’t call shit.” I keep taking deep, even breaths so I don’t get worked up again.

      “You never function like a normal person, jackass. Did you try to see if it’d work?” Remi adds her two cents to the banter.

      “Before I try, let’s come up with a plan. If it works, I’d rather not stick around here to figure out what to do next.”

      “There is no need for a plan. If it works, you take mine off, too. We get the witches and we are out of here. I’ll open the portal as soon as we are outside of the wards.” Lucifer sniffs as if my idiocy for not knowing is beneath him. I really want to see if I can take the cuffs off just so I can punch him in the face right now. Deep breaths!

      “There are a few flaws with your plan, angel, so let me enlighten you right now.” I speak slowly, like talking to a child, just to piss him off. He scowls at me and I grin at him, which makes his scowl deepen. “As I was saying, a few flaws. One: if we leave here, he will just follow, and more people might get hurt in that process, including Daisy. Second: we will have to come back very fast since Philip is here as well, and we don’t know how long we have to get him out before something horrible happens, judging by what that asshole said. And third: there is no way we can get this many people out that fast.” Taking one deep breath, I look at him expectantly because I already know what’s coming.

      “We can get him out, you and me. The witches are in one cell, they’ll be easy to grab, and they’ll go through the portal fast,” he says, pinning me with those midnight eyes and daring me to argue.

      Well, I really don’t like to disappoint him. Plus, the girls already start by yelling and telling him where to shove it if he thinks they’ll be leaving, which makes me want to laugh.

      “Not just them, angel. All of them.” I must have made the decision to get everyone out of here subconsciously. Since my arms are cuffed above my head, I lift one leg like a ballet dancer and do a half circle, encompassing the cave and the cells filled with women to get my point across. It wasn’t my brightest idea since raising the leg makes the dress slide up all the way to my hip, and now Lucifer’s eyes are honed-in like a hawk at the apex of my thighs. My breath catches in my throat and my mouth goes dry from the hunger there, so I snap myself out of it the next second and drop my leg very ungracefully.

      “Ewww, I really didn’t need to see that!” Jez yells at the same time the rest start talking too.

      “I told you she changed,” Meda mumbles.

      “The angel can look at me like that any day.” Faith sighs.

      “What are you playing at, Alexia?” Remi obviously thinks I have a plan with all this and, by the sound of it, she doesn’t like it.

      “You think I always have a reason for doing things?” I ask Remi and ignore the rest.

      “I can bet my life on it,” she says while squinting her eyes at me.

      “Well, I’m happy to inform you that I don’t, no matter how it seems to you. Sometimes, I just do stupid shit before I think it through.”

      “No plan, huh?” She’s not convinced and still squinting at me.

      “Nope! At times, I like to do shit willy-nilly. I like to live on the edge.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her. That gets her to crack a smile.

      “Oh, you rebel, you!” She laughs. I can’t help but smile back. I have missed them so much. Just now I realize that until seeing them I was really afraid I would never find them or be able to get to them in time. My chest squeezes tight at the thought, so I blink repeatedly so I don’t let tears flow down my face. Now is not the time.

      “Anyways”—I turn to look at Lucifer—“as I was saying, we will need to work fast. If I can get the cuffs off, we can grab one lantern holder, knock him out, then cut his arm and open all the cages. More of us doing it will help speed things up. Then we get the hell out of here. We can go into the woods. We are safe there since these creatures can’t get in—”

      “Derik may be able to get in,” he cuts in.

      “…and if that ass gets in there, I’ll deal with him. Plus, he has Tiamat tethered to him. Inanna was freaking out when I called her there because she thought she would get noticed, that’s why she merged with me. We might get help from Azalea if she feels you there, which will be a bonus. Don’t forget, we can use our magic outside the wards. There’s one of him and many of us. Then we will find Philip and get the hell out of here,” I finish out of breath.

      “What do you mean Inanna merged with you?” Remi snaps,

      and my head turns so I can stare at her.

      I frown.

      “Can we get this shit going first so we can leave this place? We can chit-chat later about unimportant stuff.”

      “That’s something you find unimportant?” The incredulity in her voice makes me shiver out of fear. What the fuck!

      “Later, Remi. This is not a debate! We need to try to get out of here, like yesterday.”

      I take a deep breath. Okay, the plan is good, so we just need to roll with it. I nod to myself, not waiting for anyone to talk or come up with different plans.

      Concentrating on the cuffs, I call out the fire and try to aim it at the metal on my wrists. All of them start talking, but I ignore them. We must move before Derik comes back, and if this works, then I’ll be damned if I sit around to chat when I can get everyone out of here. I strain to grasp the element and pull on it so it comes to my aid, but it’s slippery like oil. It passes through my grasp before I even have a chance to realize I have it. My hands and legs quiver from the strain, but it keeps slipping. My breath comes in short puffs. It’s never been this hard to call on an element, even the ones I’m not good at. It must be the wards, I decide, before I stop trying to grasp it and get ready to open my eyes. We will have to find another way out, unfortunately.

      As my lashes flutter, just before I turn to Lucifer to tell him I can’t get rid of the cuffs, his breath puffs like a soft breeze on my face. Before I register what is happening, his lips press on mine in a bruising kiss, and something in my chest explodes. Warmth and energy gush out from whatever is blocked inside until I’m lightheaded from it. His tongue pushes my lips apart, twisting and sliding against mine in a primal dance that has my head spinning and toes curling. Out of nowhere a thought emerges: this is not normal.

      No kiss should ever feel like this, angel, god, or human. This is something that can twist a soul into submission and alter one’s life. No one should have this much control of someone else. Strong arms wrap around me like steel bands, and too late I realize my hands are roaming his shoulders, pecs, and abs. My eyes pop open, and I push him away with all my might. He flies a couple of feet and slams on his ass on the ground, while I’m left panting and un-cuffed next to a pole that is all in ashes now.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Still panting, I turn to the angel with round eyes and freak out even more, because he is staring back at me with his jaw hanging open. What the fuck just happened? Searching around us, everywhere my eyes land wide ones gawk in return, my sisters gaping openmouthed while their arms hang limply at their sides. They are gawking at me like I’ve grown a second head and it pisses me off. Before I have a chance to open my mouth and tell them to stop staring, the first screech of a creature reaches my ears.
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      All hell breaks loose. Cloaked creatures run towards us, screaming so loudly my teeth chatter from the sound. I bolt towards the cell where my sisters are and right at the creature holding a lantern. A green eerie flame flies towards me, so I throw my body to the left, narrowly missing it and bumping my head on the ground from the fall. Pushing my body up with my arms, I scramble on all fours and dodge fire, but a few of them don’t completely miss their mark, grazing my arm, shoulder, and thigh. Instead of feeling burns, there is a weird coldness where the flames touch my skin.

      I have no time to dwell on that, though.

      As soon as I near the creature, I jump at it, tackling it with my body weight. We topple to the ground, our momentum making us roll all the way to the bars of the cell. Thankfully Remi and Faith are there and grab the cloak so the creature can’t move while I rake my nails on its arm and smear the sluggish black blood on the bars. As the bars move up, I grab its head and slam it on the ground as hard as I can. Arms grab my shoulders and pull me off the creature. The buzzing in my ears lowers and, as though through a fog, I hear voices yelling really close to my face. I turn my head and see the girls watching me with wariness in their eyes and my chest squeezes uncomfortably.

      “It’s dead, Al. We need to go!” Jez shouts, her face so close I can see the pores on her skin. I blink stupidly.

      “Let’s go! We’ll talk about this later,” Remi snaps, grabbing my arm and pulling me to my feet.

      I look around to see Meda and Faith holding one creature each in front of them like human shields to stop the green fireballs from hitting us, moving them like puppets. Over their heads, Lucifer plunges through creatures like a bowling ball, and it is a sight to be seen. Avenging angel suits him perfectly, with the pure beauty of his movements. Like a dancer, he twists and turns, ripping heads off left and right. Those with heads still attached are broken in half.

      “Hello! Let’s move,” Remi yells as she drags me towards the other cells. In a haze, I glance down at my hands. I’m covered in blood up to my elbows. My stomach twists and I gag. Flaring my nostrils so I don’t puke my guts out, I search around to see where we are. The girls are pale and shaky, and that snaps me out of whatever the hell is going on with me. One more peek at my hands gives me an idea.

      “I have its blood on my hands. I’ll open the cells. We just need cover and to run,” I tell Remi.

      With one nod of her head, she yells for us to run in a circle and up to the stairs on the other side. Reaching my hand out so I can touch the bars of the cells we are passing, we run much slower than we should, since the creatures are a lot heavier than I expected. Meda and Faith have a hard time holding them up.

      “Help them hold the creatures,” I tell Jez and Remi.

      They grab one side, while Meda and Faith grab the other, and we move faster. We are not even waiting to see if the women are exiting the cells. If they aren’t, there is nothing we can do about it since there are fireballs constantly hitting at us from all directions. In the whole crazy mess, the screech of an owl almost brings tears to my eyes.

      “Rajah is here to help,” I croak, unable to hide the emotions swirling in me. It seems like hearing that gives all of us a boost.

      With renewed determination, we keep running. There are fewer fireballs hitting us now because we’re moving faster. Also, the women escaping the cells are throwing themselves at the nearest creatures, taking them down by punching, kicking, raking nails, and biting, even when they’re barely able to stand. As we near the stairs on the other side of the cave, Lucifer meets us halfway.

      “You need to open a portal outside of the cave. These women need to get out of here as soon as they’re out. We can’t take them with us. He will go after us, not them,” I yell so he can hear me.

      “I shall be back,” is all he says and bolts across the cave through the middle so fast he’s nothing but a blur.

      “Go outside, all of you, go through the portal,” Jez screams as loud as she can. Women pour out after Lucifer as soon as they hear her.

      We start for the stairs. My heart is beating in my throat and temples. There are two more levels of cells and I don’t think we have much time before Derik shows his face here, especially with all the screaming the creatures are doing.

      “Guys, you go, run to the woods. I’ll get the cells myself. It’ll be easier to get away if it’s just me when Derik shows up,” I tell them urgently.

      “How nice of you,” Remi says sarcastically and starts pulling everyone up the stairs.

      “Remi, don’t be an ass. You know I’m right. If you’re not here, I can fight him. With you here, he has leverage by threatening you. We will all die.”

      “Then we die.”

      This last bit comes from Meda, and I gape at her. She gives me a big bright smile and doubles her effort, pulling the creature up the stairs. Jezzinta laughs and Faith joins her.

      “What’s up, Sap? You thought you’d show your skinny ass here and order us around? It sucks to be you, huh?” Jezzinta shakes her head.

      “I don’t find it funny,” I tell her as we reach the top of the stairs. Fireballs zip left and right and some hit the creatures the girls are holding. The others are trying to anticipate openings to hit us through our makeshift shields.

      “Nope, it’s not funny. Obviously, some shit has gone down, but you’ll spill the beans when we get out of here,” Remi says, glaring at me with hard eyes.

      “Let’s move.” I start jogging again.

      They don’t expect me to move so fast, so a fireball hits me in the shoulder since I leave myself open. The coldness from it seeps all the way to my bones, and I reach my hand to hold on to something as my body is lifted off the ground from the impact. My hand misses the bar and goes between the two metal bars towards the inside of a cell as the entire right side of my body slams into it. Pain flares so strong and I know I’m about to lose consciousness. As blackness starts taking over my vision, arms wrap around me and lift me up. Like the first rays of sunshine after a long storm, warmth spreads through my insides, melting the ice that has taken residence since receiving the first hit. Slowly, my vision clears and I look up to see Lucifer holding my weight, the girls peeking at me from behind him with worried eyes.

      “I’m okay, it’s just a flesh wound,” is my pathetic attempt at humor to lighten the mood.

      “Okay, Monty Python, if you say so,” Jez says lightly, but I hear the fear in her voice.

      I feel everyone’s fear, too. Okay, maybe it was a close call, but there is no way I’m going to admit that. I swallow the lump in my throat and peer at Lucifer again. He hasn’t moved or said anything, he just keeps staring at me like a statue.

      “Thank you,” I croak, wiggling so he lets go of me. He gets the hint, thank the Goddess. I have no idea what’s going on, but I’ll bet my life it has something to do with this realm and that stupid lantern I had to carry around. I don’t know why we didn’t just come here, doing the exact same thing we are doing right now, but it is what it is.

      Legs shaky, I start moving again, smearing the creature’s blood from my arms on bars we pass. We manage to open the cells on the second level, reminding them to get outside and through the portal. I pray to the Goddess that no one waits for them there to stop their escape.

      “We need more blood. The one on my arm is dried up or used up,” I tell them.

      Lucifer runs ahead, and before I get a chance to ask where he is going, I see him coming back, dragging a lantern creature with him. He holds the creature in one hand on the open side of the cave, using it like a shield and walking as if he is taking a stroll in the park. Shaking my head, I take a deep breath, trying not to get pissed off because I have no more strength. I just want us to get the fuck out of here.

      As soon as he is within reach, I grab the creature, turn it around, and slam its head on the cave wall between the cells. Since I see no blood, I do it a couple more times, and this time a puddle forms at my feet. I hand Lucifer back his human—or maybe creature–shield and smear my hands in the blood, trying to coat them as much as I can.

      “Let’s go.”

      I rush towards the stairs, going up to the third and last level of cells. There are only a few creatures on this level, thankfully, and they walk parallel to us on the opposite side of the cave as they hurl fireballs at us. I don’t know how many Lucifer killed, but there are considerably fewer than when all of this started.

      I peer down as we keep moving and opening cells, and my eyebrows hit my hairline. Bodies of creatures lay in piles on the ground and they’re all at odd angles. Some are just splattered remains, as if they jumped from the higher levels. I guess Rajah helped more than I expected. There are a few bodies of women as well, with black marks where the fireballs hit them. My heart thumps painfully a few times in my chest, but I push it away. It was inevitable; we knew not all of us could get out of here unharmed. It doesn’t make it right, but for some reason, I handle it much better than any other time in my life.

      When we’re done with the cells, we descend the stairs. I have no time to think of the reason why seeing the women we freed dead didn’t hit me a lot harder. My whole body is shaking and I’m grateful that my legs hold me so I can walk.

      Just as we reach the bottom step on the ground, creatures pour in from the tunnel behind us. There are a couple dozen of them and they stop like they’re waiting for us to go to them. We all freeze, along with a dozen women from the top level cowering behind us.

      Bright hot rage, unlike any before, burns in my chest as if I will repeat the episode from the night I killed Enlil and burn myself to ashes again. But no, this is different, like opening a tap but the water stops and collects at a spot where the hose is knotted. It keeps building, ballooning, and the pressure intensifies. I push Lucifer to the side, since he stepped in front of me to guard me with his body, and he stumbles a couple of steps, probably because he wasn’t expecting it. I take two steps to stand in front of everyone without explaining why when I realize there are more creatures scrambling down from the top opening and we’re now surrounded from all sides. The pressure keeps building in my chest and it’s getting uncomfortably hot. My body shivers like I’m cold, which is ridiculous because sweat is pouring down my back from the heat in my chest. I want to laugh because it feels like I’m about to self-combust and explode like a ticking bomb.

      The girls are saying something and Lucifer is yelling at me, but I can’t understand their words. Maybe the wards stopping me from using my magick are going to kill me. It also must be making some sort of a barrier around us, because the creatures start throwing green fireballs at us from all sides, but they bounce off a foot before they reach us. My body is shaking a lot more now, and all I can see around us is green fire. The next second, the pressure in my chest snaps like a rubber band, but the strangest thing happens. Veins of fire crawl from my chest to my throat. It looks almost as if I’m cracking out of a mold and going to spit fire like a dragon, but as they reach my collarbone, they stop. The red butterfly around my neck bounces, glowing like it has a mind of its own, and in the next second, a beam of fire shoots from it straight through the wall of green flames in front of us. The fireballs stop flying our way, like the creatures stopped to wonder what the hell is going on. Well, they can join the club, because I have no fucking clue what it is, either.

      As we watch, the beam spreads, shooting out other beams from its length in all directions, and within seconds, we’re gapping at an interconnected web of fire. It’s as beautiful as it is horrifying. The end of each beam is connected to a creature and spreads all around the cave. It pulses three times, and we stumble when we hear a sonic boom. All of the creatures around us explode into flames in an instant, and in the next, they turn to ash. As the dust of their bodies settles, an eerie quiet descends on the cave.

      I turn around and see everyone in our group is looking at me like I’m an alien species and they’re making first contact. My sisters stare at me with fear and confusion, which puts me on edge.

      “I come in peace,” I blurt.

      They blink as if they were in a trance. Two blinks and they burst out laughing, all of them.

      “What the fuck was that, E.T.? Wait, don’t tell us! Let’s get the hell out of here first!” Jez grabs my arm and drags me out of the cave. Everyone else follows, cackling.

      Unfortunately, I don’t find any of this funny.
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      Passing through the tunnel to exit the cave seems like it’s taking an eternity. Maybe it’s just my anxiousness to get out of dodge and know that everyone is safe that makes it seem that way. Well, as safe as we can be in this cursed realm. As we near the exit, we all slow down. I can’t hear anything over the pounding of my own heart in my ears.

      “I don’t know how you did it, witch, but you destroyed the wards so I can use my power. All of you stay behind me in case they’re waiting for us. When I tell you, all of you head for the woods. The women need to go through the portal. I have barriers around it so that only women can pass through, but they must be fast,” Lucifer directs.

      Faith and Jez turn towards the women to make sure they understand, but my mind has screeched to a halt the moment he tells me I destroyed the wards. How on earth did I do that? This realm is really messing with me and with my magick, so I just want to get out of here. Something is going on and I need time alone to figure it out. Just not before we get Philip and go home.

      One step at a time.

      “I’ll have your back while they get a head start,” I tell Lucifer.

      “Like hell you will,” Remi snaps, and I reach a hand up shushing her.

      “We’ve trained together for this, Remi. I know what I’m doing. Did you think I was sitting on my ass relaxing the whole time you guys have been gone?” Even I can hear the hurt in my voice, no matter how hard I try to hide it. But it hurts like a bitch for her to think it didn’t kill me every second they were gone.

      “I didn’t say that. We’re all staying together. No wards means we get to use our magick, too, and if they’re waiting, then we can use all the tricks we can get hold of.”

      Great! I hurt her feelings with my trigger-happy emotions. I really am going insane here.

      Taking a deep breath, I scrub my hands over my face to dispel the fatigue trying to drag my body to the ground to curl up in a fetal position and sleep for a month.

      “I just want you guys safe,” I say tiredly.

      They all wrap their arms around me in a group hug, and I choke back tears that are trying to overwhelm me. There’s no time for that.

      “Let’s get out of here. We can talk in the woods when we rest and make a plan to grab Philip.” I pull back from them.

      Remi hears the magic word, because I can see the anger and determination in her eyes, but the others have it, too. It’s amazing how Faith has become part of the group in no time at all, like she’s always been with us, but she needs to make that choice. I don’t want her to think she’s obligated to stay with us, so I try giving her an out.

      “If you want to get away from this crap, Faith, you can go with the women through the portal now,” I say, but as uncertainty shows in her eyes, I backtrack fast. “They might need help wherever they are going, but we would love to have you stay with us if that’s what you want. I just want you to have a choice. It’s not a good feeling when the choice is taken from you. I of all people should know that,” I finish lamely. Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Oh well, too late now, so I keep my eyes on her, unblinking, hoping she can see the good intentions there.

      “I’ll stay if you’ll have me,” she says, raising her chin as if daring us to say no.

      The woman is nuts if she thinks our crazy bunch would say no to someone like her.

      “Let’s get cracking!” Jezzinta grins at us, her British accent thick as it echoes through the tunnel. Leave it to her to find humor in everything.

      “I haven’t had this much fun in hundreds of years. Who knew all I needed was to find a witch?” Lucifer grins and winks at me.

      The angel has lost it as well in this realm, it seems.

      He leads the way and we follow like baby geese in a line. I breathe deeply through my mouth to keep myself as calm as possible, and I can hear everyone doing the same. I hope they don’t feel as tired as I do, because we’re screwed if there are a lot of creatures outside.

      As we near the exit, Lucifer motions with his hand for us to stop and slides the last few steps with his back to the walls, slowly sticking his head out to peek outside. The first peek is a split second, and if I didn’t watch him, I would’ve missed it. I don’t know what he saw but he frowned and stuck his head out a second, longer time. We all wait, holding our breaths, and watch him straighten and slowly walk out of the cave. Since he doesn’t say anything, I creep closer to see as well. Everyone follows the lead, as I said, like baby geese. As I reach the opening of the cave, he turns and looks at me, confusion clear in his eyes.

      “What is it?” I whisper like an idiot before it dawns on me. He is standing out in the open without a worry in the world.

      “You think you killed them all around the realm?” he asks.

      “Huh?” I gap at him dumbly.

      “The creatures. You think you killed them all?”

      “How should I know, angel? I don’t do killings as a Sunday hobby.”

      “Don’t get angry, Alexia. I’m only asking because there is no one here, but there’s a lot of dust everywhere.” He waves his arm towards the horizon. I step out next to him to see what he is talking about.

      “Go on through the portal,” Meda says to the women and I hear them shuffling, but I can’t see because I can’t take my eyes off the piles of dust all around us. As usual, my heart is trying to fight its way out of my chest like a prisoner from a jail cell.

      “How is that even possible?” I mumble.

      “You used your magick—” Lucifer starts, but Remi cuts him off.

      “It wasn’t a question,” she snaps at him, wrapping an arm around my shoulders as if to protect me from whatever Lucifer is trying to accuse me of. I smile at her in gratitude but there’s no need for it.

      “Something is happening to me in this realm, angel, and I have no explanation,” I say softly, then I suck in a sharp breath. “You think I killed that asshole, too?” I gasp wide eyed.

      “I very much doubt that,” Faith says before Lucifer can answer, pointing towards the temple in the distance.

      “Fuck! Run to the woods!” I scream, pushing them across the dirt road towards the orchard trees that are swaying in the imaginary wind with their silver apples.

      In the distance, a hoard of creatures is zooming our way, led by a single figure and a stupid dragon-snake lookalike that’s following him like a shadow. Unfortunately, the asshole is still alive.

      “We need to make sure the women go through the portal,” Meda says.

      “They can go through the portal on their own. We have to go now. The woods aren’t that close, Meda! We freed them, I’m sure they can walk through a fucking portal,” I snap at her and regret it the same moment the last word leaves my mouth. “Sorry. I have no idea where that came from.”

      “They’ll go on their own. I made sure no one but a woman can go through the barrier of the portal,” says Lucifer, and he throws his arm forward to motion where to go, like an eighteenth-century gentleman.

      If I hadn’t felt like shit for snapping at Meda, I might have laughed, but because I’m acting like an evil clone of myself, I keep my mouth shut and walk towards the orchard without looking back. They’ll either follow or they’ll stay and wait. Either way, I’ll have a better advantage fighting from behind the trees. After a few steps, I hear footsteps behind me and, glancing over my shoulder, I see all of them follow with Lucifer trailing them. I guess there’ll be a lot of lectures when we get to the woods, and I can’t say I blame them. Something is very wrong with me.

      “Should we speed up or should we take positions and get ready to fight? They are getting very close,” I ask no one in particular, and my heart pumps with the beat of feet getting closer to us by the second.

      “Let’s run! When the last woman crosses the portal, it’ll close. It won’t be long now,” Lucifer says from way in the back.

      “Just run straight. You can’t miss it. Stop for nothing,” Faith says, and she bolts through the trees. We all follow.

      Trees pass by us like a blur as we do our best to reach the woods that will give us a chance to rest and come up with a plan to find Philip. My body protests with every movement, but I can’t complain since everyone, apart from Lucifer, has had it worse, yet they’re all running as fast as they can. A shriek makes me turn back and I almost fall down when I see Meda falling, both arms outstretched in front of her so she can catch herself. My heart stops for a second, but before I have a chance to even pause, Lucifer scoops her up, throws her over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and keeps running. My arm is grabbed, my body jerked to the right. I almost lose my footing and stumble like a drunk. I barely miss the trunk of a tree.

      “You almost slammed into that tree, Sap. Watch where you’re going,” Jez huffs next to me.

      “Thanks,” I wheeze and keep running.

      We can see the clearing between the woods and the orchard, and I pray we all get across, unlike the last time I was running like this and Faith was taken. We can do this. We must do this. As if they hear me, the creatures shriek, heading diagonally towards us.

      “Shit! They’ll catch up to us! Shit, shit, shit!” I yell as if that will make them go away.

      A bright orange fireball soars in front of me from the trees and explodes in the distance towards the shrieks of the creatures just as we enter the clearing. I gawk at Faith and she grins like a madwoman.

      “I’m a fire elemental.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” I laugh-wheeze. I’m getting really tired.

      “Keep going. I’ll put a barrier between us and the woods halfway through the clearing,” Lucifer shouts.

      “Finally you’ll do something useful,” I tell him, grinning now too, and he huffs a laugh from behind us. We are almost there when I sense the energy shift. I guess the barrier is in place, but I don’t want to stop until we are all safe in the woods. A minute later, Remi goes through first with Jezzinta right behind her. Faith and I follow, and as I drop on my knees and look back, Lucifer steps through with Meda dangling over his shoulder.

      “Thank fuck we made it.” I wheeze before I topple on the ground and gulp air for my starved lungs.
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      The rustling of wings gets my attention as I plop down on my back, spread-eagled, trying to catch my breath. I would’ve thought that after all the training I had with Lucifer, I would have more stamina than this, but obviously I was wrong.

      Turning my head left and right, I try to see where the sound is coming from when I finally spot the movement right above me at the tree branches. The owl is perched on the branch with his eyes trained intently on me. To see if I’m okay or to tell me I’m an idiot? Who knows? But I’m sure glad to see him.

      “Thank you for the help, Rajah. I appreciate it,” I tell the owl and he hoots.

      “You know the owl?” Remi asks from somewhere above my head.

      “Yeah. He was our guide to the cave, and as you noticed, he helped keep us alive. Azalea sent him,” I tell her.

      “Who’s Azalea?” she asks, and I can hear her trying to catch her breath as well. We all sound like freight trains, so it’s good that it’s not just me.

      “Weaver of the thread of life,” Lucifer answers her question, and I hear everyone gasp.

      I’m annoyed that he doesn’t sound out of breath like the rest of us. The angel has to have something not going well for him, or he’ll simply be too perfect. I intend to find what that something is, for whatever reason. Maybe it’ll make me feel better about myself, or perhaps I’m just a grumpy bitch lately.

      “A-Ma, what happened back there in the cave?” Meda’s soft voice sounds more like a slap on my face than the whispered question it is.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, but I can literally sense the tension in the air around us choking me.

      “First, you kept bashing that creature’s head on the ground long after it was dead, until it turned into a pulp. Then you don’t care if the women make it through the portal and to safety when we exit the cave. It’s not like you. Something is off,” she says slowly, like she’s talking more to herself than me. “You feel off,” she adds sadly.

      Dread pools in my stomach and I get lightheaded from the nausea that assaults me. All the fear, guilt, anger, and helplessness from that cursed night when I lost them hits me at once. My heart thunders in my ears with a buzzing sound like I’m standing close to a rocket engine. Cold sweat drenches my body and beads on my forehead. My body shakes and I flip fast onto my side, rolling onto all fours just in time to start retching and dry heaving at the roots of the tree. Clear water sprays from my mouth like from a hose and it’s hard to breathe, but I can’t stop it, not even for a second, just to get a small breath in my air-starved lungs. Hands touch my shoulders and others hold my hair, but nothing stops the shaking in my body, the flailing of my limbs lifting me off the ground. Darkness clouds my vision and I think I’m having a panic attack in the middle of this … whatever it is that is happening to me. Maybe I’m dying, but in all this, only one thought comes to mind: at least they’re safe here, no matter what happens to me.

      Just as I think I’m going to pass out, sound slowly returns, the liquid stops leaving my body, and I’m finally able to take a breath. Raised voices assault my ears, but I can’t do anything, only gulp air so I stay alive. All the energy drains from me and I can’t even open my eyes.

      “Don’t yell,” I croak, and it’s like my throat is ripping in two from the effort. Tears stream from my eyes, but at least there’s no more yelling, and the quiet helps a little with the pounding in my head. Ice chasm opens at the center of my chest, in stark contrast to the heat I felt before I destroyed the creatures in the cave. My body still shaking, I sit back on my legs and press my palms on my thighs to wipe the cold sweat from them. It takes great effort to keep my head up and my eyes open. This realm is killing me. I know it now as clearly as I know my own name. Water is life, and it just took almost all of it from my body.

      Taking a deep breath, I tell them what happened from the time they were taken until we entered the woods. They all sit in front of me with grim faces and eyes full of tears, but they don’t say a word until I’m done.

      “You almost bled to death?” Jez asks, but she is not looking at me. No, her eyes are glued on Lucifer’s face. He nods grimly.

      “Your energy is off balance, mate. Even though I don’t know you well, from what the girls told me while we were in the cell, and from your story now, that’s the only explanation I can think of,” Faith says with a thoughtful expression.

      “I never said I was balanced. I’ve always been fucked up and never claimed otherwise,” I say defensively.

      “That’s not what I mean,” she says, sadness blanketing her features. “I mean your energy fluctuates to extremes instead of staying in the middle where there is no light or dark, where everything just is.”

      “Hmm … it could also be the integration after the initiation and awakening,” Meda says in the quiet that follows Faith’s words.

      “I don’t know what it is. All I know is, right now, I have a multiple personality disorder. I have three of me inside, and they’re fighting for dominance.” I scrub my hands over my face. “Well, not all of them are fighting. Mushy me, as I like to call her, is barely there. I don’t think I’ve heard her since they put those cuffs on me. The predator, uncaring me, is in control and she’s all instinct, while the third is the part of me that just observes all of it. I feel ice cold inside, and all I know for sure is that this realm is killing me.” I look in the eyes of each and every one of them. I see they’re about to argue, so I stop it before it starts. “No time to argue, so save your words. We need to find Philip and get the fuck out of here. I’m not that easy to kill, as I’ve proven so far. Let’s go.”

      I don’t think I believe my own words, and judging by the stares they give me, they don’t either, but I’m not waiting so they’ll have time to start their debate.

      Leaning on the tree trunk, I lift myself up, swaying when dizziness hits me. Fast as lighting, Lucifer grabs my arm to hold me, worry etched on his too-handsome face. Even frowning, he’s unnaturally pretty—too pretty for his own good. You can’t even call him handsome because he’s way beyond that. It almost hurts to look at his angelic face. I start thinking about random things just so I can dispel the stupidity. I can’t stand, but I’m worried about his beautiful face. Maybe my brain is deteriorating in this cursed place.

      “We will rest first. You cannot walk like this,” he says firmly as if he’s my father. Too bad for him. I have no idea what it means to listen to one since I never met mine. He is shit out of luck.

      “No time, I’ll manage. I’m just tired from the run. It’ll go away. Let’s go.” I push his hands away and almost topple over the next second. He grabs me again, annoyed. Before I say a word, he scoops me up and cradles me to his chest.

      “Put me down,” I hiss at him, but he only gives me his full attention with those stubborn eyes.

      “If she doesn’t like it, you can carry me around like that any day, mate,” Faith chirps as she eyes Lucifer like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse. The girls laugh and he frowns at Faith, but she grins at him, unashamed.

      Shaking his head, he starts walking and the rest follow him. I really have no strength left for anything but breathing, so I’ll keep my mouth shut until I can stand on my own. Then I’ll tell him to keep his hands to himself. Then again, his warm body and all those bumps of muscle pressing against me and searing my skin through the thin fabric, make me even more lightheaded.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      My breath is speeding up and I can hear it puffing from my lips as if I’m running. He looks down at me and his eyes darken while he slows his steps. All sound stops like someone presses a pause button. My eyes drop to his full lips and all I can feel is my chest pressing against him harder, my nipples digging like they want to pierce his skin to get closer, and the tightening of his arms around me. The clearing of a throat snaps us both out of whatever the hell is happening.

      “Save Philip first, fuck later,” Jez chirps.

      “What?” My head snaps around to blink owlishly at her.

      “You were eye fucking the angel. Not that I blame you, but watching you do it is above my pay grade.” She grins and lifts her eyebrows.

      “Before I passed out bleeding, something started happening and I can’t control it. It has something to do with him,” I tell them, scowling at Lucifer accusingly, “And before you start talking crap, no, it’s not hormones or that I need to get laid. It’s almost like a compulsion. I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “You’re unusually quiet, angel,” Remi says, suspicion coloring her tone while she watches him with narrowed eyes. I knew she’d have my back when it came to men in my life. She’ll rip his wings out and make pillows if she feels he’ll hurt me in any way.

      “I have nothing to say. It is unknown to me as well,” he tells her, not turning her way. “I don’t like unknowns,” he mumbles the last part, more to himself I think. Well, he can join the club.

      “Do we even know where we are going?” Meda asks.

      “Not yet, but the farther she is from the barrier to the woods, the better she will look and feel,” Lucifer answers so matter of factly I’m about to ask him if he can read my emotions.

      “The color is returning to your face,” he answers my unasked question.

      “I thought you can’t read my mind.”

      “I don’t have to read your mind. Your face is very expressive.”

      “No poker for me, huh?” I say dryly.

      His lips quirk a little before the serious mask returns. We walk in silence for a few minutes through the trees, going deeper into the woods when the hairs on the back of my neck rise up, and there is prickling between my shoulder blades. Before I open my mouth to say anything, Lucifer slows down, and in two steps he takes cover behind a tree on our left, leaning on his shoulder so we can’t be seen. My sisters follow suit like a dance they’ve rehearsed their whole lives.

      “Someone is watching us. Put me down,” I whisper close to Lucifer’s ear, and he shudders. Not the right time to dwell on that, either. He releases my legs and my body slides parallel to his but he doesn’t let go, only repositions his arm from around my shoulders to my waist and holds me pressed to his body. A shiver passes through me that pools delicious warmth between my thighs. My eyes zero in on his mouth and his breathing speeds up. Maybe I do need to get laid. My stupid hormones are all over the place. Before I have time to snap out of it, a loud voice does it for me and my jaw hits the floor.

      “We know you’re there, show yourself!” Remi yells, and I can only gap at her head peeking from behind the tree where she took cover.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I whisper-yell at her.

      “What? They’re watching us, so it’s not like they don’t know where we are.”

      “I’m sure they’ll get right on it now that you yelled at them,” I tell her, and she grins at me.

      What the hell is with the grinning?

      Before I say anything else, the rustling of leaves and branches captures my attention, and I peek around the tree, very aware of how close Lucifer is from the warmth of his body pressed to mine and his breath tickling the top of my head as he tries to see around the tree, too. My heart is in my throat, but not from any sense of danger. Oh, no. This is from stupidity, and I want to slam my head on the tree trunk to make myself snap out of it.

      Two heads pop out from behind the bushes ahead of us. Both are men. Meda yelps and Faith snickers. I ignore it, but this gives me pause because the only men I’ve seen around here apart from Lucifer are the creatures and Derik—although Lucifer will argue that he is not a man but a male. The two I’m looking at don’t seem evil at all. If anything, they just act curious.

      The one on the left has dark hair, olive skin, and a round, friendly face with the shadow of a beard. His light brown eyes sparkle with intelligence and curiosity like he can’t believe what he is seeing. Mischief is clear in the depths of his eyes. The one next to him has black curly hair, ebony skin, and black eyes that are assessing us with the sharpness of a sniper spotting its target. The curiosity there convinces me he doesn’t have bad intentions—well, not yet, anyways.

      I take a deep breath and reach out for their energy to get a better read on their emotions. Lucifer stiffens next to me, but I can’t worry about whatever puts him on edge at this moment. All I feel from those two is curiosity, interest, and, barely-there fear. Fear of what? Us? Well, only one way to find out, I guess.

      “We don’t want trouble. We’re just passing through,” I say loud enough so they can hear me while sticking my head out from the cover of the tree.

      “Passing through to where?” a deep male voice full of humor echoes around us, coming from the guy on the left.

      “We have no idea,” Jez says nonchalantly, and I gap at her. “What?” She lifts one eyebrow at me as if to dare me to contradict what she is saying.

      “Oh, great. You can join us, then,” answers the second voice, a little deeper than the first, of Sniper Eyes, and both guys come out from behind the bushes.

      I look at my sisters and they peer back at me, confusion swimming in their expressions. Jez shrugs and walks out from behind the tree. Meda rushes to stand beside her, and the other two step out as well. The two men scan them up and down, checking them out with interest. I can’t blame them. These women are beautiful, inside and out, their souls shining bright through their eyes like a thousand suns, and I don’t say that just because they’re my sisters and I love them. They truly are the head-turning type. I try to join them, but the damn angel is pinning me to the tree with his body and I can’t move a muscle.

      Before I tell him to move, he slaps a hand over my mouth and I glare daggers at him, promising retribution as soon as I can move. He smirks at me, the asshole.

      “What are you doing in the woods?” Remi asks the men.

      “We were brought to this realm not long ago by Dark Wizards. I have no idea what happened, but the caped jailors got distracted and we bolted out of there. We are searching for a way out of here,” Sniper Eyes tells her.

      Remi’s eyes go round, and I wiggle to get Lucifer to let me go. He frowns at me, and I knee him in the jewels. He gasps and hunches over, releasing me in the process. It serves him right for acting like he is the boss of me.

      “You know where they keep the men?” I burst out from behind the tree so that Lucifer doesn’t have a chance to grab me again, and the two guys jump back.

      Shit! I scared them! I’m such an idiot.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” I lift both arms in the air to show I’m not armed. Well, not with a physical weapon, anyways, but they don’t need to know that. “I’m Al, by the way.”

      I hope giving them a name will make them less

      jumpy. We are all staring at each other now, my sisters and I holding our breaths in hopes they will say “yes,” and can point us in the right direction.

      “I’m Archie and this is Will,” Sniper Eyes says. Well, Archie, now that I know his name.

      I give them a small smile in hopes of relaxing them a bit more so we can ask questions, but they both pale, their eyes widening right before I hear shuffling behind me. I look over my shoulder and see Lucifer has finally decided to join us out in the open, and being the jerk he is lately, he stands with his legs shoulder-width apart, his arms crossed over his chest like an overlord. Movement in front of me makes me snap my head in their direction to tell them it’s okay, he’s with us, but my jaw hits the floor for the second time in less than thirty minutes.

      Archie and Will are moving like whirlwinds, positioning their bodies in fighting stances like practiced warriors. Out of nowhere, they pull out weapons. Archie, on the left, aims his arrow at Lucifer’s chest, and Will, on the right, whirls a staff like a Bruce Lee reincarnate.

      Well, shit, there goes our nice way of asking questions. My groan sounds loud in the quiet of the woods.
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      “We don’t have time for this,” I raise my voice enough to stop them in their tracks, my arms waving like a traffic controller.

      “Stay back!” Will yells at Lucifer.

      “Hey! You can’t fight him and win, so stop the crap. We don’t want trouble. We need to find a friend that was taken to those cells that you escaped from,” I tell them, hoping it will bring some sense into their brains. “And where did those weapons come from? You had nothing on you a second ago.” I narrow my eyes at them.

      Lucifer hasn’t moved an inch like it’s below him to even take a defensive stance or try to oblige them with a reaction. I have no doubt in my mind that he can easily kill them. Thank the Goddess his ego works for us at this moment.

      “You’re going to fight the angel?” Remi asks, clearly taken aback by their stupidity.

      “We conjured them,” Archie answers my question, not taking his eyes off Lucifer.

      “Everyone calm down. There will be no fighting. Can we just talk like normal people?” Jez asks from behind Remi.

      “There is nothing normal here,” Meda says softly, and Faith laughs. She does have a good point.

      “Put your sticks away, mate, no one will fight you, but if you push it your escape was for nothing,” Faith says firmly to the two men.

      They stare at Lucifer for a few more moments before slowly lowering their weapons. I take a deep breath, grateful they’ll live long enough to get out of this cursed realm. Lucifer is on our side for whatever reason, and I’m happy for that, but I must say these two men would have lost their minds trying to stand against him. I know he’s only shown me a fraction of his power, and I can unashamedly admit I would never have the guts to stand against it. Well, unless he tries to hurt someone I love, in which case, I’d fight him to the last man standing. Most definitely I’ll lose to him, but it won’t stop me that’s for sure. What the hell is wrong with me? I squeeze my eyes tightly shut to rid myself of these thoughts.

      “I don’t think Azalea will appreciate anyone using magick or power in her woods, so let’s not poke the bear, huh?” I tell no one in particular.

      “Azalea?” Will asks, cocking his head. “You mean the old lady in the woods?”

      “Yeah, you’ve seen her? Where is she?” I ask him.

      “We’ve been walking for a couple of hours, but she did meet us when we first entered the woods. She told us to walk this way to meet our fate. We thought she was telling us we’d need to fight and die, to be honest,” Archie explains, “but I’m not so sure that’s what she meant, now.”

      “We can walk and talk,” Remi says, and makes shooing motions with her hands, trying to get us all walking again.

      “Good point,” Jez adds and moves.

      “Tell me exactly what she said, word for word,” Lucifer demands from the men as he steps towards them with long strides.

      They stiffen for a second, and I hold my breath, hoping that no one will die, but after a second they turn on their heels and march with him, Will pointing with his arm towards the supposed direction of our destination. My sisters come closer to me as we hike behind them. Having them near me gives strength to my tired body. A deep sigh escapes my lips. Squeezing between them so I’m in the middle, I reach my hand forward, and Remi and Jezzinta both take it in a three-hand hold. I reach my other one behind me, and Meda and Faith do the same. My shoulders sag in relief. Just the touch of their skin to mine is enough to dispel a little trepidation that has taken residence in my chest.

      “You okay?” Jez asks, looking at me with sad eyes.

      “I’m not sure, sis. Something is definitely wrong with me, but I’ll be okay until we get home. There’s no other option. Whatever happens after that …” I let the words linger.

      “What gave it away that something’s wrong with you?” Faith asks, but the squeeze of her hand in mine tells me she’s not being mean, she is just as stressed about the whole thing as we all are.

      “Ever since that night we fought Enlil and you guys were gone, all I’ve felt is anger. Well, anger and guilt,” I say.

      “What the hell, jackass? Guilt? For what, exactly? We were there by choice, not random victims of evil,” Remi says angrily.

      “Let her speak, sis,” Jez tells Remi.

      Frowning for a long moment as if she is about to read me my rights, Remi shakes her head and turns away from me. I guess that’s my sign to keep talking, and I give Jezzinta a small smile in thanks. When Remi loves someone, she’s ready to smack them so they see things her way if need be, as we’ve all witnessed.

      “As I said, anger is all I have now. Lucifer showed up, as I told you earlier, and trained me to get better control of the elements so that I can come after you. I was expecting a different scenario than the one we’ve found ourselves in, to be honest.” Angry tears prick my eyes. “How can I be so stupid as not to see it? Because of my stupidity, all of you are here, and I can’t even imagine what you had to deal with.”

      “You do have shitty choice in men, mate,” Faith chirps, and Jezzinta scowls at her, while Remi looks at me with her eyebrows up in an “I told you so” way. I frown at her. I’d already figured that out; I didn’t need her to rub it in.

      “Yeah, no shit,” I mumble.

      “Oh, knock it off, Sap! He bloody well fooled me as well, and I don’t give a shit if they admit it or not, but Remi and Meda bought it, too. Shit, Lucifer as well. That idiot gave him a gift, in case you forgot,” Jezzinta says angrily, her eyes on Remi and Meda and her chin up as if daring them to contradict her. It almost makes me smile. Almost.

      “Yeah, wings,” I automatically add.

      “Say what, now?” Remi snaps her head back as if I slapped her. I grimace and nod. There is nothing to say to that.

      “Bloody lovely,” Faith murmurs.

      “It shall be fine, A-Ma, you will see. No coincidences, it’s all in the Divine plan. Everything is for a reason, I am sure of it,” Meda says reassuringly.

      “Well, as always, I got the short stick in the plan,” I tell them. “Ever since I touched that lantern, something’s been happening to me. It started changing me. I don’t like it and it scares the shit out of me, but if it gets you out of here I’ll do it again, no questions asked.”

      “Stop with the pity party, Alexia, it doesn’t become you. You talk like you’re alone this shit, or did you forget to send our invites? They got lost in the mail? Hm?” Remi says, obviously still upset. Not that I blame her.

      “It’s not a pity party, but you’re right. I need to snap out of it. I do have a favor to ask before we get out of here.” I hold their gazes for a second. We all stop walking and they turn in sync to me, waiting. Well, here goes nothing.

      “Whatever is happening with me, it’s spreading fast. It’s making my soul freeze, slowly spreading over everything inside me.” I raise a hand, stopping Remi and Jezzinta from cutting me off since they both open their mouths at the same time. “It’s happening, I feel it and I don’t know how to stop it. The colder it is, the angrier I get, and my mind is not my own. At least that’s how it seems. I have too many voices, too many personalities in my head. It’s hard to think, so I function on instinct alone.”

      I wait a moment, letting the words sink in, carrying the gravity of the situation. I’m hoping they’ll understand why I’m telling them this and they won’t try to stop me. That’s the problem when you are surrounded by loved ones. They give you the love and support you need, but they’ll do anything they can to stop you from doing something dangerous, even when it’s the only option. Well, we don’t have the luxury to delay, thankfully.

      “Anyway, my point is,” I continue, “I’m not sure what will

      happen when I fight Derik. Before we get into a debate, let me just tell you here and now, that fucker is mine. You will let me have my revenge!” I make sure they understand there is no debate on this.

      “Is that so, witch?” Lucifer’s deep voice sends shivers up my spine and goosebumps cover my entire body. Apparently they stopped as well.

      “Yes, it is!” I frown at him.

      “You can have your revenge, but we shall all fight him, or did you forget he has a goddess tethered to him?” He tucks his chin and staring me down as if to scare me. It might have worked a while ago, but not anymore. Whatever the hell is going on with me makes me seek danger like a moth seeking a flame.

      I tilt my head like a bird scouting its prey. A thrill runs through me, responding to the threat in his voice. “Or what? You’ll try to stop me?” I’m shocked and disturbed by the purr in my voice. Shit, the crazy me is in the driver’s seat.

      “What the fuck, jackass?” Remi slaps me.

      The loud smack echoes through the woods and is followed by gasps from everyone but Lucifer. He just widens his eyes, checking Remi out like this is the first time he sees her.

      I shake my head, my cheek burning, and take a deep breath. “Thank you. I needed that,” I tell her. Now everyone is looking at me, confusion clear in their eyes.

      “As I was saying, I have no control over what is happening to me, so I’m grateful Remi snapped me out of it,” I explain. “Just don’t make it a habit,” I tell her.

      “Why not? It felt good, actually.” She grins at me and I snort ungracefully. I had that one coming, I know that much.

      “I have a feeling,” I continue as we shuffle forward, following Will and Archie headed in the direction of the cells, “when it comes to that fight, I will not be the same after it. If I’m left with instinct only and the coldness in my soul, I will not be your sister anymore. It won’t be me. So, if that happens, I need you to kill me,” I finish, avoiding their eyes as I brace myself for what’s coming.

      “What the fuck?”

      “She’s lost it. I told you.”

      “Bloody, ay, that’s stupid, mate.”

      “I can kill you now if you like.”

      That last part was Remi, obviously. I look at her unflinchingly and wait. We walk in silence for a while after that outburst. I know what they’re thinking and that they’re pissed at me, but that’s not going to work.

      Steeling myself for an argument, I speak again. “You all know me well enough. Whatever this thing is, it’s making me something I’m not. Something I don’t want to be. I’m asking you guys to do this because I know one thing for sure. No matter how I change or who I become, I can never hurt one of you. I’m pretty sure I’ll end my own life before I do that. That’s not something I can say for everyone else. It will be better to end a disaster than to play the hero, trust me.”

      A few moments pass, but they all keep moving, not one of them saying a word or watching me. Well, Archie and Will glance at me out of the corners of their eyes, and I’m sure they think I’m nuts. They’re not far from the truth.

      “I have too much magick to be left without emotions. Please, you must see the truth in that,” I say softly, begging them to understand.

      “No one is killing you, witch. If anything happens, we shall find a way to bring you back to normal. You cannot ask any of your sisters to walk through Hell’s gates with their sister’s life weighing heavy on their heart. That is crueler than killing any of them yourself right this moment,” Lucifer says, and guilt hits me in the chest like a cannon ball.

      “Then you do it! I’m sure I can piss you off enough” I hear desperation in my voice, but I don’t care. I am desperate. The longer we walk, the more coldness spreads through my insides.

      We keep going in silence for a while, Lucifer ignoring me like I haven’t spoken, and the nausea from earlier hits me again. I clutch my sisters’ hands, grateful they aren’t letting go even when they are angry with me. Cold sweat drips along my spine and my insides shake. I try breathing through my nose in hopes I don’t puke again. Remembering how it felt not to be able to breathe brings fear, and panic overwhelms me. Please, Goddess, not now. Let me get them out of here, then do with me as you please, I pray in my mind.

      “Remember this oath.” Inanna’s husky voice sounds like it’s a thousand miles away in my head, and I wonder if maybe I’m imagining it.

      Whatever it is, it is forgotten because I can breathe normally again and the desire to puke is almost non-existent within a second. I take deep breaths, keep my mouth shut, and keep moving. There is no need to worry them now. We must focus so we can get out of this with our lives. Well, their lives, anyway. I’m not very optimistic about mine.

      “There! Past those trees you will see the cells, but we must stay hidden.” Archie points in front of us and we all hurry towards it, crouching down so we are not seen.
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      From my vantage point behind the thick tree trunk and the bushes around it, I can finally see what we are looking at. To say I’m surprised is an understatement. Seeing all the creepy Dracula-like castles and caves since we’ve come to this realm, the last thing I expect to find is a square building resembling a small warehouse in the middle of it. No windows that I can see, just big metal double doors as an entrance, and a flat roof making it resemble a box. The entire perimeter is guarded by the caped creatures and I can tell they’re on high alert. Well, I wasn’t fooling myself into thinking Derik wouldn’t know where we were headed, but it sure as hell is disheartening to know it for sure. I knew it wouldn’t be easy to get Philip back, but now I know it’ll be twice as difficult. I look at my sisters and can see the same feeling reflected on their faces.

      Lucifer is watching casually, like this type of thing is an everyday occurrence to him, while the two men, about whom we know next to nothing, are staring at the building with anger in their eyes. I can’t blame them if that’s the place they escaped from. I wouldn’t want to go back if I were them.

      Still, because they are unknowns, they have me on alert. We’re not sure if we can trust them. We—or maybe more so I—have been played for fools more than enough.

      Turning back to the building, I try to find any weak spots in the guarded perimeter, anywhere that can be easily breached so we can get inside. A shimmer catches my eye and I squint, trying to make sense of it. Tilting my head, I finally see the shimmering barrier around the building. There is some sort of shield protecting it. I look at Lucifer without saying a word, hoping he will peer back at me. After a few moments of my silent staring, he turns, his eyes going straight for mine as if he knows I am watching him. I jerk my head, asking him to follow me farther into the woods, hoping he understands my unspoken command. He frowns first, then nods, just one short tip of his head I wouldn’t notice if not staring at him.

      I crawl-walk back from where we came from, trying not to make much noise. When I get to a distance safe enough that I think we won’t be heard, I straighten and turn to see if he followed. My face smacks right into his warm, firm chest and I stumble back. I would definitely have ended up on my ass if he hadn’t grabbed my arm to steady me.

      “Geez, make a little sound, would you?” I frown at him.

      He only grins as if he finds it amusing. I don’t doubt he does, which is annoying the hell out of me. The longer I spend time with him, the more he gets under my skin, and I’m not sure if I’m more pissed at myself because of it or him.

      “Anyway, they have a shield around that building. Did you see it?” I ask.

      “Yes, I did notice there are wards. Those should not present a problem. I shall remove them when I get close enough,” he tells me quietly.

      “Are you sure?”

      He pierces me with an angry glare as if I insulted him. I have no time to play power games. The longer I’m here, the more my life drains out of me, and I feel the icy fingers of this realm and its magick sucking it out like a two-year-old with a straw.

      “Save the ego for someone that gives a shit, angel, you were incapacitated as much as the rest of us with the wards at the cave,” I snap at him. “I don’t want to be here longer than I have to be,” I add to soften the apparent insult, because a pissed-off angel is not a good idea right now.

      “I will remove the wards,” he says flatly.

      “Fine! We just need to …” I trail off when a cracking branch echoes around us like a gun going off in the silence. After a few moments of holding my breath, I hear “shit” whispered, then a second later everyone else joins us.

      “Very smooth, James Bond,” I tell Remi.

      I’m sure it was she who whispered “shit” earlier. She makes a face as if she smells a dirty sock but doesn’t say anything. For whatever reason, it makes me smile, and she shoots daggers at me. My grin widens and Jez snickers next to her.

      “What? You asked for it,” she tells Remi dismissively, because those daggers are aimed at her now.

      “We need a plan before we storm in there.” This comes from Will and we all snap our heads his way. He shrugs one shoulder as if trying to say we can stare as much as we want for stating the obvious and he couldn’t care less.

      Maybe he doesn’t, but I sure as fuck do.

      “Yeah, we will get right on it as soon as you two tell us who exactly you really are and why you were taken,” I tell him dryly. “I’m not going to go in there having to watch my back from you two at the same time as the bad guys.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Archie asks with steel in his voice. Gone is the kind tone he’s used ever since we found them in these woods.

      “The witch makes a good point, human. It was very convenient for the two of you to show up as we were heading to this place.” Lucifer turns his unsettling peepers on the two men, and I actually feel bad for them. I fidget, unsettled, when he’s scrutinizing me, even after all the time I’ve spent in close proximity to him.

      “You’re a witch?” Archie asks, tilting his head to look at me as if this is the first time he noticed me.

      “We all are.” I twirl my hand at all of us. “Well, not him. He’s an angel, as I’m sure you know.”

      “How interesting,” Will says, excitement clear in his voice. I raise one eyebrow at him and he blushes.

      Ha! I guess the guy has a thing for witches. It sucks to be him, judging by how Faith, Meda, and Jezzinta are eyeing him like a piece of meat at a butcher’s shop … or maybe not.

      He blushes a deeper red and I almost laugh.

      “Out with it. We don’t have time for chit-chat,” I tell them, fluttering my arm in circles in hopes the answer will come sooner.

      “We’re light-workers, and if I’m not mistaken, we were brought here so we could be drained of our life-force,” Archie says in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “Say what now?” I ask, and Lucifer groans as if in pain.

      I look at him, since obviously he knows what that means. My eyes fall on the girls, and judging by their faces, they’re as lost as I am. Good to know I’m not the only one lacking in knowledge.

      No one says anything for a few seconds.

      “Well, will anyone enlighten us? What’s a light-worker?” Remi asks slowly, as if she’s talking to simpletons.

      “They are descendants of the Fey, or the ancient ones as you

      may know them. There used to be smaller numbers throughout time, but in the last couple of decades, more and more have been reincarnated. They are needed to keep the vibrations high in your world and spread the light and love. In a way, they are like a bridge between your world and the humans, your realm and the other realms. If my memory serves right, there should be one hundred and forty-four thousand in your lifetime, Alexia.” Lucifer adopts his teacher tone, which I’m familiar with from our training. Him calling me by my full name means this is serious business. I open my mouth to ask but I’m cut off.

      “You’re fairies?” Jez grins at them like a kid in a candy store.

      “No!” Will says angrily.

      Sore subject, I guess, which makes me grin at them now. The rest of the group snickers, and I swear I can see steam coming out of their ears.

      Before anyone can say anything else, Will takes a fighting stance, his staff twirling above his head. I reflexively slam a barrier between them and the rest of us. With everything that’s been going on, you could say I’m trigger-happy. I won’t apologize for it, either. We’ve had enough crap happening to us.

      Within split seconds, the water bubble around us hardens and it turns into a thin layer of sprinkling ice reflecting the moonlight peeking through the trees. Thanks to the trees in the forest, I can use the water element. Archie hasn’t moved an inch but now he is checking out the shield in fascination. Will slowly lowers his staff.

      “Oh, wow! You really have been working on your magick, Sap! That’s brilliant!” Jez whispers, awe clear in her voice.

      Mumbles of agreement come from the rest of my sisters, and they walk closer to it, reaching to touch it with their fingertips. Lucifer looks at me, pride clear in his gaze, and I frown at him. I’m not a circus monkey!

      Like he can read my mind, he slowly reaches his hand and pats me three times on my head. The only thing missing is him saying “good girl.” I slap his hand away and he grins at me. I swear he made it his mission to piss me off. Ignoring him, I turn to the girls and smile when I see them running their fingers through the shield, the magick twirling around them like it wants to say “hi.” A yelp makes me turn fast to see Will cradling his arm to his chest.

      “It zapped me,” he says accusingly.

      “It’s there because you like to play ninja. Of course it zapped you. You’re lucky. I’m not sure if I have to kill you or not,” I tell him dryly. “Yet,” I add as an afterthought.

      Archie opens his mouth to say something but is cut off because the ground shakes like an earthquake is striking below our feet. For some unknown reason, I extend the shield over Will and Archie, then all of us stand with knees bent and arms outstretched to try to keep our balance. Except Lucifer, who for some reason looks like the laws of physics don’t apply to him. He holds a bright golden sword I’ve never seen before in his arm and stands as if he is about to go into battle.

      “What the fuck, angel?” I growl.

      If he knows what’s going on, he doesn’t say a word, just stares into the woods. Since I’m the only one with my back towards it, I have a moment of sheer panic when all their eyes go wide gapping at something over my shoulder. I swirl around, jumping one step back to put distance between me and whatever is behind me, only to stumble dumbly and drop my hands from a defensive stance. Taking a deep breath, I steel myself for what’s to come, watching the multifaceted golden eyes of the humongous spider staring at us from its height.

      “I guess Azalea came to say hi,” I mumble to no one in particular, but everyone gasps.

      Well, not Lucifer, no. He acts as if bored.
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      “How dare you use magick in my realm and bring the angel here?” she hisses at me and my entire body trembles from the power rolling off her.

      Before I have a chance to answer or even retract the shield so I don’t piss her off more, I’m engulfed in darkness. I blink stupidly for a moment, wondering what happened. The first thing I notice is the warmth of a body at my back before I reach out my hand in front of me. My fingers touch soft feathers that shiver at my touch. Lucifer! I’m not sure if I’m happy that he’s trying to protect me or I’m pissed off since my sisters are left out in the open, ripe for the taking if Azalea wants to hurt someone. I push at his wings to get out of the cocoon he created for me when I hear a creepy chuckle coming from the spider that sounds like my worst nightmare. Chills crawl up my spine like icy fingers and I redouble my efforts.

      “How interesting! You will protect her from me, Light Bringer? Is that so?”

      The hissing, creepy sound of Azalea has more effect on him than my pushing because the wings snap back from around me, and when I turn to look at him, anger penetrates his features, though I see embarrassment there too. For trying to protect me, or for being caught doing it? I have no idea. Interesting indeed.

      “We mean no harm, Azalea. We were just passing through to get to the cells so we can save a friend. We won’t stay long, and I’m sorry for using my magick here. I meant no disrespect,” I tell her honestly.

      I didn’t think it would be a problem to use these woods as a safe haven from the Dark Realm. I’m not so sure about it anymore, at least if I take the pissed-off spider in front of us into account. It’s so big, maybe bigger than the first time I saw her. The hairs on the spider’s legs are as long as my fingers.

      “He should’ve known better than to show up in my realm without a warning or an invitation,” she says.

      “I mean no harm, nor do I wish to be here. As you are aware, I am helping the witch. When she leaves, so will I. I have no need for your realm,” Lucifer tells her arrogantly, but he doesn’t put away his sword.

      I still wonder why I haven’t seen it before. The angel has more secrets than I have hairs on my head, and I have no idea why that surprises me. It’s not like we’re besties and tell each other everything. It’ll serve me good to remember that, but lately he has been acting strangely, with all the heroic acts to protect me and those few kisses that toy with my head like I’m a hormonal teenager. I never learn, as you can tell. It’s almost as if I desperately search for men that are mentally or emotionally unstable. Azalea is saying something, but I miss it since I am stuck in my head with stupid, random thoughts.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask dumbly.

      “I said get out of my realm. Now!” Her voice sounds like hard rocks grinding together, which makes me grate my teeth as anxiety pools in my belly.

      “We just need a few moments to make a plan, then we’ll leave,” I tell her. “If we go now, we will all die,” I add hurriedly.

      “And that is my problem because?” If a spider can sound arrogant, this one sure as hell did. It just makes me angry—well, angry and stupid, because I open my mouth again.

      “If you want us dead, you wouldn’t have helped in the first place, Azalea. Why help us so you can shove us to our death now?”

      If I thought her power was strong earlier, I am mistaken. My entire body burns like someone is pouring acid on it. Gnashing my teeth together, I lock my knees so I stay upright and don’t curl up in a ball on the ground, crying and begging her to stop. If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that gods, angels, or any other entities don’t appreciate weakness. The problem for mere mortals like me is that we have our pain thresholds and mine is on a totally different scale.

      Taking shallow breaths so I don’t scream, I focus on the glowing eyes scrutinizing me like a fly caught in a spiderweb. Now I know how they feel, poor souls.

      As black spots appear in my vision, the butterfly pendant she gave me vibrates at the base of my neck, like a magnet is pulling it towards her. Panic settles in my chest. The necklace was useful in the cave, even if I don’t know how it works. I’m not willing to lose the advantage it gives us when fighting those creatures, so I grab it with my hand to hold it in place. Searing pain engulfs my palm, then spreads through my arm and chest. It’s so strong that my upper body becomes almost numb because my brain can’t process the scale of its assault on me.

      I wonder why everyone else is just standing there letting me suffer, and then I want to slap myself. I’m grateful they are doing nothing. I don’t want any of them hurting like this. I’ll take the pain any day as long as she leaves them alone. Yes, including the angel and the two fairies. I almost smile at how pissed off they’d be if they could hear me calling them that. If I’m thinking about smiling when I’m so numb from pain, I believe I’m close to kicking the bucket. I’m delirious. They say your life flashes before your eyes when you die, but just as with everything else, I don’t do things the normal way. I’ll die thinking that the light-workers will be angry at me for calling them fairies. So I guess that’s it.

      At least my sisters are out of the asshole’s clutches and I know they will save Philip. Lucifer will help, I’m sure of it, because he is as pissed off as I am for being played for a fool by Derik. With that thought locked in my mind, I stop fighting the pain. My whole body relaxes and I welcome it. If I don’t fight it, it’ll happen faster, I’m sure of it. I’m still holding the pendant, not daring to release it in hopes they can use it somehow, and I almost drop to my knees when the pain abruptly stops.

      “You wish to die?” Azalea’s voice is too loud in the quiet around us, and I can barely see her through the tears that have been running down my face without my notice. Pain does that to you, I guess.

      “If you want to kill me, can I stop you?” I croak. My throat is raw like I’ve been screaming. Who knows, maybe I have, but it’s so quiet around me, everyone else is just observing, that I turn to see why they haven’t said a word. That’s when I realize they’re frozen. All of them, including Lucifer. They’re aware of what is happening, because my sisters have fat tears running down their faces, but they can’t do anything about it. Lucifer looks angrier than I’ve ever seen him before, and Will and Archie are terrified.

      “No.” She chuckles creepily.

      “Then I guess that was a stupid question, huh?” I rasp before thinking about it. I close my eyes, wanting to just die for my idiocy. I really am going to get killed one of these days because I can’t keep my mouth shut, not because of anything else.

      “You entertain me, witchling. It has been a very, very long time since I have been this amused,” she says thoughtfully.

      “I aim to please.” Yup! I’m an idiot. It’s official. I think I was born without self-preservation skills. That’s the only explanation I can come up with, and I say as much to Azalea. No use pretending, right?

      I’m expecting pain again, but to my surprise she only chuckles (it’s extremely creepy coming out of a huge spider, take my word for it) and everyone around me becomes animated at once. The girls crowd around me as if trying to physically protect me with their bodies. Meda is sobbing loudly without a care for who can hear her, and the other three are visibly shaking, though they all hold on to me tight, like I might try and escape their protection.

      Well, if there was danger to protect them from, I would, but I’m not telling them that. My sisters are like piranhas. If they sense it, they will figure out a way to stop me, I have no doubt about that.

      Lucifer materializes in front of our human-made cocoon, wings outstretched to hide us from Azalea, and to my surprise Will and Archie stand on either side of him, brandishing their weapons. Well, I guess that at least answers our question of whether we can trust them.

      “Oh, stand down, will you? If I wanted her dead, she would’ve died while you watched,” she snaps in that hard tone, sounding like rocks grinding together.

      No one moves.

      “She’s right, guys. Let me go,” I say loud enough so they can all hear me. Like a spell has been broken, they move to stand aside and gawk at me like I’m the crazy person here. I raise my eyebrows silently and say, “Well, she has a point.”

      “You have one hour to get out of my woods. You may keep the pendant, but it has served its purpose. It’ll be useless now. If you are still here after that time, no one will leave this place alive. You can all wait on another lifetime and the angel can return to the Source,” she says, shuffling around to leave.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, and she stops as if surprised.

      “Why, you are very welcome, witchling. Manners will take you a long way. They should learn a thing or two about it. Now move along. It would be a shame to cut your threads of life. As I said, it’s quite entertaining to watch everything unfold.”

      With those words, the spider lifts into the air, pulled by a spun thread that reflects the moonlight in parts. Within a second, she’s gone and I think I can finally breathe again. I realize I’m still clutching the pendant when Meda slowly pries my fingers from around it. To my shock, and everyone else’s, when she opens my hand, we all see a perfect pentagram seared into my palm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      “What on earth …” Jezzinta gasps as we all stare at the palm of my hand.

      “What the fuck is wrong with people and their new-found obsession with branding me?” I growl, staring at the pentagram as if simply by my anger I can make it go away.

      “Let me look at the other one.” Remi motions with her fingers for me to give her my other hand.

      Placing my hand in hers, I let her inspect the brand of the apple on my wrist while my mind is swirling. There must be a meaning to all of this, but I have no idea what it is. Checking everyone around me I see they’re as lost as I feel. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to dwell on it if we want to keep our lives, and if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t think I care anymore. I don’t think I’ll live long enough for it to matter anyway.

      “We will think on this later. Lucifer, you said you can remove the wards on the building, right?” I look at the angel, retrieving my hands from Jezzinta and Remi.

      “I said so, didn’t I?” He frowns at me.

      “Just making sure we’re on the same page, angel, I’m not doubting your word,” I tell him tiredly. “So we’ll create a distraction while you remove the wards. After that, we go in, grab Philip, and kill those that get in the way.” I look at all of them, seeing determination erase whatever worry is in their eyes because of my newly-branded skin.

      “Let’s do this. Then we’ll deal with everything else.” Remi squares her shoulders.

      “Let’s do it, but don’t play the hero, Alexia, or I swear to the Goddess I’ll strangle you,” Jez says through clenched teeth. I lift one eyebrow at her and her scowl deepens.

      “You’ve been through who knows what here and you want me to do what? Let you get hurt more? I’m ready for whatever they have in store for us, Jez, and I will do everything I can to stop that asshole.”

      “We didn’t go through much, A-Ma. A few beatings, yes, but he knew we were the only leverage he had against you, so it was not very bad. We can still fight.” Meda seems more determined than I have ever seen her. The rest nod their heads in agreement.

      “I can start picking them off before we show ourselves there,” Archie adds, and I turn my head his way.

      “Will your arrows work on them?” I sound skeptical, but I can’t help it.

      “They work on anything but gods,” he assures me, “or angels.” He adds that last part for Lucifer’s benefit, since the angel is glaring daggers at him.

      I smirk at him, and now I’m the target for his peepers. It just makes me smile bigger. He’s scary and powerful beyond anything I’ve ever felt, but he keeps it under wraps for some reason. Regardless of what it is, I’m almost certain he will not use it against us. You shouldn’t take my word for it, judging by my poor choice of who I trust and why we’re in this messed-up situation to begin with.

      “Well, we don’t have much time to strategize. This plan is as good as any, unless someone can come up with something better?” I phrase it as question.

      “We don’t have much of an option, do we? If Archie can take them out as soon as Lucifer removes the wards, you can all go in and bring Philip out. I’ll stay to guard your back so you don’t have to worry about anyone coming in while you’re inside,” Faith offers.

      “I’ll stay with you,” Jez says.

      “Okay! It sounds good. When we get inside, Remi and Meda, you grab Philip.” I look at them and they nod. “Lucifer, Will and I are going to make sure you’re covered until we can get out.”

      “I’ll open the portal as soon as we are out of the building.” Lucifer nods as if it’s a done deal. I only hope that it’ll be as easy as it all sounds.

      “Let’s go. There’s no time like the present,” I turn around to walk towards the bushes where we were doing our surveillance, but then I stop. “I just want you to know I love you more than you’ll ever know, including you, Faith, since you’re one of us now,” I tell my sisters.

      They all get teary-eyed and mumble “I love you as well,” and something settles in me from hearing it. They must be okay; get out of this cursed realm and be happy. If they’re not, then my life is pointless.

      “What? No love for us? What are we, chopped liver?” Will teases from somewhere behind me and it makes us chuckle.

      “Nope. No love for you unless you grow ovaries, since all the men that have come into my life are assholes.” I grin at him. Well, more like baring my teeth.

      “I would be very upset if I were you, Lucifer.” Archie snickers next to the angel but cuts it short when he gets stared down by him.

      “She said ‘men,’ fairy. I’m not a man. I’m a male.”

      Will and Archie bristle at the fairy comment and we all laugh quietly. Leave it to them to find something more important to be angry about than creatures waiting to end our lives.

      I chuckle under my breath and move. We have shit to do, creatures to kill, revenge to get. I’m almost giddy with anticipation about flaying the skin off that betraying manipulative ass, Derik.

      We crouch again and check the building one last time to see how many creatures there are before we make our move. There are about two dozen walking in pairs, one with a lantern and one without. Nothing else is around, but I know Derik is expecting us. Thankfully he couldn’t get here before we did, or I’m sure he would’ve moved Philip elsewhere. We cut diagonally through the woods, which brought us here much sooner. Well, that’s my hope, anyway. If Derik had a chance to hide Philip, we’re totally screwed.

      Movement gets my attention, and I see Archie motioning with his hand towards a big, thick tree right on the border of the woods. He mimics climbing and shooting arrows, letting us know he found his spot to help with creating a distraction. I nod and he creeps away from the rest of us. We wait with bated breath until he’s up and we see the first arrow fly. In a couple of seconds, without a sound, we see one of the creatures holding a lantern drop to the ground, an arrow sticking out of his neck. All of us burst from our hiding spots before the shriek pierces the air, the creature without the lantern letting his buddies know there is trouble. The shriek is cut short by an arrow sticking out of his neck as well. Archie is damn good with his bow. I make sure I have a shield in front of us before we start advancing towards the creatures, who are now gathering at the front of the building. Arrow after arrow flies above us, hitting marks left and right. The ground shakes, and I look behind me to see Jezzinta kneeling, her palms pressed on the dry, dead earth below our feet. Dead roots spreading like tentacles from long-dead monsters sprout from the ground and pierce creatures where they stand, making a living—or undead in their case—wall between us and the building. Faith sneaks to the corner of my shield and throws fireballs at them before hiding again.

      With every green flame they throw at us that hits my shield, it gets colder and colder inside my chest. They are thankfully focused on us now, and I see Lucifer from the corner of my eye creeping towards the building below where we are slowly advancing.

      “They’ll see him. We need something more dramatic,” I yell so they can hear me above the roaring of the fires from the dry roots that have caught the flames.

      Remi nods and closes her eyes for a second before reaching back her arms and throwing them in front of her. Like a brick wall, strong winds slam the creatures against the building. The ones in the front row struggle with it, not paying attention to the dark smudges their friends from the back row leave on the walls. They redouble their efforts, throwing flames towards Remi as soon as the wind stops. When she throws the winds their way, the arrows stop flying. Obviously Archie doesn’t want to waste them, or so I hope. It’ll suck if he has none left. We still need time until the wards are off.

      My fears are for nothing, because as soon as the wind stops, arrows take the creatures down again. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold the shield. The more flames that hit it, the weaker I feel. I need my strength to face that weasel, so I make a fast, and obviously stupid, decision. I change the shield so it’s around each of my sisters, leaving me open but I can fight now without disturbing their protection.

      Flames burst from my hands, double the size of the ones they’re throwing at us. Like the creatures have been waiting for it, they run towards me at full speed, their cloaks doing that creepy thing and flapping above them like living entities. I remember Lucifer’s teachings and turn the fire balls into whips of fire in one hand and liquid ice in the other. Flicking my wrists left and right, the ropes start beheading creatures. A couple of their flames hit me, one in the thigh and one in my stomach, but I can’t afford anything more than a grunt. With each hit, my insides are freezing and my body shivers. I don’t think I’ll ever be warm again. The ground shakes again and new roots sprout, taking down more creatures. There are only a few left now and, with a hard wind, Remi splats them against the building like pancakes. In that same moment, the building shimmers like tiny little ripples and the wards wink out. I turn around to see Archie running towards us on one side and Lucifer showing up on the other with Will on his heels. Still shivering but doing my best not to show it, I grin menacingly.

      “Showtime!” I yell and run for the doors.
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      Wind slams full force into the double doors before I reach them. I look at Remi and she shrugs one shoulder as if to say “I felt like doing it, what are you going to do about it?” Shaking my head, I jog inside and hear Faith, Jezzinta, and Archie taking their places on the outside to watch our backs. The rest of us enter the building, and I gag from the stench of blood and urine. Bright light from the center of the open space blinds me. On the sides, along the walls, metal cages made for animals are lined up and, by the looks of them, most of the inhabitants are dead. In passing you can see an arm or a leg sticking out, some in late stages of decay.

      Shielding my eyes, I try to see where the light is coming from. A clear crystal, the size of my fist sits on a column in the middle of the warehouse. It glows bright, like a tiny sun with one beam shooting out of it towards a lump on the floor a few feet away from it. At first, I can’t see what it is, not until I hear Remi’s choked sob and the lump jerks. That’s when I see the wavy brown hair and a head turning towards Remi’s voice. Oh, sweet Goddess, no! As Philip turns, I can see his cheeks are sunken, like he’s been starved. His skin is graying as we watch, and his body is emaciating by the second, turning into those creatures we were just killing outside.

      “You’re late.” Derik shows himself from behind the glow, Tiamat tethered to him following in the air. Next to him stands Tomas, smirking at me. My blood boils just seeing all three of them.

      “His offering is appreciated, you know. We will take good care of his soul,” Tomas says nonchalantly, like taking peoples’ souls is the most natural thing in the world.

      Remi is sobbing quietly behind me, joined by Meda. I turn to see Will wrapping his arms around both of them and placing his body between them and the wizards to protect them. Lucifer is vibrating with rage next to me. I look at Philip again and can tell he is fighting it. Tears roll down his face and he doesn’t take his eyes off Remi. It’s as if he tries to imprint her face in his memory as the last thing he sees. My heart shrivels in my chest. What I’m seeing in his eyes is love. He is quietly dying with the expression of happiness and relief on his face brought by the knowledge that she will live.

      He is happy, but Remi is not. I can see her breaking in front of my eyes. That’s not how this works. I’m the broken one and she is my rock. Because of me, she has suffered through lifetimes, seeing her sister die over and over again. Now, after giving love a chance for herself, she is losing it, again because of me. All I do is give her pain and tears. I will not let that happen.

      Before anyone has a chance to realize what I’m doing, I sprint and throw myself on top of Philip’s fading body. I hear my sisters scream, “No,” and the ground shakes from Lucifer calling my name, but it all fades away the second the beam of light attaches to me. While I still can, I gather as much strength as possible and push Philip towards Remi.

      “You were right, Derik, she did do it. Amazing!” Tomas’s awe-filled voice echoes.

      “I told you she would. You should listen to me. She will always give her life for any of theirs,” Derik preens.

      That’s all I hear, realizing I played right into their hands like a moron, because the pain in my body overrides everything else. It’s like someone has just carved out my chest with a dull knife and is carelessly shifting and rearranging my organs. Something is being ripped inside me like a piece of paper with a whispered sound, almost unnoticeable, but my mind screams, not wanting that to happen. Whatever is being taken from me, I want it to stay there. I’ll never be the same without it. For no reason at all, I remember the mirrors and being asked to choose. Without giving that more thought, I hope that I’ll pass out so I don’t have to feel the pain anymore. How did Philip manage to just stare at Remi and not make a sound? I think I can hear screaming but it’s so far away I’m not sure if I’m imagining it. On closer consideration, it sounds like my voice. Am I the one screaming? If so, then why? Come to think of it, I can’t remember where I am anymore. I try to open my eyes and it takes me a moment to see. I’m staring at a glowing ruby in front of me. Lifting my arm, I touch my face and glance down at my fingers to see that they’re wet. Have I been crying? Why?

      I push with my hands to lift myself off the ground where I am laying for some unknown reason, then I look around. On my left, four women and three men gawk at me with open mouths and wide eyes. They’ve been crying, too. Hmmm. Turning my head again, I see a man ripping the head off of another man. How interesting. Is that why we have all been crying? But I don’t think I’m sad; I’m actually confused. The beautiful tall man in front of me drops the body of his victim and turns those dark eyes on me. My heart speeds up and heat pools in my belly. What a strange reaction. Before I have time to dissect it, a movement on my right gets my attention. Another man stands there smiling at me, reaching his hand towards me as if he knows me. A dragon or a snake, I can’t be certain, floats above him. I tilt my head to look at it. My heart thumps painfully in my chest when I’m seeing this man and his apparition. The sensation rushing over me is not as nice as when I locked gaze with the other man, the beautiful one.

      “Alexia?” the beautiful one calls to me. I like how my name sounds on his lips.

      “She is not your Alexia anymore, Lucifer. Get out of here, all of you. I have no need for you anymore, unless you want to die,” the man with the apparition snaps at the beautiful one. Lucifer, he called him.

      “Alexia,” Lucifer says again, ignoring the other man, and for an unknown reason, I’m very happy that he does.

      “How do you know me?” My voice echoes in the empty space, and I must say I like the sound of it. It’s husky and sultry, like a seductive caress, and I see Lucifer shiver. I smile at him.

      “Sis, please tell me you’re okay,” one of the women says, and I turn to her, but she gasps and takes a step back.

      I frown. Is she scared of me?

      “Your eyes are glowing.” She lifts a shaking finger to point at my face, her green eyes showing her fear more than anything else.

      “You find this undesirable?” I ask Lucifer, my eyebrows pulling down my forehead. I’m not sure I like to have a trait that he finds undesirable.

      “Do you know who I am? Who they are?” he asks, not answering my question.

      “I said leave or die!” the man with the apparition screams and spittle flies from his mouth.

      He takes two steps and reaches towards the glowing ruby to take it. I flick my wrist and he freezes in place, looking at me with shock on his face. His eyes are too big for his head and I chuckle. Does he think I am stupid? That stone will give him power over me, and no one will touch that. The apparition attached to the man starts hissing and twisting, becoming more solid by the second. I can’t remember if I know what or who that is, but I know that I need to get rid of it. I’ll just banish it now and when I remember, I will find it and deal with it. I lift my hand and send pure energy like lighting, hitting the connection I see between the man and the dragon-snake. They both scream, hurting my ears, but the dragon-snake disappears in a puff of yellow smoke. I ignore the man’s screams.

      “I am the Gift of the Sea, and you are Lucifer. I’m aware that I know you, but I don’t remember how. I don’t remember them as well, but I feel like I should,” I answer Lucifer and wait to see what he will say while I’m gazing at his beautiful dark eyes. They are ancient, just like me. They hold secrets no one can understand. My body shivers but I still just wait.

      “You don’t remember your sisters, witch?” He frowns at me. I don’t like his tone, so I freeze him too.

      By the look of surprise on his face, he isn’t expecting it. Good! That will teach him not to frown at me. I want his smiles and for him to keep saying my name. I don’t like his frowns. He said sisters. I check the women. They are watching me with pleading eyes. Are they really my sisters? Do I even have sisters? How is it possible for me not to remember that?

      “Am I your sister?” I ask them.

      “I don’t know what he did to you, Alexia, but you must try to remember. We are sisters in everything but blood,” the dark-haired one in the embrace of one of the men says, extracting herself from his arms. He looks familiar too, but I still can’t remember.

      “A-Ma, please, you must remember,” one of the other two women reaches a hand towards me as if she can’t help herself.

      “Meda, don’t move,” Lucifer tells her.

      I frown at him. Does he think I will hurt her? Why will he tell her not to move otherwise? I don’t think I could hurt those women if I tried. With that revelation, I understand that he must be telling the truth. Just the idea of freezing them twists my heart painfully. No, I don’t think I can. He called the woman Meda. That name stirs emotions inside of me.

      “What are your names?” I ask them, but they just stand mutely with tears in their eyes.

      It makes me want to cry, too, but I can’t do that. Another thing I know I shouldn’t, or can’t do, without understanding why. Everything is very confusing. Shiver slithers again through my body. I’m so cold, as if I’m frozen inside.

      “Remi, Jezzinta, Meda, and Faith.” Lucifer indicates each of them with his eyes since he can’t move and no one else answers my question. “And that’s Philip, Will, and Archie,” he adds as an afterthought.

      “Can we get rid of that arse-hole and then talk?” the green-eyed woman asks with a thick British accent, pointing at the man behind me. Jezzinta is her name. Why can’t I remember?

      “He can’t do anything right now, just like me,” Lucifer says angrily, and I smile at him. I don’t understand why this is amusing, but it is. My amusement dies abruptly when we hear a woman speak.
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      “I think you finally met your match, Angel,” a husky woman’s voice echoes and startles us all. Two women step closer. I don’t hear them approach, like they just appear out of thin air. They are both so beautiful it hurts to look at their faces for too long. The four other women all drop to their knees and say, “Mother,” in unison. I have a need to do the same, but I lock my knees and force myself to stand. I don’t remember any of these people; maybe they’re trying to trick me. The woman on the right smiles proudly at me, like I’ve done something right.

      “You have a strange sense of humor, sister,” the woman on the left tells her. Her voice carries around us with power and it, too, makes me want to drop to my knees. My wrist pulses, like someone has attached a heartbeat to it, so I lift my hand to see why.

      “She will be fine, Lilith. That idiot thought I wouldn’t anticipate him trying to steal her light for his own agenda. Pathetic worm. He only managed to make her stronger,” the woman on the right says, still smiling at me.

      The men, hearing the name of the second woman, drop to their knees too. How interesting. Lucifer seems more relaxed now, and that’s strange. Who are these women?

      “It was about time, Inanna. You’re not taking care of your charge as you should,” he tells the first woman. Inanna. My heart speeds up and warmth prickles my icy skin. That name means something to me.

      “That’s right, love, you’ll remember. Keep trying,” Inanna says as she comes closer to me.

      “Please keep talking,” I beg her.

      Her voice is slowly warming me. Maybe I will not freeze where I stand. She is almost two steps away from me when I remember the ruby.

      No one touches that until I remember what is going on.

      I snatch it fast from where it is sitting next to me. My wrist with the apple branded on it pulses harder and I grind my teeth.

      “Calm down, love, everything will be fine. Put the ruby on the column. No one will take it.” Inanna talks to me like I’m a child, and that makes me angry.

      “No!” I tell her stubbornly.

      “Alright. Hold it and suffer the pain. It is painful for you to hold it but not for the keeper,” she says simply.

      “Forgive my forwardness, Mother, but we want her back, please. What did he do to her? Is there anything we can do?” Remi asks Inanna, her voice pleading.

      Somehow, hearing that tone in her hurts me more than anything. Maybe I don’t remember many things, but I remember that. It’s more proof they are telling the truth. I know these women. I just have to try harder to remember.

      The second woman, Lilith, comes closer too, a strange expression on her face as she focuses on me. There is pride and sadness in her black eyes.

      “You have made sacrifices, child, now it is our turn,” she tells me.

      “Lilith, what are you doing?” Lucifer scowls at her back as if she can see him. “Stay away from her.”

      “Awww, come now, love, don’t tell me you feel something for this child,” she tells him without turning around, her eyes still locked on me as if she expects me to do something, or maybe say something.

      I frown at her. I have no idea what she wants from me, but I’m not going to wait to find out. Flicking my wrist, I freeze her, too, and push her back so fast her body slams into the cages lining the sides of the place ten feet away. Dust and plaster rain from the side, and metal clashes on metal from the impact. No one moves for a second, as if everyone is frozen, until we all hear chuckling from the wall. Lilith walks out like nothing has happened. Not even her hair is out of place.

      My jaw drops, how is that possible?
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      “Are you trying to protect him, child? From me?” she asks quietly, but it sounds like she screamed it.

      I lift my chin defiantly. I will not answer her questions. Something nags at me in the back of my mind, like an alarm bell telling me to stop doing stupid things before it’s too late, but I ignore it. I have no time for that now.

      Lilith is still chuckling, and Inanna joins her. Inanna is preening, more proud by the second. These people are weird.

      “You have grown in your power, love. I’m so proud of you,” Inanna says for my ears only.

      “Well, it’s not thanks to you, now, is it? It’s thanks to Lucifer,” I hiss at her, then my eyebrows hit my hairline.

      Why did I say that? How is it thanks to Lucifer? My head spins and a lightheadedness swims in my mind. The pulsing pain in my arm from holding the ruby is not helping, either. I sway on my feet and Inanna grabs my arm, holding me up like I’m light as a feather. Lilith is standing in front of me now, eliciting a deep growl from Lucifer as he tries to free himself.

      “No!” Jezzinta screams and pushes herself through Inanna and Lilith to stand in front of me. Before anyone else can say anything, the other three do the same and circle me.

      My breath gets stuck in my throat. They will stand up to the ones they call Mother to protect me. I don’t need it, but seeing it warms my heart. No matter if I remember it or not, I have no doubt these women are my sisters. Lilith lifts a delicate eyebrow.

      “You see! I told you I chose well.” Inanna laughs.

      “What are we, monkeys in a circus?” I snap at her. “What the hell is going on?”

      “You carry my mark, child. I have to see if you are worthy,” Lilith points at my wrist.

      “Let me guess. You need the ruby for that,” I tell her dryly.

      She nods.

      “Alexia, release me,” Lucifer growls, and unconsciously I do it.

      The next second, he is in front of me and all I can see is his perfect back. His shoulders stretch his shirt so I can see every muscle outlined in it. I want to touch him so badly my hands tingle. He peers over his shoulder at me with a frown. To my horror, I realize I am running my hand all over him, so I snatch it back and stare at my feet like a child caught stealing from the cookie jar. What the fuck is wrong with me? Faith giggles and I frown at her. It only makes her wink and grin at me.

      “No one is hurting her, Lucifer. Are you out of your mind?” Inanna snaps from somewhere in front of Lucifer. I still can’t see anything but his back.

      “Step away so we can merge. If she lives, you can play the hero,” Lilith tells him flatly.

      Something about merging triggers memories, and I remember my merge with Inanna. I was a passenger in my own body. She had full control over me. The idea makes me shiver and it has nothing to do with the coldness spreading inside me. I stick my head from behind Lucifer and peek at Inanna.

      “I remember our merge. You want me to do this?”

      I don’t know why I’m hurt. Then I gasp. I remember everything from the merge, including the betrayal and rage I felt for Derik and Tiamat. Slowly I turn to look at him still standing frozen, playing dead in hopes we will forget about him. When his eyes meet mine, I give him the cruelest smile I can muster. He must have seen the crazy in my eyes, because he starts blabbing incoherently about Tomas and Tiamat making him do things. How he never wanted to hurt me, but they would’ve killed him otherwise. It’s just a background noise. I don’t care what he says.

      “Time for you to pay,” I tell him sweetly.

      “Careful of the ruby,” Inanna says. “Put it on the column so it doesn’t get damaged.”

      “I don’t think so,” I tell her, and without thinking, I open my palm towards the four women.

      It may take a while for me to remember what is going on, but I know deep inside that I trust them. To my surprise, Remi picks it up, takes Lucifer’s hand, and places the ruby in it. I scowl at her.

      “He will keep it safe, Alexia, we will make sure he does. Go get rid of that asshole. We’ve got your back,” she tells me firmly, and the rest of them nod. I believe them.

      Spinning to face Derik, I zone in on the beads of sweat forming on his forehead. He is also shaking so much I can see it from this far away. Good, he should be after everything he’s done.

      I release him and he stumbles back his jaw hanging open in shock.

      “What? You thought I’d kill you like a coward while you’re frozen?” I ask him, venom dripping in my tone.

      He recovers from the shock quickly and, as fast as a snake, throws a green fireball at me. It bounces off me without touching me. Whatever the hell he did with that crystal made sure the green flames couldn’t hurt me. I don’t understand why or how I know this, but I don’t care.

      I give him a wide smile. “Try again,” I tell him.

      He does. For a while, he throws fireball after fireball at me with no results. Then, in a blink of an eye, he throws another but misses me. I think he must be getting tired until I hear the hiss behind me. He tried to hit my sisters. Luckily, Will pushed Meda aside and the flame only grazed her hip. She nods at me, letting me know she’s okay.

      “Can you get any lower, you weasel?” I snap at him, but I put a shield behind me to cover everyone just in case. “I’m going to enjoy slicing the skin from your bones.”

      He tries to run, bolting for the back of the warehouse, but I uncoil a fiery rope and wrap it around his leg. He screams and drops to the ground. The smell of burning flesh permeates the air. I drag him back slowly, letting his screams echo around us. I know I should just kill him quickly so he can’t hurt anyone ever again, but I want to make him suffer, at least for a while. When he is close enough, I make smaller whips, one out of fire and one out of ice, hitting him with them. Only his screams can be heard, and it’s like music to my ears. I revel in it. Everyone else is deathly quiet. I pause to look at them and my arms drop to my sides. My sisters, Lucifer, and the three men are staring at me with gloomy, haunted eyes. Inanna is watching like she is waiting for something, and Lilith is grinning from ear to ear. My eyes move to the people who did everything to protect me, even when I couldn’t remember them. I can plainly see the men are terrified, while my sisters look sad, though determined to watch and stand witness. But Lucifer is disappointed, and that gives me pause.

      “Her humanity was stripped by the wizard, so she doesn’t see right and wrong the same way you do anymore. She only knows righteousness now,” Inanna says quietly, addressing my sisters. “Betrayal is punished. It’s her right to be the judge, jury, and executioner. It’s the way of the gods.”

      “Is she a goddess now?” Meda squeaks.

      “Oh, no, dear. Not at all,” Inanna replies, waving her hand dismissively.

      “Not unless she’s worthy,” Lilith adds, excitement clear in her voice.

      Moaning behind me makes me turn and finally see the bloody mess that is Derik. I want to continue flaying him but I don’t want to disturb my sisters. Forming an icepick, I throw it so it pierces his back where his heart is and, with one last scream, he goes still and quiet. His body freezes in seconds, the ice spreading everywhere there is flesh, and then it shatters like a crystal dropped on concrete. In less than a minute, there is nothing left of him or his treachery. Taking a deep breath, I turn to everyone behind me. Before I say a word, a massive cobra springs from the place that Lilith was occupying a moment ago. No one gets a chance to react before she opens her mouth and swallows me whole. Before everything goes dark, I focus on Inanna, her eyes filled with sadness. All sound and light is cut off from me before the pain starts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      My skin is melting off my bones. That’s how it feels. Someone is pouring acid that covers me from head to toe, and as it slides down, it’s taking skin and muscle with it. Have I been born in this life to only be in pain and to suffer? What is it with everyone? Whether they are the good guy or the bad one, it seems they all want to cause me pain? I don’t think I can go on like this. I need peace because my soul is tired. I have the body of a woman in her prime, but it’s as if I’m thousands of years old and the only thing I wish for is to erase all emotions. It doesn’t matter if it’s a good feeling or a bad one. At this very moment, I just want it all to stop and for me to fade into nothingness. All the fight has left me and I don’t mind that; I welcome it. With what little energy I have left, I clear my mind and go to my safe place in my woods.

      The next moment, I open my eyes and I’m sitting in a clearing. Tall ancient trees sway in a light warm breeze. Birds chirp in the distance, and an elven song is humming in the background, feeding my soul. I’m sitting cross legged on thick grass sprinkled with tiny flowers in different colors, and my back is pressed against a boulder. Taking a deep breath, I inhale the sweet, wonderful smells from the nature that surrounds me, lifting my face to bask in the warmth of the bright sun above. Its rays caress my face and arms like a lover’s fingers. I smile. There is no pain or suffering here. It’s just me, at peace. I think I will stay here for eternity.

      “What do you think you are doing, child?”

      I open my eyes to see Lilith standing behind me, her hands fisted on her hips as she glares at me. Her black hair flows around her face like she’s underwater, her porcelain skin glowing from the sun above us, and her red dress looks like it’s painted on her body, emphasizing her breasts and hips perfectly. Her red-painted lips are pulled into a firm line and her perfectly-sculpted eyebrows pull over her eyes, which are staring at me with anger.

      “How did you get here?” I ask dumbly.

      No one has ever come here, not even my grandmother when I’ve tried very hard to bring her with me. This was my safe place; I created it, down to the smallest detail. It’s as much a part of me as my essence. No one should even be able to know about it, little less show up here in all her perfect glory.

      “You can’t hide here! Get back this instant. I need to see that you are worthy. Or did you forget you carry my mark?” She arches one eyebrow.

      “What made you think I care? I never asked for your mark, or for any of it for that matter. I don’t give a fuck if I’m worthy or not. Go find someone else,” I tell her tiredly and then a thought strikes me. “Anyone else but my sisters,” I add, my crazy-eyed gaze ensuring she understands there will be retribution if that is the case.

      She throws back her head and laughs. It’s a booming, heartfelt laugh that makes me uneasy.

      “Are you threatening a goddess, child? You can’t be that stupid.” She shakes her head as if she can’t believe my idiocy.

      “It’s not a threat, I assure you. It’s a promise. I’ve had enough of your games. All of you,” I tell her flatly.

      “It’s not up to you to decide when you’ve had enough. One cannot escape destiny.” She dismisses my comment, but I don’t say a word. “You think you have a choice in what will come to pass if it’s for the greater good? None of us do, and you had better remember that,” she snaps.

      “Good for whom, exactly, Goddess?” I ask, tilting my head.

      “The light must prevail, child, and you know this,” she tells me. Curiosity swirls in her gaze, but there’s excitement there too, though I have no idea why.

      “So, there should only be light?”

      “Of course! Love and light is all there is. The rest is just manipulation of souls,” she tells me, sounding like she’s quoting scriptures or something.

      “Darkness defines the light; it does not diminish it,” I tell her, glancing at the sun now.

      “How interesting.”

      “I’m glad I can entertain you, but I’m sure you have better things to do.”

      “I am being lectured by a child.” She sighs tiredly. “So, we should let Tiamat and the dark wizards destroy us all. Is that what you want?”

      “I killed the wizards, didn’t I?” I mumble with closed eyes. I don’t know why I’m still having this conversation.

      “Tiamat is still out there, as are the Tablets. You need to find them.”

      “Yet here we are. You’re trying to torture the fuck out of me and even coming to my sacred place that only I know about. How is that working out for you?”

      “You need to come back and finish the trial,” she says like I haven’t spoken.

      “No.”

      “You will destroy us all with your stubbornness because you like to play the victim, feeling sorry for yourself because life has not been easy? Is that it?”

      “What the fuck do you know about the harshness of life?” I roar at her, all my peacefulness gone in a blink of an eye.

      “I know you cannot hunt the devil wearing angel’s wings, child.”

      “You mistake me for Lucifer.”

      “It’s not easy on him either, if that’s what you think,” she says sadly.

      “What does that mean? What does he have to do with anything? He’s only hanging around to cure his boredom and keep an eye on whatever agenda he has,” I whisper, all fight gone from me. “Just like the rest of you.”

      “And what is your agenda?” Lilith asks, and when I look at her, I see only curiosity there. Like it never occurred to her that I might have my own agenda in all of this.

      “I just want to close the hole in my chest,” I say, more to myself than her.

      “What kind of a hole is that?”

      I flop on my back, spreading my arms wide, letting the thick grass cushion my body and just breathing in the clean air that smells like jasmine and roses. She lays next to me in the same way, and I smile. I know she’s still playing her game but I don’t care anymore. I’ve already decided I’m not leaving this place ever again. This will be my existence for eternity.

      “I haven’t figured it out yet, if I’m honest. My sisters fill it up to a point, but it’s still there, so I’m not sure,” I tell her honestly.

      “Ah! We are talking about love,” she murmurs to herself.

      “Love? Hell, no! I’m done with that shit. It was not in the stars for me in this lifetime, as has been proven many times.” I laugh.

      “Maybe you were looking in the wrong places? Or someone is playing with the Tablets of Destiny without us knowing it.” She sounds thoughtful and I turn my head to see her better.

      “They have nothing better to do, like world domination or something, so they decide to fuck up my love life?” I burst out laughing.

      “You have no idea what you are talking about.” She sounds angrier now than when she first showed up.

      “What do you want from me? Whatever it is, you’ll have to find someone else, as I told you. I can’t do this anymore. More importantly, I don’t want to do it. I’m tired; my soul is tired, so you’re wasting your time. I’m not worthy of whatever it is that you’re offering.”

      “You think this is a game? You will die. Those you love will die if we don’t find the Tablets and stop this,” she hisses at me.

      “You’re a goddess and so is Inanna. You go fix it.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, and you know it.”

      “I said I’m done. Just leave me alone.” I close my eyes again so I can pretend she’s not there. Maybe she’ll go away.

      “Very well. Have it your way. I will get Jezzinta to finish

      this.” Excitement drips in her tone.

      I bolt upright and am in her face in seconds. “You stay away from them!”

      “Or what? What are you going to do, child?” she taunts me.

      “Why don’t you ask Enlil? Oh wait, he doesn’t exist anymore! You want to join him? He was a good lay. You might like it.” I squeeze the words through clenched teeth, curling my fists.

      I wonder if I can use my magick in this place. Will I be able to defend myself if she decides to attack? My mind is whirring, and it takes me a moment to realize she hasn’t moved or said anything. There’s an excited twinkle shining from her midnight eyes, though. Facing each other, we are so close that the smell of roses emanating from her skin overpowers everything else, including the smell of jasmine coming from me. That gives me pause. Inanna smells strongly of jasmine, and since I am her vessel, so do I. Remi told me once that Jez is Lilith’s vessel, yet she doesn’t smell like roses. What does that mean?

      I take a step back from her, a million things going through my head.

      “Ah! I can hear the wheels turning. You are starting to piece things together.” She nods thoughtfully.

      “Either you’re not who you say you are, or Jezzinta is not your vessel.”

      “Or all of the above is true, but you are different,” she tells me quietly, and I scrub my hands over my face.

      “Say what you need to say, and let’s stop all these riddles. If you didn’t need me, you would’ve killed me by now.”

      “We need to merge so my essence is imprinted in you, just like Inanna’s,” she says simply.

      “I’m not giving you control over me. Find another way. I know you’re a goddess, but thanks to Lucifer, I have every right to not agree with what you want,” I tell her, and her eyebrows lift at that. “Free will and all that good stuff.” I wave my hand like I’m swatting a fly.

      “Fair enough. You merge with me, then.”

      “Say what, now?”

      “You have the blood of gods in you, Alexia, as well as the gifts of some. How do you think it was possible for you to merge with Inanna?” She looks me straight in the eyes and I know she’s telling the truth. There is no deceit there. “A goddess cannot be invited from the outside. She can only be awakened inside, and you already did that. That’s why we were able to merge. Why are you afraid?” she asks softly.

      “I’m not afraid,” I say defensively, and flinch. Sure as hell sounds like I am.

      Lilith grimaces like she’s eaten something foul. I stare at her because I have no idea what to say. I had no clue how scared I actually was.

      “You have nothing to be afraid of. Stop fighting yourself and limiting your power with ideas, beliefs, or others’ expectations of you. Just be, child. You were created as you should be, nothing more and nothing less. I told you that you have made enough sacrifices. It is our turn now. Let me do that for you. You accepted Inanna’s light, now accept my darkness.”

      I frown at her and she lifts a hand to stop me from opening my mouth.

      “Do not confuse darkness with evil. Those are two different things. Even light can be evil if it’s used as such. It can light the way or it can blind you. Nothing is black and white. It comes in many shades of gray, and you need to embrace them, not fear them or be ashamed by them. It is your birthright.”

      “I’m still not giving you control of me,” I tell her stubbornly.

      “And you still think I need your permission,” she says softly, still eyeing me so I can see that she’s telling the truth.

      “Then why all this bullshit?” I throw my arms up.

      “Because I need you to understand. The right path is not the straight staircase or the nicely-paved road. It’s a spiraled, thorn-covered, barely-there walkway you need to clear for yourself. You were made for this. All you have to do now is believe in yourself.”

      “Yet I still have to merge to prove I’m worthy,” I grumble.

      “No, you don’t,” she says, and the shock must be comical on my face because she laughs.

      “We are merged, Alexia. How else would I be here otherwise?”

      “What on earth? You merged without consent?” Rage boils my veins.

      “No, I didn’t. You just woke my essence inside you. All I did was make you remember.”

      “This shit is crazy, even for me.” I plop back on the grass, all strength leaving me.

      “I love your loyalty and your strength, child. You are worthy of my sacrifice. Your sisters are your strength. Azalea, as you call her, gave you the light with the two light workers. Lucifer is the keeper of your soul and your two mothers will feed you love. Go fulfill your destiny. Find the Tablets and save us all.” She kneels next to me and pulls me in a hug.

      “Lucifer is the keeper of my soul?”

      “Your sisters gave him the honor.” She smiles. “Ge gentle with him, would you? I don’t think he is familiar with the feelings awakening in him. You both have a ways to go, but things are changing. If you stay true to your heart, you will close that hole inside you and save us all in the process.” With those words, she pulls back, kisses my forehead, and is gone.

      In her place, one red apple is left taunting me, so I snatch it and angrily take a big bite out of it just for good measure.
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      “What’s the meaning of this? What games are you playing?” I scowl down my nose at the goddess in front of me.

      Even with the thoughtful expression on her face, Inanna seems resigned, and I do not like it one bit. The ruby in my hand is making my entire arm tingle like I’m holding onto lightning with sheer will alone. This whole situation is out of my control, and with every passing moment, I’m more and more like a pawn. I’ve always been the one in control. Did my curiosity lead me to my downfall? Many have tried to muddy my name and my motives throughout lifetimes, yet one slip of a girl manages to turn my existence upside down with her smile and her bravery.

      Or maybe stupidity would be more accurate; I am still not certain which.

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” Inanna asks me, and I arch an eyebrow. She sighs as if I am the child and if my ignorance pains her.

      “Mother, please. We must help her. Where did Lilith take her?” Remi pleads with the Goddess.

      I am not sure if I want to laugh at the absurdity of it all or destroy everything in my path. Maybe I should see how it unfolds. It’s not like there are pressing matters that need attending to. What started as fun is turning more complicated by the minute. Perhaps the Fates have tangled me into something to bring my downfall.

      “She will be fine, love, don’t fret. Lilith never was one with patience. She will come back when it’s done.” Inanna sighs again and spins in a circle, looking around as if seeing where we are for the first time.

      I do the same, if nothing else to maybe see what she sees. Is it that I have missed something? It cannot be; everything feels dead in this realm, apart from those woods. Entering there was like passing a portal. A realm within a realm, in a way. Now that I think of it, the hairs on my neck stand on end. Why would the weaver of the web of life attach her realm to this one if she didn’t anticipate the witch coming here? Did the rest of the witches know this? I try to read them to sense any deception, or even an inkling they are aware of the turmoil that plagues me, but they seem oblivious to anything but their worry for Alexia.

      I take a deep breath, calming my own thoughts. Alexia. There is more to that witch than I am aware of. I expected she would be fun to decipher, like a riddle. Her actions are always unpredictable, unless it comes to those she calls her own. Then one can be certain she will go head first and risk her life. And she has done it for me. I scoff at that. How ridiculous. A witch protecting me.

      “You’ll crack the ruby if you keep squeezing your fists, angel. Knock it off,” Remi snaps, bringing me out of my musings.

      “Watch your tone, human,” I growl at her.

      “Pfftt. As if you scare me. You hold part of her that she will need back. Pay more attention,” she argues. The other three all hum their agreement.

      “You aren’t afraid I will end your miserable existence and just do as I please with this?” I say menacingly, raising the ruby so they see me twirling it through my fingers.

      The other three flinch as if ready to throw themselves at me to take it, but not Remi. She is looking at me with calm eyes as if she knows I am bluffing. Now that is interesting.

      “She has you figured out before you even know what is going on.” Inanna laughs merrily, and I frown at her.

      “And what is happening, exactly?” I ask.

      “We have all been tossed into the same pile, angel. Tiamat, so desperate for the Tablets, started events that have changed all our paths. Including yours.” She squints at me pointedly. “After she killed Alexia’s grandmother, everything else started falling apart like dominoes. No wonder Azalea”—She makes air quotes with her fingers—“got involved. With that stupid move, Tiamat changed the rules of the game. She brought about the death of a god, destruction of a realm—since this realm will cease to exist the moment we all leave this place—and she made sure the dark and the light females merge together in a vessel. On top of it all, the thread of life connected the Divine Feminine and Divine Masculine.” She stares intently at me, then at my fist holding the ruby.

      My heart beats wildly in my chest as though I were a mortal man. My body trembles as if preparing for a battle. What she says fits with the riddles the old witch was babbling on about in order to confuse me so I would help Alexia—or so I thought at the time. I am not so sure anymore. Inanna loves playing games as much as any of us immortals, but she would not play games with our existence or humanity. She is a protector of the Feminine, of that I am certain. So it is true, then! It is not a myth. Alexia is the key to remove the Time Maker from existence, and for all realms and worlds to connect in harmony.

      “Lilith is making the ultimate sacrifice?” I say slowly to Inanna, watching her eyes to see any indication that she is playing a game.

      All I see are solemn eyes that carry sadness for Lilith but hope for the rest of us. Everything in me stills as though I am suspended through time and space. Is she aware of what this means for me? I keep staring at her eyes, unblinking. And there I finally see it. She envies what this means for me because she cannot have the same fortune. She is still tangled in the web of Underworld and Above-world. But she knows! Oh, yes, she knows! Alexia somehow was reincarnated this lifetime as the missing part of me. She is my other half, the darkness to my light, the night to my day. When the two halves become one, time will restart for existence, and harmony and balance will be renewed. A new beginning! I’m almost shaking and she finally sees that I understand. She gives me a small smile.

      “Are you two going to be wrapped in each other forever or will someone do something?” Jezzinta snaps, and we both turn to her.

      “Tone,” I reprimand her, but I cannot be angry. I want to roar a victory cry for all worlds to hear.

      “A-Ma kinda rubs off on us,” Meda says meekly in hopes of defending her sister, and I can’t help but smile.

      That makes me frown. Does that mean I have to be kind to the witches now? If I don’t want Alexia to fight me, I will have to try. That makes me groan.

      Inanna laughs. “I don’t envy you for this, angel. But I do wish you luck.” She grins at me.

      “What are we talking about again?” Jezzinta asks.

      “You’ll figure it out, Jez, trust me. You’re not paying attention, or you would’ve known before he realized it.” Remi hooks a thumb in my direction. I ignore them before I make them angry by saying what my thoughts on that are.

      “How much longer?” I ask Inanna.

      “Calm yourself. She’ll be back when she’s ready. She is being reborn, after all.”

      As she answers, a bright light flashes in the middle of all of us. When it fades, Alexia is curled in a ball on the ground, naked as the day she was born. Without waiting for anyone to move, I snatch her in my arms. The witches gather around me, checking to see if she is okay while she looks like she is sleeping on my chest. Inanna laughs again, mumbling something about leaving and how she will see us again, but the other three humans are staring at the burden in my arms with wide eyes. I growl at them to avert their eyes and that snaps them out of it.

      They find the ground and the walls very interesting. Only one of them, Remi’s lover, frowns at me and without moving his eyes from Alexia’s face, staying close enough to make sure she is okay. As much as it angers me, I must remember to stay calm or she will be more difficult than even I can expect.

      Inanna laughs harder and shakes her head, then disappears.

      “We need to get her home,” Remi says.

      “I’ll open the portal outside.” Meda runs off with Faith at her side.

      “Hang on.” Jezzinta bolts from somewhere behind me, and a moment later she covers Alexia with a cloak.

      “Thank you.” I do not know why I have the urge to thank her, but the words are out before I am aware I’m even saying them.

      “She hates being naked in front of others.” Jezzinta smiles gently at Alexia.

      “Hold on to that ruby, angel,” Remi reminds me, as if I would let it out of my sight for anything.

      Everyone turns and walks out of the building. I follow behind so they don’t see me being awed by the woman in my arms. Being misunderstood and having a lonely existence for thousands of years was definitely worth it if this is my reward.

      Everyone walks through the shimmering purple portal one by one. I stop and glance at the woods to see that nothing is there anymore. Barren dead ground stretches in all directions. Even the orchards with silver apples are gone. Only the Fates know what waits for all of us next, but with one last glimpse of Alexia, I’m reminded that whatever it is it will most definitely be worth it.

      With that thought, I step through the portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          One week later……

        

      

    

    
      “I bring gifts.” Jezzinta’s chirpy voice reaches my ears and I turn to see her.

      Smiling, she sits next to me on the steps of the porch at our house, holding two mugs in one hand and a pot of coffee in the other.

      “You hate coffee, sis.” I smile at her.

      “It’s not for me, Sap,” she says just as I hear the door open behind me again.

      Remi, Faith, and Meda walk out carrying a pot of tea, more mugs, and teacups as they all sit around me on the steps. Remi and Jezzinta are on either side of me, while Meda and Faith are in front of my legs on the lower step. They have been doing this ever since I woke up in my bed with all of them hovering over me. It scared the shit out of me, I can say that much. I’ve been trying to sneak out for some alone time just to clear my head and process everything that has happened. Just like a moment ago, I’ve been sitting here, just staring at nothing in particular while my mind tries to put everything together. Everything that happened and everything that needs to happen. I’m still not sure I was worthy of Lilith’s sacrifice. I won’t admit it to anyone, not even my sisters, so I don’t taint the good she did, but still, I don’t think I’m worthy of it.

      “Still having arguments in your head, jackass?” Remi bumps my shoulder, smiling.

      “Always,” I grin at her. “How’s Stamelos doing?” I ask seriously.

      Philip has been through hell thanks to Tomas’s and Derik’s twisted minds and dark magick. His treatment was a hell of a lot worse than my sisters’ since he refused to join Derik in his evil deeds. I have moments when I wish they were still alive so I could kill them all over again.

      “He’s doing much better,” she says softly.

      I envelop her in a tight hug. She feels guilty because she thinks everything Philip went through is her fault. I tried to explain that it was because he was close to me, because he was my boss and all, but she still blames herself. “Everyone has been through shit because of me.” After that, the rest yelled at us to stop throwing pity parties and just accept the fact we’re all messed up and shit just happens to us. We laughed for a while about that.

      “How did you manage to ditch Lucifer, Sap?” Jez asks, and I groan.

      It makes all of them laugh. I don’t know what got up Lucifer’s ass, but he’s been extremely attentive, polite, and nice. It’s creepy as fuck! I have no idea what he’s playing at, but I’ve made it my life’s mission to avoid him as much as possible, much to the delight of my sisters. Daisy is still staying with us as well, but she left two days after we got back to check on the rest of the women we saved from the caves. She finds the situation with Lucifer’s alter ego amusing, too.

      “Seriously, I think he finally found a way to freak me out! He’s never nice! He’s arrogant, demanding, and rude in his honesty. Right now he scares the shit out of me. I mentioned I could kill for doughnuts and he grabbed the keys the same second and left,” I tell them, shaking my head.

      “We need to think of something more difficult to find. Something he needs to work hard to get,” Jez says excitedly.

      “I don’t know why you don’t tap that ass, mate. I’ll do it for you, if you like,” Faith wiggles her eyebrows.

      We all laugh at that. Much to my chagrin, Lucifer steers clear of her because she always makes sure to pet his arms or squeeze his ass if he is within arm’s reach. We encourage her to do it, of course, and that makes him angry. It sure gives us something to laugh about and we do need it. After all that’s passed, we can use as many things to laugh about as we can get.

      “I’m good, thanks. My track record shows that when I’m interested in someone, he turns psycho. I think I’m destined to be the old lady with forty cats.”

      “Knock it off, Sap! Just because Derik was evil doesn’t mean you should close your heart forever. You’re acting like a child now.” Jez frowns at me.

      “A-Ma, you have so much love to give. You can’t deprive the world of that. Just let it go.” Meda pats my knee, sounding much older than she is.

      “Looking back now, I can’t believe I didn’t see it or put it together sooner. Every time Tomas was playing the villain, Derik was there to play the hero. It started with the hoodlums, and that was his way in. Now that I think of it, that demon in my vision in the lake said he was summoned there, but before I had a chance to find out more, Derik pulled me out of the water saying he was scared I’d drowned. Later at the beach, he appeared before he was sent to Lucifer. I’m grateful Enlil was a murderous bastard and I got rid of him in time. Imagine if Derik, still keeping up his charade, stuck around and came with us when we went after the Tablets. That would’ve been a disaster.” I shiver at the thought.

      “Everything happens for a reason, and always at the right time. Not a moment too late or too soon.” Meda smiles gently, ever the wise.

      “You wouldn’t be who you are today, Al, if none of that happened. And neither would we if you think about it,” Remi says, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      “We wouldn’t have met Faith if it weren’t for the way things happened.” Jez follows Remi’s example and props her head on my other shoulder.

      “And the bloody fairies wouldn’t be here, either.” Faith rests her head on my knee.

      “Speaking of the fairies, I guess they went on a hunt for doughnuts with the angel.” Meda laughs, placing her head on my other knee and pointing towards the driveway leading to the house.

      We all laugh when we see Remi’s Tiguan heading our way with Lucifer driving, Archie sits next to him, while Philip and Will peek their heads between them from the back seat. Their animated faces make it seem like they are having a disagreement, and Lucifer is glaring, clutching the wheel so tight I can spot his white knuckles. That makes us laugh harder.

      “Okay, I’m out of here. I’ll go hide in my bedroom,” I tell them, but they grab hold of me so I can’t move.

      “It’ll be a doughnut and movie afternoon, Sap. No hiding!” Jez says sternly.

      “Hell, no! I just want some time alone, please.” I blink at her

      with puppy eyes hoping she’ll let me out of it.

      “No can do, jackass. It’s our time off. Next week, you might wish we were arguing about doughnuts and movies,” Remi adds.

      “We only have couple of days anyway,” Meda reminds me.

      “A couple days until what?” Lucifer asks as they all come to join us where we sit. His intent gaze makes me wonder if he thinks I will grow a second head or something.

      Unnerving, I’m telling you!

      “Until we go get the Tablets of Destiny,” Meda says quietly and we all stay quiet after that, each lost in our own heads and the doughnuts all but forgotten.

      “It might not be that bad, right? I mean, Enlil did say I helped steal them. Maybe I made some deal that I can’t remember, and it will work in our favor.” I try to get everyone to feel a little better and hopeful, including myself.

      Mumbling and humming are their only response. I guess I suck at pep talks. Leaning my head on top of Jezzinta’s, we stay like that, all of us crowded together on the steps long enough to see the sunset and the moon covering everything with her enchanting silvery light. No matter what happens, we still have each other. Nothing else matters but that! Or, maybe I spoke too soon as usual? Who knows? We’ll just have to see how it plays out.
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      The path to the light has never been more difficult.

      

      A dark force is rising, far more sinister than any adversary faced before. It will take the full strength of combined powers if Alexia is to survive. With Lucifer by her side, she embarks on the final journey of her quest.

      Once trusted allies now straddle the lines of good and evil. They are all obsessed with obtaining the prize which the water elemental is determined to protect.

      To seek the help of the gods, an atonement must be made. But with nothing left to lose, The Vessel might become the most powerful rival they had ever encountered.

      Will Alexia claim the tablets of destiny?

      Or will her sacrifice send her hurtling away from Lucifer's alluring dark wings?
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            Lady Babylon - Thanassis Stamelos.

          

        

      

    

    
      “…That love of yours, so tremendously grand

      Mere mortals before you cannot endure

      No mere man stands here, I can assure

      To all others you remain but a mystery

      You and I, My Red Lady, shall create history

      Glorious scarlet beast you ride upon, dusk to dusk, dawn to dawn

      Bow heads toward me, to me instantly drawn

      With luxurious hide, O this beautiful beastly spawn

      Serving at our behest, at our command

      As we wander hand in hand

      Come, O Lady, stand with me side by side

      Serpents gather about, by our will alone abide

      Missing from me these many long years

      Striking in mortal hearts unimaginable fears

      Golden cup filled with freedom to me you proffer

      I drink deeply, satiated by your offer

      O Babylon, cities we tear and shake

      O My Lady at a whim worlds we rend and break

      O My Red Woman, bed chambers we quake

      Bodies melted in lustful embrace

      Across the stars 'tis you I chase

      To gaze and take in your beautiful face

      O Lady of mine, O My Lover

      Your deep places I seek to uncover

      A long lost love we now recover

      Your flowing silken hair betwixt my fingers

      Our sweet love scent on air long after lingers

      Yearning, lustful, tasteful lovemaking

      There can be no mistaking

      This deep craving, without you forever aching

      Beloved Queen of mine, here and now

      Our hearts entwined for eternity, this I vow

      O Babylon, My Love, My Soul

      O Beloved, you fill My Heart's gaping hole.”
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      Alexia …

      

      The first rays of the sun bathing the horizon in purples and pinks like fingers combing through the clinging darkness are surprisingly soothing. A biting chill is in the air around me, but I choose to ignore it … if only for a moment. Peace constantly eludes me. It’s not that I mind having everyone around me. I’ve been alone for so long that the very thought of not having my sisters, or even the men—three men and an angel, if you ask Lucifer—constantly present in the house scares me … more than I would like to admit. It’s the rest of what I’m feeling that makes me unsettled.

      So much has happened …

      Try as I may to let it go and move on, I can’t avoid having my mind wander back to all the things that have taken center stage in my life. It’s not that my life was a picnic before all this started. No, it’s all the trials the Great Mother is flinging my way that make me feel like I’m in the center of a storm, just waiting to be flung one way or another so it can end my miserable existence.

      A year and a half. It’s been a year and a half since that damn day. I can’t help but remember the car accident. I know Inanna has told me that my whole life has been an initiation, but somehow that day seems like the pivotal point on this life’s journey for me. I wonder if things would’ve turned out differently if I had stayed at home and called in sick. My sisters might’ve been spared all the stress and pain they’ve endured because of me. Would they have been happier if they’d never met me in this lifetime? Had families by now, children, living ignorant of the pain and suffering that comes from the other side of the veil? I know, I know. I’m having a pity party, but I can’t help it.

      I take a deep breath until my chest hurts, then exhale slowly as I stare at the sky. It’s getting brighter now. Soon everyone will be awake and start worrying about me, as usual. I wonder if they’d worry more if they knew I still struggle to remember things after I had my soul ripped out of my body and hung around Lucifer’s neck like a decoration. Even the things I remember don’t have any emotion with them. I know what they mean and how I should feel about them, so I mimic it, but I it’s not like those are really my emotions. Some part of me, perhaps, but not me. Not the one residing in this skin suit I’m wearing.

      “A Vessel.” I whisper the word, snorting and shaking my head. “Fucking gods and their damn games, playing with our lives.”

      The trees of the small forest next to the house rustle in the breeze like they’re shivering from hearing me curse the gods and I want to laugh. They look as though they were painted by a master artist, bathed in the rainbow-colored rays that are taking over the sky. It’s still quiet and the sound of the shivering leaves is a balm to my bruised heart. I don’t even know when I decided to stick around and let this whole charade play out. Fuck it. Let them have their fun with me. I’ve already had it all happen one way or another. Maybe Tiamat will finish what she started long ago. I should be so lucky.

      That brings my mind back to the day of the accident. Philip’s face … his head is resting against my chest and I’m startled at the look in his eyes. Awe? Amazement? Fear? “Who are you?” he says breathlessly and passes out.

      I look at him, then my eyes wander around the limo until they fall to my still-glowing arms around his shoulders as my skin slowly returns to normal. I hear voices from the outside trying to get to us and see if we are alive. “Who am I? Now, that’s a very good question.”

      Goosebumps cover my body from head to toe. I still don’t think I have an answer for him. Isn’t that something?

      The door opens slowly behind me and I bring myself out of my wallowing, but I don’t open my eyes. Not just yet. Maybe if I hold onto the darkness a bit longer when I do open them, things will be different. A girl can dream.

      “Morning, sap. Been sitting there long?” Jezzinta sits next to me and leans her head on my shoulder.

      “Mhm, I’m not sure,” I answer, barely above a whisper so I don’t disturb the nature around us.

      “Want to talk about it?” she asks hesitantly.

      That right there is like a knife through my chest. They’ve all been doing it ever since we got back from Tomorith’s realm, like they’re talking to a wounded, cornered animal and afraid to spook it. It hurts like a bitch to know I can’t do anything to change that.

      “Nothing to talk about, Jez, I just needed some fresh air and nature around me. That’s all.”

      “If you say so.”

      I can hear the hurt in her voice. She knows I’m not telling them things, but it’s not like I don’t want to. I have no idea how to explain what’s going on with me.

      “It’s beautiful to watch the sun rising,” she mumbles.

      “It doesn’t rise,” I say absentmindedly. “Nor does it set, for that matter.”

      “Huh?”

      “The sun. It neither rises nor sets. It just sits there, right where it always is. We circle around it and spin, but in a literal sense, the sun itself doesn’t do shit.” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood.

      “We should let Sin know. I’m certain he’ll appreciate your description.” She giggles.

      Mission accomplished.

      “I’m sure he will,” I drawl.

      This makes her laugh.

      “What’s with the laughing? The jackass got her sense of humor back?” Remi’s voice cracks like a whip through the stillness around us.

      “Yeah, she can dream on.” Jez joins her in tormenting me.

      “Hey! I’m funny,” I sound more defensive than I expect. “Just because you don’t always understand my dark, twisted, sarcastic humor doesn’t mean I’m not funny. It means you two are assholes.”

      I look at them with wide eyes, my eyebrows up as far as they can go. They both burst out laughing. Good. They deserve to laugh and be happy. I’ll do everything I can to keep it that way. Remi squeezes herself between both of us on the steps and sits down.

      “I bring offerings,” Meda announces her presence, and we all turn to look over our shoulders. She brings coffee and mugs, followed by Faith, Daisy, Will, Archie, Phillip, and Lucifer, all of them helping her carry everything outside.

      “And I bring witches and other unknown entities along, too.” She snickers at my raised eyebrow.

      Lucifer’s mumblings make us all laugh—no one fears him anymore, he says. Sitting on the railing of the porch with his lips twitching, he looks at me like I’m the only person here. It does stupid things to my insides, so I tear my eyes away from him. I don’t need my stupid body or hormones getting anyone else hurt, thank you very much. I still can’t believe they don’t hate me for what that weasel Derik did.

      “Oi! What’s with the long face?” Faith’s Australian accent brings me out of my musings.

      “No long face, mate. I can’t help it, it’s the only one I’ve got,” I answer her, shaking my head.

      Leave it up to her to get straight to the point. No beating around the bush with Faith. I love her for it, but right now, with everyone’s eyes on me, I want to strangle her. Before anyone can say anything else, I grab the coffee from Meda and wave my hand. Passing me mugs, I pour coffee into each one, not for a second missing their narrowed-eye looks.

      “So. We need to go on a little trip soon, guys. We need to get the potions back so we can open the portal.”

      As I expect, dead silence surrounds me in less than a heartbeat. At least I won’t get any more questions about what’s going on in my head. One can hope.

      “We’ll talk about that right after you tell us what’s going through your head,” Remi says.

      I will bet my life they do this on purpose—let her snap at me because they know I’ll bite my tongue with her. I slit my eyes at her and of course, she mirrors me, as if daring me to argue. That’s one argument no one is going to win. Pick your battles wisely and all that crap.

      “Apart from everything we need to do and how to stay alive while we do it you mean?” I ask sweetly.

      “Don’t be an ass,” she snaps.

      “Spill it,” Jez, Will, and Archie say at the same time.

      “Since when do you two order me around?” I ask the light-workers, purposefully ignoring both my sisters’ requests. I guess I am an ass. Oh, well …

      They look at me sheepishly, but it doesn’t last long.

      “Don’t let her intimidate you. It’s her defense mechanism to act like a bitch when she’s hurting and doesn’t want to talk about it,” Remi says offhandedly.

      “Nothing is going through my head.” Even I can hear the tiredness in my voice, no matter how hard I try to hide it.

      “Of course not, Sap, you’re half Irish,” Jez quips.

      “Huh? What’s that got to do with anything?” I ask, confused.

      “It makes you half stupid,” she says proudly, lifting her chin, her British accent more pronounced than ever. On purpose, I’m sure.

      I try. I swear to everything holy that I try, but I lose my battle. I burst out laughing so hard that tears run down my face. Everyone is laughing. I’m not sure if Lucifer understands her jab, but he is bent down with the rest of us for a long time. For all my shortcomings, I must have done something right to have these people in my life. As much as I like bitching about it, I would give my last breath for each of them, even the new additions to our little sister circle. Each and every one of them are exactly where they need to be: a tribe. That’s what we are now. It gives me a warm feeling in my belly like I’m drinking brandy.

      “I love you Jez, but only because you’re the other half of my stupid,” I say after I manage to get some air in my lungs.

      It was a good diversion, thankfully. We all sit and sip our coffee—tea for Jezzinta and Daisy. I know the moment of peace won’t last long, it never does.

      Daisy finally adds her two cents. “You need to talk about it, Al.”

      “I know.”

      I purse my lips, unhappy because I can’t bring myself to ignore her. She’s aware of it, too, I know. That’s why she’s their last attack option when they corner me like this.

      “Why aren’t you guys upset with me?” I blurt out.

      “Huh?” all of them ask at the same time.

      “All the shit you just recently went through was because of my stupidity. Why aren’t you upset with me?” I hold up a hand to stop whatever they want to say. “The four of you”—I look pointedly at Remi, Philip, Jezzinta, and Meda—“were hurt beyond anything you ever should’ve experienced and I’m trying to understand why you’re not upset. In case you forgot, Derik was the one who did all that while Remi tried to protect us from him, and my stupid hormones brought all that shit on everyone. You should be angry. You should resent me, not hug me and worry how I’m feeling about this.” Tears slide down my cheeks as I finish.

      Stunned silence meets my sobs, but I can’t lift my head from my hands to look at them. Maybe it never dawned on them to resent me for everything they went through, and now I’ve given them the idea that they should. That makes me cry harder. It feels like my head will explode from the pressure, until I’m stunned out of my misery by an animalistic growl unlike any I’ve heard before. I only have time to raise my chin before Lucifer is looming over me. Stunned, I do nothing as he plucks me from the step I’m sitting on like I weigh less than a feather. He growls at Remi and Jez for daring to touch him while he cradles me to his chest like an infant and rushes inside the house. One wide-eyed glance at everyone over his shoulder is all I manage before we disappear inside. Shock paints their features, but the door closes with a deafening thud and Lucifer strides up the stairs two at a time until we reach my room.
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      Alexia…

      

      “What do you think you’re doing? Put me down!” I wiggle in his arms.

      That is a bad idea! My breasts are pressed against his chest, and it does stupid things to my body. It’s not like it stops me, but I realize it’s stupid. Heat pools in my stomach, and I squeeze my thighs to elevate the tingling there. It’s a dangerous game we’re playing, and it’s been going on since I woke up three months after I almost bled to death in the kitchen downstairs.

      Like I haven’t spoken, he enters my room and unceremoniously drops me on the bed, where I bounce a couple of times like a sack of potatoes. I say nothing, just watch him warily while he stalks back and forth in front of the bed, breathing hard. I know it’s not because he’s tired from carrying me. He’s angry—very angry. I do the most sensible thing I can; I keep my mouth shut. I’m almost proud of my self-preservation skills. But that goes out the window the next second when everyone piles into my bedroom like it’s Grand Central Station.  Just for the record, it’s not a very big room. Definitely not big enough to hold ten adults.

      "I wasn't aware we were having a party in my bedroom," I say to no one in particular.

      Like I haven't spoken, they get comfortable. Philip sits, leaning his back against the wall, and Remi settles between his legs, resting her head on his chest. Jezzinta and Meda sprawl on my bed around me like cats on Sunday morning. Will and Archie sit on the floor next to each other, leaning their forearms on their knees, and Faith sneaks up next to Lucifer, who’s stopped prowling and is glaring at me with his arms crossed.  Daisy is the only one standing in the middle of the room with her hands on her hips and a look of disapproval on her face.

      "We could've done this downstairs, you know. There’s more room there for interventions," I tell Daisy.

      It's like I say the magic word because everyone speaks at the same time, some yelling, others mumbling, but either way I'm starting to get a headache.

      “Stop!” My voice echoes in the room like I’ve swallowed a megaphone. “First. Philip, you shouldn’t even be in here. You’re human. Everything that happened to you wasn’t enough? You want to get hurt worse or even killed next time? We have no idea what we’re going up against. You should do your best to convince Remi to stay with you and out of this, too!”

      As I snap at Philip, I point a shaky finger at him. It’s not just my hand that’s shaking, it’s my entire body. The anger and fear for them makes me vibrate inside. Obviously they don’t hate me for what they’ve been through, though, so I guess I’ll have to help them see reason.

      “Oh, wow! That’s how low you want to go now, Alexia? Causing problems in my relationship?” Remi looks at me disapprovingly, and I flinch like she has just slapped me.

      “Causing problems? What the fuck is wrong with you people? I’m trying to make you see things realistically. So you can stay alive! Or wasn’t seeing him almost killed not enough of a wake-up call for you, sister?” I spit the last word at her.

      In my messed-up head, I have it all figured out. If they don’t listen to reason, I’ll say whatever it takes to keep them away from all the horrors I know are coming. Knowing they’re safe and alive is a win-win situation for me, even if I’m dead the end. Somewhere between my outburst downstairs and the time Lucifer carried me to my bedroom, my mind decided I should make sure they’re as far away from everything as possible. Maybe I finally went nuts.

      “Stop being so stubborn, Al. Let’s talk this over once and for all so we can move on to more productive things. What do you say?” Daisy’s gentle voice is so reassuring that I almost give in to their silliness.

      “There’s nothing to talk about. What I find frustrating is this: you guys all believe this is a discussion. Some crazy idea of transparency or democracy where we all get a say in things. Well …” I slowly get up and start moving them one by one towards the door. “Let me assure you, it’s not. I know it in my heart. There will be pain. There will be tears and death. But I’ll be damned if it’ll happen to any of you. Not while I’m still kicking.”

      By this point, they are all in the hallway, apart from Lucifer,  looking at me with frowns on their faces. At the moment I couldn’t care less.

      “So go downstairs. Figure out who’s coming to help so we can get the potions. That’s all any of you will be helping with. I have a splitting headache, so I need some time to rest. I’ll come down in an hour.” With a thin, strained smile, I close the door in their faces.

      “I guess the headache doesn’t count for Lucifer!” Jezzinta yells through the door, then she kicks it.

      “Oh, he’ll be joining you in a minute, I promise!” I shout so they can hear me, but also to let the angel know I’m not in the mood for lectures.

      I hear their footsteps as they stomp away talking quietly among themselves. They’re upset, but that’s okay. This needs to end, finally, and if they stick around, I have a feeling that things will keep happening to throw us off our endgame. It didn’t occur to me at the beginning that we would be dodging stray crazies instead of going straight for the tablets. I didn’t think it’d be easy by any means, but I certainly didn’t expect what happened. Never what happened.

      Still facing the door, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “Say what you need to say, Lucifer.” My voice is barely above whisper.

      I sense his energy envelope me and the warmth of his body penetrates my insides before I hear him behind me. Stealthy as a cat. For someone as tall and muscular as he is, he moves like a shadow. You never know when he’ll sneak up on you. My entire body shivers and goosebumps cover me from head to toe. This is why I avoid him as much as possible. I’m not sure if it’s because he has the ruby containing my soul or if it’s just because of my stupid, treacherous hormones that I react like this. I have a sinking suspicion it’s just him. He snuck up under my skin, unsuspected, and made himself comfortable there while I was too busy drowning in guilt and anger to notice. Sneaky, sneaky angel.

      The longer he stands behind me not saying a word, the more strongly my body reacts to his proximity. I’m trembling and fighting to stay still with sheer will alone. I want to lean against his chest and let him hold me with such force that my entire body trembles from it, but I stubbornly resist.

      “Turn around, Alexia.” His words come with a gust of warm air, ruffling my hair and making me involuntarily lean back. My heartbeat is too loud for my own ears and visible through my shirt. I don’t blame my heart; I want to run and hide, too.

      Squeezing my fists so hard my nails bite into my palms, I fight to stay calm and detached. Good fucking luck with that. His heart is beating as crazily as mine, and that freaks me out even more. My breathing gets shallow and labored, and finally my fight-or-flight response kicks in.  Just as I pry my nails from my palms so I can reach for the door, his arms surround me, pulling me tighter against his chest, and my legs give out.

      “Turn around,” he whispers.

      “I can’t,” I mumble, but I’m not sure he can hear me. I can’t hear myself from the blood rushing through my ears.

      “You cannot, or you do not want to?” He chuckles nervously and it does stupid things to me.

      I know he can feel me trembling. I sure as fuck am aware he knows how turned on I am with him pressed to my body like a second skin. All he has to do is look down and he’ll see my nipples poking through my shirt. All that being said, I know he loves the fact that he affects me like this even when I fight to hide it. Especially when I try to hide it.  I want to move away from him. I want to turn around and press closer, too. I hate myself for not being strong enough to push him away. I don’t need any more hurt. I’ve already had enough to last many lifetimes.

      “Turn around.” He tightens his arms and places a feathery kiss on my neck, his hair tickling my face.

      I can’t stop the low moan for the life of me. That earns me another chuckle, and it reverberates through my whole body until I’m nothing more than a bowl of Jello.

      “Let me go, Lucifer.”

      “I will. Turn around,” he says, taking a deep breath that expands his chest and almost lifts me off the ground.

      I shift my body slightly, not sure what to do, but that’s enough for him. He spins me in his arms and I stare at his chest, not daring to lift my head. People usually talk about having butterflies in their stomach in situations like this, but I have a sinking suspicion they never tell the whole truth. If I have butterflies in my stomach right now; they’re drunk and having a rave party, because I’m lightheaded and dizzy.

      “Don’t do this, Lucifer. Please.”

      “What exactly am I doing, witch?”

      “You’re going to kiss me, and that is one complication I can do without in this lifetime.” The words come rushing out all jumbled up.

      “What makes you think I am going to kiss you?” I can hear the amusement in his voice, and my head snaps up so I can look at him.

      The moment my eyes connect with his my entire world shifts on its axis. That moment when you see your own feelings, fears, and desires reflected in the other person’s eyes, your entire existence catches fire. You welcome it—you let it consume you, and nothing else matters but that very moment.

      His lips gently brush mine in a feathery kiss, and his hand slides up my neck to cup my face. I don’t even think I’m breathing, but then he pulls me tighter to his body and kisses me like I’m the very air he needs to breathe. His tongue glides over and around mine, exploring, claiming, conquering, and all my reasons why this is a bad idea fade away. And breathing? Who needs to breathe? It’s definitely overrated!

      My hands tangle in his hair, pulling him impossibly closer to me. I want him so close that we merge and become one being. Deep male moans and groans fill my ears as he slides his hand down my back, grabbing my butt and lifting me up against his body. My moans join his and I claw at his shoulders, not knowing what I can do to get closer, to be even more connected. The door pressed against my back and I wrap my legs around his hips as he grinds  his erection on me, almost taking me over the edge. His hands, now free, explore my body with such calmness that it defies the urgency of his kisses. Cupping my breasts, he starts pinching, squeezing, pulling, every bit of it driving me out of my mind with need. I want his skin on mine, bare. Unrestricted.

      Leaving my mouth, he trails kisses down my neck and shoulder, and all I can do is hold on while whimpering noises fall from my throat. Am I begging him to stop or hurry up? I rip at his shirt. I need it off. I need to touch him. Then a knock on the door makes us both jump away from each other like our touches burn each other.

      “Can you two come downstairs so we can talk, please?” Remi’s voice floats loud and clear into the room. “You can continue with the sex later, like when we go to bed because I don’t need to hear it.”

      I’m still panting, short of breath, and my brain is mush. I got nothing, zip, zilch, nada. Lucifer stands stock still, fists clenched by his sides, puffing short breaths through his teeth like he is about to blow and kill us all in the process. His eyes are fully focused on me like a predator spotting prey, and it doesn’t seem like he has heard a word Remi said. That’s when I realize my skin is prickling like someone is shocking me with low voltage.

      “We’ll be there in two seconds, Remi. Go downstairs.” I speak just loud enough for her to hear me. I’m hoping she will heed the warning in my voice and go without any smartass remarks. Things will get really fucked up right now if something triggers the angel. I don’t think he’s aware it’s Remi’s voice that has made me jump away from me. He looks like he’s ready to pounce and recapture his prey. To my surprise, she listens to me, and I hear the fading sound of her footsteps.

      “Lucifer, you’re with me, right? I’m not trying to run; Remi startled me when she spoke.” I lift both my hands slowly and speak softly, hoping he understands me.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Finally I see her walls crumbling, and she consciously returns my kiss. I should shout to the Universe so it can hear my victory and acknowledge my perseverance when it comes to the witch. She is like a skittish animal. Not that I can blame her, with all the betrayal she has gone through.  I know it will take time, and I have plenty. For hundreds of years that is all I’ve had—time.

      As her tongue glides and dances with mine, I let go and lose myself in everything she is. She is mine and she will not be able to deny it any longer. It takes everything I have to keep control of myself and touch her slowly, cautiously, so she doesn’t run. She is good at running. No more. Feeling her legs wrap around me; the warmth coming from her core almost makes me spill like I have never touched a female. She calls to something primal in me. She always has, but I was not aware how deeply we are connected. There is no escape for her now. I need to feel her, skin to skin, but before I have a chance to tear her clothing away, she jumps away from me. My body shakes, and I fight to keep my power from blowing her and everything else to pieces. My entire focus is on her. She wants to run again. I shall not allow her that freedom. Not anymore.

      Clenching my fists, I wait for her to make a move, at which point I will pounce. Doesn’t she understand that there is nowhere she can run from me? I will always find her. She is mine.

      Through my torment, I see her lips moving like she is saying something, but I cannot hear her at all. I finally realize she is not running. Something has happened. Was I so lost that I did not hear it?

      “Don’t move, Alexia. Stay where you are, I need a moment.” Through clenched teeth, I squeeze the words out.

      She lifts her hands slowly in a placating gesture, the fear in her eyes pulling me back to the present. Is she afraid of me or she is afraid I will hurt the others? I would never hurt her, especially not now that I know the truth. That is enough to calm me completely, and my powers snap back inside me.

      “Are we good, Lucifer? You calm? I’m not running, I promise. Remi came to call us downstairs. Didn’t you hear her?”

      Her sultry voice penetrates not just my ears but my skin, too. I close my eyes, basking in it. I know she is not aware of the effect she has on me, especially after her rebirth and her merge with Lilith. It is better that she does not. I do not like being controlled … not even by her.

      Someone was on the other side of the door. Right.

      “I shall be fine in a moment. Just do not move.”

      “I wouldn’t move if you beg me, not with the way you’re looking at me.”

      “Come to me,” I tell her.

      “Nope. I’m good, thanks. I’ll just stay here until you’re back to your normal self. Ego, attitude, and the rest of your holy glory,” she says, annoyed, not realizing how my heart swells when she is stubborn and lets her sharp tongue free.

      “Alexia. Come,” I growl at her so she knows it is not a request, doing my best to keep the smirk off my face.

      Frowning at me, she slowly moves until she is within arm’s reach. I snatch her upper arm and bring her to my chest, breathing her in. The smell of jasmine and rose calms me enough that my muscles are not as hard as granite. Finally, after a few breaths, I am fully under control but I do not tell her. I will hold her for a moment more.

      “Do not jump away from me like that again, witch. It is not very smart,” I tell her, burying my nose in her hair.

      She shivers in my arms and it makes me smile. She can fight it as much as she wants, but she feels the same way, too. I must proceed with care.

      “Can we go now and see what they want?” Pulling back a little, she looks up at me.

      “Let us go then, Alexia. Lead the way.” I release her but hold onto her hand.

      “You won’t get lost, angel. No need to lead you downstairs, I’m sure.” She frowns at our joined hands, and I wish to kiss her. I take a deep breath instead. Time. She needs time. I shall remind myself of this often.

      “I wish to hold your hand. I did not think you would mind.”

      “Whatever. Hold it. Let’s just go and get this shit done once and for all.”

      She leads me and I follow, smiling to myself. She is not afraid of me if she uses cuss words. I have come to recognize that when she talks like that, she feels she is among her own. I will wear her down. I shall be persistent, determined, and as Daisy advised me, I shall be nice. Especially nice to everyone she holds dear. Alexia likes that. She will see reason and realize I am part of her destiny. The witch cannot escape me this lifetime. I will make sure of that.
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      Alexia…

      

      Walking into the living room with Lucifer holding my hand like it’s his lifeline doesn’t go unnoticed. What gets me the most is the mixed reactions of everyone present. Apart from the knowing smiles on my friends’ faces, the worry on Daisy’s is something I don’t expect. I jerk my hand to release him but he will have none of that. His grip tightens and he interlaces our fingers even more, if that is possible. His holding my hand does not worry me. What worries me is how much it feels like home. Like it’s the most natural thing in the world to hold hands with the angel. I’ve never felt like this with anyone, and it’s what scares me the most.

      “Okay, let’s get to it,” I say as I shuffle towards the pillows scattered around the center of the room.

      “We’ve decided to divide the tasks between us so we can start moving as soon as possible,” Jez says, obviously acting like the bravest of them all.

      “Sounds like a good start. So, who does what, exactly?”

      “Obviously you, Alexia, with Lucifer and me, will go to retrieve the potions. The rest of the girls will figure out where we’re going next, and the guys can get things prepared so we can leave as soon as we have everything ready.”

      “I think I was pretty clear, Jez, that no one is going with me. We can all work on figuring out what the next step is, but after that, you stay here—safe. If there’s anything dangerous out there, I need you away from it. I know you want to help and you want to protect me as much as I want to protect you. That’s not in question. But if any of you comes along and something goes wrong, I’ll die before we ever find Anzu. It’s not a matter of if; it’s a when.”

      After finishing the last word, I lean my head back and close my eyes. I am so tired. Tired of fighting, tired of worrying, of arguing. Most of all I’m tired of being afraid that, because of me, one or all of them will die. I don’t realize there are tears running down my face until a big hand cups my cheek, wiping the tears away with his thumb. I know it’s Lucifer. No one else here has hands big enough that my entire face can fit in the palm.

      The quiet in the room is deafening. I open my eyes and look straight at dark orbs full of concern. My stupid heart thumps faster. Obviously it doesn’t understand the concept of betrayal, no matter how many times it gets broken. I wonder why that is. Isn’t there a point in life when enough is enough and the heart closes itself for good so you spare yourself from the pain? It’s almost like my heart has a mind of a two-year-old. It keeps forgetting the hurt as soon as it’s over and someone offers it a hug.

      Lucifer’s worried face inches closer to mine, and I know he is about to kiss me again. I have no strength left in me to fight him anymore, so I stop breathing, waiting for the touch of his lips on mine, but a gasp breaks the moment and we both jerk our heads towards it.

      Meda’s eyes are milky white and she’s in a trance. The gasp that booms in the quiet is the only warning we have before she stands frozen in time and space. We all wait. Lucifer straightens, dragging me across his lap like a rag doll. Not wanting to disturb Meda, I bristle at his action but keep my mouth shut. The smirk on his face tells me he’s well aware that he’s pissing me off but couldn’t care less. Well, payback’s a bitch, and he will meet her as soon as my sister is back from wherever she’s gone between the veils.

      We sit still, and all I can do is focus on the angel absentmindedly moving his thumb in circles on my hip. Who would’ve thought that a hip is a sensitive spot? Not me, that’s for sure. No matter where he touches me, he turns it into the most sensitive spot on my body. It’s distracting and makes my body react as if his hand is between my thighs. As my breathing turns shallow, his movements stop and I feel his stare burning the side of my face, but I’ll be damned if I’ll look at him. I keep my eyes on Meda, and my hackles raise when his low chuckle rumbles in his chest. I really want to slap him, but Meda’s next gasp works in his favor this time.

      “Well?” I ask, since everyone is still saying nothing.

      “I know where we need to go next after we have the potions,” she says quietly, chewing on her lower lip.

      “And that is?”

      I straighten as much as I can without grinding my ass on Lucifer’s groin. I still hear his low groan. Geez! I stare daggers at him before turning to Meda with my eyebrow raised.

      “All I can say is we must go see Ishtar.”

      “We?” I add, annoyed.

      “Yes. We. We were all there in my vision.” She lifts her chin defiantly.

      “What else did your vision show you? Anyone die there?” I snap.

      “No,” she says it with conviction, but her cheeks go bright red. What the hell?

      “What did you see, Meda? Start talking. I’m sick and tired of everyone speaking half-truths.”

      “Take it easy, witch. Words must be chosen carefully to not alter the path,” Lucifer adds his two cents.

      Like I care about altering the path. My path has been altered by others to suit their needs way too many times. I bite the inside of my mouth to keep from saying anything. Jez, Remi, and Faith snicker and I glare at them. This makes them laugh outright. Closing my eyes, I take a slow, deep breath. I will not get angry. Then I hear Lucifer’s rich laugh, and my body rocks like I’m on a boat since I’m leaning on his chest. My mantra of “I will not get angry” goes down the drain.

      “Enough!” My voice booms, bouncing off the walls. “I see I’m wasting my breath here. It’s your lives. So I will not stop you from going, but I will not stop for any of you on the way, either.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s the truth,” says Remi sarcastically.

      If I am hoping this declaration will make them see reason, I am sorely mistaken. All of them perk up like I just told them we are going to Disneyland. Something is definitely wrong with all our heads. Who gets excited to put their life in danger? We do, obviously. Oh, sweet goddess, shoot me now. This is going to be a long road. I think the guys listening to the conversation are the smartest ones so far. Daisy looks like she’s fighting a smile, and that just irks me more. She should be convincing them to stay, not encouraging this stupidity, but it’s a lost cause. There will be no changing their minds. So be it.

      “We are leaving in the morning at four AM. Whoever’s coming along better be on that porch because I won’t wait for anyone. And now, I’m off to my room.” I stand up with Lucifer’s help (how unfortunate for me and my speech). “Alone,” I add when I see him climb to his feet, too.

      Everyone remains quiet, and I think that’s because they don’t want to argue about no one coming along. They just want me out of here so they can plot. I know it.

      As I start walking away, I know the angel is right on my heels and I clench my jaw. I’m aware I have no control over myself when he is near me, so I run. I’m being a coward, but I don’t care. Taking a deep breath, I slam a barrier of ice between us and trap him just inside the living room. As I hear his growl, I bolt up the stairs to my room and slam the door shut, but not before hearing everyone laugh. He’s going to be pissed when he gets here. For some reason, this brings a huge smile to my face.

      What can I say? I’m a glutton for punishment.
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      Lucifer…

      

      How silly that she thinks that her magick can keep me away from her. It gnaws at my pride that she treats me like a mere mortal, but I shall endure. It’s not that she has no feelings. I know it; I see it in her eyes every time she looks at me. She’s afraid. I hate that I’m the reason for her fear. But deep inside I know it’s not really me. It’s everything and everyone before me that has made her scared of letting someone love her. I also can’t blame her for saying everyone has an agenda. I had one, too. But that was before I realized what she is to me.

      This stops me in my tracks on the stairs.

      How am I any better than all those who have hurt her to gain something? I do not deserve her heart after the games I have played, trying to satisfy my curiosity. But how was I to know what she is to me? Should I have known it? Shouldn’t I have felt it?

      I have always watched from afar, not getting involved but seeing things unfold. She always drew me to her. She has been a beautiful creature each and every lifetime. If I had paid closer attention, I might have seen her—the real her. So here I stand, lost for what to do. Maybe I’m not worthy of her. After everything she has been through, she deserves someone to really see her. Someone to see the beautiful, magnificent light—as well as the all-consuming, alluring, and mesmerizing darkness—she is, without expectation from her and without agenda. I slowly turn and take myself downstairs. I go to the kitchen, away from everyone, even though I can hear them talking quietly with my keen hearing.

      “I made tea.” Daisy’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts. I lift an eyebrow at her. “I knew you’d come back. We need to talk,” she tells me, placing a cup on the table.

      I sit dutifully like a child. Not long ago this would’ve made me angry, but now I just feel lost. What an unusual and unwelcome feeling. I stare at the old witch. Maybe she has more words of wisdom for me, even if I am few thousand years older than her.  And to think that not long ago, I thought I understood humans. It makes me want to laugh.

      “I drift as if lost, old woman. That says a lot coming from me.” I snort at my own words.

      “Ah! Love does that to all of us, angel. You shouldn’t think you are special.” She coughs covering a laugh at her own jesting.

      “I do not see how this is funny,” I snap.

      “Calm down, Lucifer. I meant no offense. What I said is true. You just need to understand it. I am but a child when it comes to age, but I have loved as you have not. That makes me a little more knowledgeable than you in this case.”

      “I know what love is. I do not need lectures. Humans are the ones who do not understand the concept and mistake it for lust and passion.”

      I shake my head at her and pick up the cup. I have taken a liking to this peppermint tea—Alexia’s favorite—since I came to this realm. Sipping it slowly, I try to put thoughts to words so I can ask Daisy for advice. It is not a natural action on my part. I am the light bringer. I do not need advice. Until Alexia, that is. Now I am like a mortal pining for a slip of a woman who turned my existence inside out.

      “You understand what love is in the true sense of the word, yes. In all that knowledge, you forget that no matter how much she has changed, Alexia is still very much human in her heart. You can’t ease lifetimes of fear overnight. Add to that the few broken and misguided souls coming into her life this time and you have bigger challenge than you realize.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I mumble.

      “I told you she needs time. I think that was a mistake on my part,” she says quietly, and I perk up, sitting straight.

      “So she does not need it?” I ask hopefully.

      “Oh, she needs it, alright, but I don’t think she has the freedom to have it. Not if Ishtar’s realm is the first stop.”

      “What does that mean? I will not allow Ishtar or anyone else to hurt her.” I growl, rage burning hot in my gut at the very thought of anyone hurting her again.

      “Ishtar will not hurt her. She will not leave Alexia the option to back away from the ritual, either, if I know enough about the goddess. Why else will Alexia need to go there?” She looks at me pointedly.

      I had forgotten about the rite the goddess requires for her assistance. Now that I remember it, my blood runs down to my loins and I harden in an instant, pressing on the zipper of the damn jeans they want me to wear in this realm. Why didn’t I think of this? This will be a perfect opportunity to bind the witch to me. I almost shout in excitement and miss the rest of the words coming out of Daisy’s mouth.

      “She will need to choose for the ritual. She might choose wrong if she’s scared to trust and follow her heart. You better make sure she chooses you, or you will wait another lifetime for her to be yours.”

      Her words turn my blood to ice and my heart shrivels in my chest. An animalistic growl comes from deep in my chest, and I jump off the chair. Daisy chuckles, and I want to strangle the old woman.

      “You think this is funny?” I roar at her, and all the talk in the living room stops.

      “Of course I do,” she says, laughing softly.

      I doubt the woman wants to live long. The rest of them spill into the kitchen as if they can help her if I decide to end her here and now.

      “What’s going on?” Remi asks, her hands on her hips.

      “Lucifer just realized he might not have Alexia this lifetime if she doesn’t choose him for Ishtar’s ritual,” Daisy continues, unaware of the fight I am having in order to restrain myself from blasting them all to oblivion.

      “So why is he standing here instead of going upstairs to be with her?” Jezzinta asks and that gets my feet moving before my brain catches up to the motion.

      “Well, that got him nice and worked up. I hope A Ma appreciates it.”

      I am already taking the stairs two at a time when I hear Meda’s words and their laughter following me to Alexia’s door—Alexia’s locked door, as it turns out. With a dark chuckle, I grab the handle, break it, and push the door hard enough to slam it into the wall. Her yelp greets my ears as I bend my head slightly and stalk inside. No more time for the witch.

      She will be mine, tonight.
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      Alexia…

      

      The sound of metal twisting and wood breaking jars me from my thoughts about the angel. There goes my hope that he will actually decide to let me be alone. The loud bang of the door swinging open and hitting the wall makes me yelp like a frightened little girl and that pisses me off more than seeing Lucifer standing inside my room with a dark, hungry look on his face.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? You fucking asshole!” I scream at him and, without thinking, I throw a fireball at his chest.

      What has gotten into me to make me that stupid? It isn’t the breaking of the door, that’s for sure. It is a knee-jerk reaction, and if I could take it back I would. But it’s too late for that. His shoulders bend inward and he flies back, hitting the opposite wall with a loud crash. Plaster rains on top of him as he slowly lifts his head and looks at me through his lashes with his hair all mussed around his face. I freeze like a deer in headlights, looking at him. My hands cover my mouth and my eyes are about to pop out of my head. What the hell did I just do?

      “Sorry,” I mumble through my hands.

      Genius, I know. Well, that’s all I’ve got. I really don’t know why I did it. And to make things worse, a giggle escapes my numb lips. It is so unexpected that it surprises even me.

      “Oh, shit! Now she’s done it.” I hear Faith’s voice coming from the stairs and I know my sisters have come upstairs to see what the noise is all about.

      I inch slowly to the doorway and poke my head out. They’re all eyeing me, their eyebrows raised to their hairlines as they try to hold in their laughter, which of course makes them look constipated. This makes me giggle even more, the sound getting stuck in my throat when the growl of an angry bear comes from Lucifer’s mouth. I barely have time to look at the girls before two muscly arms wrap around me, lift me off the ground, and make me squeal like a two-year old.

      “Downstairs, now!” he snaps at them.

      They all bolt out of there like their asses are on fire. So much for sisterly love, huh?

      “Thanks, assholes!” I yell at them, and that earns me a loud slap on my butt that shuts my mouth real fast while leaving me stunned.

      “How dare you! Put me down right now!” I shout at him, twisting in his arms so I can pound my fists on his chest.

      He grunts at that, but he doesn’t release me. I wiggle my arm out of his hold and swing at his face. That makes his head snap back and we both freeze for a moment. Slowly, oh so very slowly, his head comes back up and those eyes zero in on mine. I know he won’t hurt me. I will bet my life on that. That, however, doesn’t mean my blood doesn’t freeze in my veins and the breath doesn’t get stuck in my throat. Still, I keep acting like a woman possessed.

      “That will teach you to spank me like a child!” The words leave my mouth of their own accord and his eyes smolder even more.

      Just to prove my stupidity, I swing my arm back to punch him again. That’s as far as I get though. Moving faster than my eyes can track, he pins both my arms behind my back and pushes me inside my room. Holding me with one hand that spits on my ego, he shoves the door closed. I open my mouth to say something about his display of barbarism when dizziness hits me and I find myself pressed face-first on the door with Lucifer’s body pinning me there. I can barely take a breath.

      “I was not aware you like to play, Alexia. I am all for that!”

      “Damn it! Let me go, Lucifer, or I’ll burn your ass while you sleep!” I snap, but the fire has left my voice and it sounds more breathy than I would like to admit. To my utter embarrassment, he nudges his thigh between mine and a moan escapes my lips. I hear his low, soft growl … the way it vibrates from his chest and through my body. All of a sudden, I’m in a desperate fight with my hormones. It’s a losing battle … especially when he presses more firmly between my legs. Like a bitch in heat, I want to rub myself on him, though somehow I force my body to stay still.

      “You are driving me mad, woman,” he growls, shoving his face into my neck and taking a deep breath.

      “You were crazy before I met you, angel. I had nothing to do with that. And stop sniffing me like a dog!” I tell him breathlessly.

      This makes him throw his head back and laugh. My nipples react to that even more as they attempt to drill holes in the door. Heat radiates between my legs. I know he is aware of it. He groans and moves his thigh slowly, rubbing with enough pressure that my head falls back on his shoulder.

      “Why are you doing this, Lucifer? Don’t you think I’ve had enough? Or are you trying to finish the job of killing me since the others failed?”

      It’s my last defense, playing on his sympathy. Obviously, I can’t say no to him. No hot-blooded sane woman would, if I’m being honest. He is just too perfect for my monkey brain to get on track with self-preservation. But if I get him to back off, I’ll have no other option but to stay away from him. I can’t take another heartbreak. I know that as well as I know my name.

      “You are mine, Alexia. I will not let anyone else touch you. I was blind before, not realizing what you are to me, but now that I am certain, I will not let you go.”

      The conviction in his voice! My entire body shivers and goosebumps cover me from head to toe. It also scares the shit out of me. What the fuck does that mean? He will not let me go? I’m not a freaking toy.

      “I’m not an object you can possess, angel. Let me go.” I wiggle to no avail.

      “No, you are not. But you are mine.” He kisses my neck with such possessiveness that I almost faint from the sheer heaviness of his words.

      “I can’t fight you, obviously, so you can have my body,” I tell him, resigned because I know I can’t win. I want him as much as he wants me, no matter how hard I try to make my body obey.

      “I don’t just want your body, witch, although I shall have it and enjoy it very much. I will have your heart, too, since I already have your soul.” His voice rumbles in his chest, making me tremble.

      “Maybe that’s why I can’t fight you … because you have my soul.” I struggle to grasp onto any argument to stop the tsunami that will hit my life after this because I know nothing will ever be the same again.

      “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better.”

      With those words, his arm sneaks around me, grabbing my breast and kneading it, pinching my nipple and forcing uncontrolled moans to come out of my mouth. My hips move without conscious thought, rocking on him, seeking to relieve the pressure building at my core. His erection grinds on my lower back, throbbing even through the clothing separating us. His deep moans join mine, and he releases me to grab my clothes. I twist around, clawing at his t-shirt and jeans. Ripping sounds drown our voices, and before I know it we are standing, staring at each other naked as the day I was born and he was created. Seeing Lucifer with his clothing stretching to an inch of its life to accommodate his body is beauty all on its own. Seeing him naked in front of me, his muscles flexing since he is trying to stand still and not grab for me so I can look at him, is something entirely different. Tears prickle my eyes from the perfection before me. No mortal should lay eyes on this.

      “You are so beautiful,” my whispered words break the silence.

      He snorts at that, shaking his head slowly as though waking from a trance. “Have you seen yourself in the mirror lately, Alexia? Maybe after that, you can speak of beauty.” His deep rumble makes me shiver.

      Grabbing my hand, he yanks me in front of the floor-length mirror in my room and turns me so I’m in front of him. He is so tall my head barely reaches his shoulder, but I can’t pull my eyes away from his. He takes hold of my chin and gently moves my head so I’m facing myself.

      “Look at yourself,” he murmurs.

      It’s awkward looking at myself naked in the mirror with him standing behind me, so I keep my eyes on him, my face burning like I’m a fucking shrinking violet or something. Stupid, I know, but I can’t help it. After looking at him, nothing else can come close to perfection. I’m well aware of my shortcomings in the looks department.

      But he will have none of that. He shakes my head more firmly, frowning at me. “Look!” He forces me to turn my eyes to the scene in the mirror.

      The woman staring back at me is not one I have seen before. S shiver runs up and down my spine. Her hair is glossy and disheveled from our wrestling earlier, her body has a flush to it from the raging hormones, but her eyes swirl with emotions. They look hungry, feral. She looks like a wild woman. This can’t possibly be me.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Having her naked body pressed to mine makes me want to howl, throw her down, and rut like an animal, but the uncertainty I see in her eyes feels like a sword stuck in my chest. She is such a strong, brave, and loyal creature that it is easy to forget she has doubts and fears. Unto my last breath I shall make it my mission to remind her just what a beautiful creature she is.

      “Do you see yourself, Alexia? Do you see how beautiful you are? You take my breath away and make me feel like a mere mortal.” She lifts her eyes to mine, and after a moment looks back at herself again.

      The woman in my arms is taller than the average human female. She is willowy with beautifully shaped legs that hold slightly-curved hips. All the training we have done has made her flat belly ripple slightly, making her waist small enough that I can grab her one-handed. Her narrow ribcage leads to perky breasts jutting out with dark nipples begging for my mouth. Her long, elegant, swan-like neck makes her look graceful and my lips long for the touch of her skin against them. Her pink lips are slightly parted, anticipating my next kiss, and her dark hair spills over her shoulders like a waterfall. She looks like an Amazon warrior, and my cock jumps and twitches between us from the sight of her. Grabbing one of her breasts with a hand and cupping her between her legs with the other, I growl and her eyes snap to mine again. Her face is flushed and her cheeks are red, which tells me she feels embarrassed looking at herself naked. This makes my chest swell. Possessiveness takes hold of me, and my words come out rougher than intended.

      “No one but me shall lay eyes on this from now on.”

      “You don’t own me, Lucifer. I will do as I please. Plus, I don’t walk around flaunting my naked body,” she snaps.

      I chuckle at her words. That sharp tongue of hers makes me even more determined to hear her moan and beg. Her eyes change from brown to blue and that tells me her emotions are running high. Her soul trapped in the ruby around my neck pulses like a heartbeat. I slide my hand under her knees and lift her to my chest.

      “Enough looking. Now I make you mine.”

      She stiffens in my arms and my steps falter.

      “Are you afraid of me, Alexia?” I gaze into her eyes and I know I can drown in their depths.

      “I don’t fear you, angel. I fear what you can do to my heart. Unfortunately for you and me both, my vagina is connected to it. They don’t operate as separate organs,” she says as if annoyed by this fact.

      “I shall not hurt you, Alexia.” I place a gentle kiss on her lips, making her breath catch. “I will not betray you. On that you have my word!”

      She looks into my eyes and I let her see the depth of my devotion to her. I don’t think it is possible for me to betray her or hurt her, even if I wanted to. Our lives are threaded together in a way that it will be like betraying or hurting myself. I see that now, and I hope she does, too.

      Slowly she nods her head, but still I see that she is not fully convinced. That makes my decision for me. No matter what, I shall give her more time. However, I will make sure when the time comes she will always turn to me. She will always choose me. Right now, it will not be about me and what I want. It will be about her.

      Placing her gently on the bed, I start worshipping the goddess in my arms and leave no part of her un-kissed. Nipping at her collarbone, I slowly descend and take her nipple in my mouth, sucking gently, making her moan long and loud. Her hands tangle in my hair, holding me there—like I would want to be anywhere else. Moving my attention to her other nipple, I slide my hand down her belly and cup her core. She is so hot and wet that my moan is louder than hers. Parting her folds with my fingers, I glide them back and forth a couple of times before inserting one finger inside her. We both moan at this, her muscles gripping my finger like they want to pull me inside and keep me there. Circling her nub with my thumb, I pump my hand slowly, still sucking, licking, and biting her nipples. She arches her back under me, almost throwing me off her.

      “Oh, sweet goddess. Lucifer, do something.” Her husky, breathless voice makes me crazed.

      Taking a deep breath to keep myself under control, I insert one more finger. Her hips buck, chasing my hand with a silent scream. She is a vision like this, magnificent. This makes my chest swell, and a dark chuckle escapes my throat. I shall make sure I see her like this often.

      Sliding down her body, I lift her legs over my shoulders and kiss my way up her inner thigh. She props up on her elbows to look down at me, her eyes hungry and such a deep blue color they remind me of a stormy sea. With my eyes locked on hers, I place my mouth on her nub and suckle. Her eyes roll back in her head and she drops down, grabbing her hair with one hand and mine with the other, holding me where she wants me. Her feet dig into my back and she rides my face while I lick, suck, and probe her depths, drowning in the taste of her. My cock throbs where it is pressed against the bed, but I ignore it.

      “I need you inside me,” she moans the words like a plea, and I smile. “Please, Lucifer, I need …” the rest are moans and intangible words.

      I want to see her shatter in my arms, so I redouble my efforts. I keep sucking and licking, placing my fingers inside her, pumping them faster and harder until her body stiffens. I bite gently on her nub and suck hard. Her muscles clamp onto my fingers until I can’t move them an inch and her scream makes my insides vibrate. Her juices flood my mouth and I drink her in greedily while she shakes, breaking apart in front of my eyes and screaming my name. Her power blasts me unchecked, and the erotic feeling of it makes me roar her name. Like an adolescent fool, I come hard, my seed spilling on the sheets underneath me over and over again, making my whole body vibrate from the force of it.  When she finally calms down, I lift my head to look at her. My heart stops beating and my chest tightens from the emotions playing in her eyes before she closes them and passes out. I can’t blame her. This was a powerful energy bonding, and I didn’t even have her wrapped around my cock. There will be time for that later; she needs her rest first.

      Shaking my head and chuckling at my own predicament, I crawl up her body and kiss her gently. She mumbles something but doesn’t wake. I look at the mess I made. This woman will be the death of me. I pull the sheets to the ground and lift her gently, grabbing the blanket from the end of the bed. Crawling behind her, I pull her to my chest, where she turns and nestles her face in my neck. It feels right, like nothing has ever felt before. A wonderful sense of wholeness fills my heart and with one deep breath, I wrap my arms around her and drift off to sleep. She is finally where she belongs, and the universe needs to help whoever tries to hurt her or take her away from me.
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      Alexia…

      

      Waking up in Lucifer’s arms makes my body stiffen, remembering the entire afternoon and night he spent giving me one orgasm after another but asking nothing in return. If I tried to touch him he would only say, “This is for you now, so you never doubt what you are to me,” and he would distract me to the point that I couldn’t remember my own name.

      Pent-up emotions bubbled to the surface and took over both of us. There was no rational thought, only undeniable need, the result of it leaving me naked in his arms pressed to his chest while he holds me as if someone might take me away.

      Looking at his face relaxed in sleep, I can’t help but admire him. He is like every woman’s wet dream—a few men’s, too. If I have learned anything in my existence, it is that if something feels or looks like it’s too good to be true, that’s because it is. The thought makes my heart beat like a broken drum, erratically in my chest. No one can hurt your feelings unless you let them. They are your feelings, after all. With that, I harden my heart and, as carefully as possible, I wriggle out of his embrace.

      “Good morning to you, witch.” he mumbles sleepily. I freeze, glancing into his hooded eyes and seeing the smirk on his face.  When was anything easy for me? I want to slap that smirk off his handsome face so bad my hands are itchy. “Going somewhere?” he asks.

      “I need to get up. If you forgot, we were supposed to get the potions this morning.” I frown at him like it’s his fault I overslept.

      Well, it is when I think about it, and that pisses me off even more. Not for what he did, but for my inability to resist him.

      “We shall go tonight. We know where to go after we bring them here, so there is no reason to rush, is there?”

      “I doubt Tiamat is sitting idle while he waits for us to have sex, Lucifer,” I snap and wiggle more to get away from him. Yeah, it doesn’t work.

      “Theoretically we did not have sex,” he growls the words, his deep voice wreaking chaos in my body

      “No, we were debating climate change.” I roll my eyes and he chuckles.

      “I like this climate change debate very much,” he says, and I can’t stop the smile splitting my face. Damn him.

      His lips tickle the skin on my neck where he places feather-light kisses. I need to get the hell out of this bed. No, scratch that. I need to get the hell out of this world to stay away from him.

      “Stop that. Let me go. I need to see if the others are pissed off at waiting on me to get my lazy ass out of bed.” I push on his chest and he reluctantly releases my trapped body.

      I bolt out of bed like it’s full of nails, forgetting I’m butt naked until his harsh moan makes me turn to look at him. His eyes roam my body from head to toe and all the blood rushes to my face. Geez! Blushing virgin much? Remi and Jezzinta would have a field day if they knew about this.

      Not trusting myself with the temptation of him naked in my bed, I grab whatever I can find and pull it on as I run out of the room. His booming laughter follows me. I really, really want to go back and burn his ass, but that would mean I’d have to look at him again, so I run down the stairs and head for the kitchen. Coffee. I need lots and lots of coffee. Coffee will fix all my problems.

      “Oh, look! The four AM lady is up and running. We can stop worrying about her leaving without us now,” Remi says cheerfully from her place at the table.

      When I eye her, she raises her eyebrow at me, daring me to open my mouth. She has a lot to say. I can feel it coming.

      Bravery, my friend, is for the stupid.

      So, what do I do? I head straight for the coffee pot, my entire focus on it, and keep my mouth shut. Yes, I know. I’m a coward and proud of it, too.

      Everyone else is here, eating breakfast, but I ignore them, even when the rest of them snicker and giggle. I don’t doubt they heard everything last night, so I’ll play stupid. Very mature, I know, but that’s me.

      Grabbing the biggest mug I can find with “Witches brew” written in fluorescent green letters on it, I fill it to the brim. A groan escapes my lips as soon as the first taste of coffee hits my tongue. Closing my eyes, I breathe in the aroma of the dark roast and, in less than a second, gulp down half of it. There is a feeling in my gut that I will need a hell of a lot more then this huge mug to deal with today.

      “Can we skip the groaning and moaning today, please? I think I suffered a trauma,” Jezzinta quips, and the rest snicker again, though some of them cough to try to cover it. I glare at them over the rim of my mug. This only makes them laugh out loud.

      “Okay, keep it up and get it out of your system so we can get moving,” I snap.

      “You would think she’d be happy and relaxed after so many orgasms. No such luck, huh?” Faith says loud enough that I think can hear her from the main road.

      My face burs, and it’s so hot I can fry an egg on it. They burst out laughing again, at least until Daisy quiets them. I give her a grateful smile that she returns but there is no mistaking the humorous twinkle in her eyes.

      “Jez, open the ground so I can jump into it and not have to listen to all of your shit today, please,” I say sweetly. It doesn’t fool them; they still laugh.  Would it be wrong to zap them with magick? I sigh. It probably would.

      As I’m debating this, the angel struts in and heads for the tea. After making his cup, he leans on the kitchen counter, pulling me to stand in front of him. Automatically, I glance at everyone, and they all stare with huge smiles on their faces.

      “Okay, enough! This is not a circus, and I’m not a monkey.”

      “That’s debatable, Sap.”

      “Good point, Jez.” I can’t help but laugh at that, and I hear Lucifer’s laughter rumbling in his chest.

      “I messed up, guys, for not waking up early this morning, so I guess we’re leaving as soon as it gets dark.”

      “It’s no big deal, Alexia. We already have our destination figured out, thanks to Meda. That saved us some time, I’m sure.” Remi waves away my apology. I’m about to thank her, but her next words make me change my mind. “Plus, if I had to deal with the tension between you two for one more day, I was going to strip you both naked and stand next to the bed until I saw with my own eyes that it was over and done.”

      I glare at her. Lucifer chuckles again and I elbow him in the stomach. It hurts my arm, but hearing his grunt because he wasn’t expecting it is very satisfying.

      “Luc, she’s very prickly this morning, my man. Maybe I should’ve talked to you about what human women like before letting you swim blind,” Philip says, his face serious as he peers at Lucifer over my head.

      Lucifer stiffens behind me, and I can’t help it. I burst out laughing and everyone else joins me. After a second, his shoulders drop and he chuckles, as well.

      “Do not give me nicknames. The only human between us two, ‘my man’”—Lucifer makes quotes with his fingers (he learned this from Will and has been using it every chance he gets), looking at Philip with his eyes narrowed to slits—“is you. And I do not need lessons on how to please a woman, as I am sure you all heard … many times through the night,” he finishes puffing his chest out. I expect cheerleaders to start jumping around and some old bald guy to put a medal around his neck.

      “I’m going into the woods to meditate. I’ll let you all stay here and talk shit, since it’s like I’m not present anyway.” I step towards the outside door before I finish talking. “Alone, Lucifer. No one is going to steal me away while I’m in front of the house,” I tell him when he decides to follow me.

      I doubt I convinced him to leave me alone for a little bit. No, Remi mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and that was when he let me get away, though his peepers burned holes into the back of my head.

      He can get over it! I need some “me” time to figure out the storm brewing in my heart.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Watching Alexia’s retreating back makes the hairs on my neck stand up. I shall let her go to the woods and I will follow shortly. I do not know what these emotions are that sit, churning in my stomach, making me think if I take my eyes off her for even a moment, something is going to happen. I have never doubted myself, but the witch makes me doubt everything. Is it my protective nature trying to shield her from everything that is making me edgy? Or is there something I cannot yet see that is making me experience this fear?

      “Let her go, angel. She needs to sort herself out,” Remi says softly, and I only hear her because of my enhanced hearing.

      I want to ignore her and take one step to follow Alexia, but seeing Daisy shake her head slowly makes me stay where I am. Maybe they are correct. It’s not like Alexia is a helpless woman who needs me hovering over her. Her powers are getting stronger by the second. No, it is not because I’m too protective. I need to be honest with myself. It is the fear that she will slip through my fingers as she has so many lifetimes before that has me fretting like a mere mortal. I am very glad no other entity, god or goddess alike, is here to witness this. I care about the witches and the fairies … even the humans. Somehow, they have all become part of my family, and that is a sobering thought. Alexia has changed me more than I anticipated. I like to think I am being nice to them all because she cares about them, but the simple truth is that they are an infectious lot that work their way right into your heart. You cannot help but care for them after seeing their love and loyalty to each other, even the new additions to the group.

      Leaning back against the kitchen counter, I watch them talk quietly with each other and can’t help but smile. If anyone is worthy of having a peaceful and happy existence, it’s these souls here. They still manage to smile and laugh, even after everything the fates have thrown at them.

      “Soon things will be over and you shall not worry about Alexia or yourself any more.” I have no idea why I say that, but they all stop talking and solemnly look at me like I’m a gospel messenger. There is hope and reverence in their eyes, which makes my gut twist. I cannot promise anything to them, for not even I know what the fates have in store for us all. “I do not know what will come,” I clarify. “All I know is that I shall do my best to help make it so. I will protect Alexia with everything I am. I will do the same for you as well.”

      “We know, Lucifer. Thank you for being there for her, for all of us.” Remi nods her head.

      “Yeah, we’re grateful as well, angel,” Archie adds, and Will looks deep into my eyes for a moment before nodding, too.

      It is a very good feeling, so I do not know why it tastes bad in my mouth, like a lie. I open my mouth to say more, but a blast of power hits the house, making the windows shake. I stand frozen for a second, the shock of it taking precious moments away before my brain catches up as to what this may mean. Then I catapult out the door, followed by everyone else. If anything hurts her, I will destroy this damn realm and everything and everyone in it!

      As we all bolt to the woods across from the house, we are surrounded by burning trees. The air is thick with smoke and the crackling sounds make the scene eerie. Alexia stands in the middle of the raging fires, a vision that stops me in my tracks. Her arms are raised above her head holding a circle of fire between them. She looks like an avenging goddess and my chest hurts from the bursting pride seeing her like that. Trapped within the circle are hundreds of snakes with pitch-black eyes. They spit acid venom, trying to free themselves but to no avail.

      Her hair floats around her head like she’s under water, making the entire scene unreal. Looking closer at the fires around us, I realize they burn like a shield around the trees but the trees themselves are not on fire. What a smart witch. She protects nature even when she fights to protect herself. Respect for the person she is fills me as I come up to her and stand at her back.

      “Don’t just fucking stand there. Do something,” she growls, peering at me over her shoulder. Her eyes flash with anger and a sense of victory that is impossible to miss.

      Before I say or do anything, the others reach us, powers mingling and linking together. The flames leap higher when Faith adds her magick to Alexia’s. Winds pick up, making sure that not too much energy is used to keep the circle of fire going, and I see that’s Remi’s doing. The ground starts to shake, and it opens under the circle, swallowing the snakes in its depths as Alexia lowers them slowly. Jezzinta kneels next to Remi, her palms pressed firmly on the grass, her head bowed down like in prayer. Meda and Daisy mumble incantations and purple shadows follow the snakes down before the soil molds together again like nothing ever happened. Within a moment, the wind stops, the flames and fires go out, and the quiet of the woods surrounds us like a comforting blanket. It is the most impressive display of their powers and love for each other I have ever seen. Like an orchestrated dance, they all move at the same time, coming around Alexia, encircling her with their arms, assuring themselves that they are all fine. The rest of us stand frozen, watching the unconditional devotion of these women, and I know we are all humbled by it. If I worried that Tiamat would somehow find a way to stand in their way, this moment removed those concerns.

      Alexia is afraid they might get hurt on this journey, but I believe she finally realizes it is not just her journey to take. They must all do it together if they are to succeed, and I will be there to make sure they do. Her gasp makes me push everyone away and grab her to my chest, looking franticly around for the threat so I can remove it, but I see nothing. Looking down at her, my eyes widen in surprise.
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      Alexia…

      

      Shoving Lucifer’s arms away so I can look at my hand properly, I stare dumbly at it. I feel the heat, but I don’t pay close attention until it becomes unbearable. Now I can’t do anything but stare, grinding my teeth so I don’t cry out. The pentagram that Azalea branded me with is pulsing and radiating heat like a furnace. It glows like there’s molten lava churning under my skin. It’s getting worse by the second, and I’m not sure how long I can hold on before I pass out.

      Lifting my eyes to Lucifer, I see him staring as well, his eyes round with wonder. Is he aware I’m in pain here?

      “Fuck, this hurts! It’s getting worse, too. Like my hand is on fire!” I tell no one in particular.

      They all gather around, and I see their worried faces. Just like me, they have no idea what to do about it. Lucifer, however, does not suffer from doubts. He grabs my hand between his palms and his power seeps into my skin. For a moment, nothing happens, and I’m about to pull away when blessed coolness covers my palm. I almost cry at the relief. The pulsing light between his pecs gets my attention and I look at the ruby around his neck, which is getting brighter in color, joyfully bouncing off our faces. A few moments later, he releases my hand and kisses my forehead.

      “Come, let us go inside so we can talk.” Interlacing our fingers, he leads me towards the house and I numbly follow. Something happened. Something important, but I have no idea what.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened out there, Al?” Daisy is the first one to speak as soon as we settle in the living room.

      “I just started my meditation when I heard the noise. Leaves rustled like something was dragging a stick through them. Lucky I opened my eyes because one of those snakes was about to sink its fangs in my thigh.” I shiver at the memory of seeing the snake’s open mouth dripping venom, ready to strike.

      “I don’t get it. How were they able to enter the property?” Remi muses softly, her eyebrows drawn low and her lips pressed into a tight line.

      “That’s what I was wondering, too.” I lock eyes with her.

      We both turn towards Archie and Will. At first they look solemnly at us, and after a moment it registers on their faces that they understand what we’re thinking. They both jump up at the same time, anger clouding their faces.

      “Now wait a goddamn minute here!” yells Will.

      “You can’t be fucking serious to think we had anything to do with this!” Archie asks incredulously.

      “We are not accusing anyone. But they got past the wards and protection somehow.” Remi’s emotionless voice pierces the air like a shot.

      “I don’t see you looking at her,” accuses Will, pointing at Faith.

      “Piss off.” Faith very nonchalantly flips him the middle finger, looking bored.

      This makes Meda giggle and Jezzinta grin at Faith. I shake my head and see Remi doing the same. Daisy just sits there with her hands covering her mouth. I’m not sure if she’s trying to hide a smile or trying to keep herself from saying anything.

      “I have a soul bond with Faith. If she meant me harm, it wouldn’t have happened,” I tell them slowly, giving them time to process the information.

      “After what happened in the woods just now, the witches are all bonded,” Lucifer adds like it’s an everyday occurrence for people to bond their souls. We all gape at him and he continues. “Why are you all gaping at me like fish out of water? You cannot tell me you did not feel that bond out there. I felt it, as I am sure they all did.” He waves his plate-sized palm towards the men.

      “I thought only I felt the bond forming. I didn’t think you all did,” I mumble through pursed lips, looking around at my sisters.

      “I suppose you can’t get rid of us now, Sap. How brilliant!” Jezzinta says with glee, and I glare at her in return, which only makes her laugh.

      “You all have a death wish.” I snap.

      “Yup, we learned from the best. From you.” Remi just can’t let it go.

      “Anyway”—A heavy sigh escapes my lips—“what were those things?” I look at Daisy. She always knows more than the rest of us.

      “They are one type of the monsters Tiamat created for her army,” she says through numb lips.

      “She has a fucking army?” I scream as I jump to my feet, horrified.

      “Of course she does,” Lucifer says slowly like I’m a simpleton, and I whirl on him.

      “You didn’t find that little piece of information relevant to share?” I scream in his face.

      “Calm down, Alexia. I did not know you were unaware of it. It is common knowledge among the rest of us. I would have expected Inanna to inform you of it. You are aware of many things, and it did not cross my mind to start quizzing you about the gods.” He glares at me like I’ve insulted him. See how much I give a damn.

      “I know nothing about Tiamat, apart from the fact that she’s been hunting me in every lifetime. Killed me in each of them, and in this one, she killed my grandmother because she couldn’t find me. All that because she wants the tablets of destiny and she thinks I know where they are or that I have them.” I cross my arms over my chest and loom over him. He zeros in on my breasts, and I glare at him, making him chuckle. Asshole.

      “I do find it unusual that Inanna did not find it necessary to inform you about Tiamat and her quest for the tablets. She never said anything to you?” He looks at me suspiciously, like I’m trying to trick him. I kick his legs, which are stretched in front of him, making him growl.

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I knew, angel.” Throwing my arms in the air, I start pacing like a caged animal.

      Vessel or not, Inanna is starting to piss me off. What kind of a goddess screws around with her vessel, while said stupid mortal risks her life and the lives of her loved ones to do her bidding? Something is not right in this whole cluster-fuck, and I have every intention of figuring out who’s playing games with our lives.

      “Did she mention anything about your connec—” he starts but Daisy elbows him, making him growl and glare at her. Some silent communication goes on between them, and he turns to me with his lips pressed in a tight line.

      “Did she mention what?” I lift my eyebrows at him.

      “The story about Tiamat and why she is searching for the tablets,” Daisy answers my question instead of Lucifer. He is still sitting with tightly-pressed lips, as if the words will escape on their own accord if he opens his mouth.

      “That’s not what he was going to say,” I point out.

      “No, it’s not, but it’s the only thing he is allowed to say at this time,” she says gently.

      “More games, more plotting, more riddles.” Shaking my head, I make my way towards the kitchen. “Anyone want coffee? And, Remi, where did you hide those smokes? I need them like yesterday,” I say over my shoulder as I head off to satisfy my addiction for coffee.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Keeping my lips pressed together for fear of saying something I will regret later, I look at Alexia’s retreating back for the second time today. It is not even noon yet. I have a strong urge to call her back and tell her everything, but the fear of something happening to her if I reveal too much keeps me mute. It’s not easy, and I turn all my frustration and anger on Daisy.

      “Why hasn’t she been told?” I growl at her, my words sounding more animal than human.

      “That I can’t answer. Maybe she wasn’t ready?” Daisy says, uncertain.

      “I shall get to the bottom of this. You’ll keep her in this house until I’m back if you value your life.”

      I don’t wait for the old witch to answer. I sneak out of the house as quietly as I can and head for the woods. I don’t need anyone seeing what I’m about to do, especially not Alexia. Something doesn’t feel right, and I will know what it is today or heads will fly.

      As soon as I’m far enough away that no one in the house will notice the signature of a portal opening, I wave my hand and step through it without breaking my stride. I’m in no mood to practice patience. Squinting, I try to get used to the difference in light. The scene greeting me is not what I expect, and my anger deflates immediately.

      I’m in the middle of Inanna’s temple and there is not a soul in sight. There is no sound anywhere, no matter how hard I focus my hearing. She’s sitting on the ground, leaning against the altar, and she eyes me with tired, red-rimmed eyes. My stomach clenches like the Creator is squeezing it with an iron fist. Something is horribly wrong. I know it before I hear her say a word.

      “If anything happens to Alexia, everyone will meet their maker.” The conviction in my voice makes a shiver run up my spine like I just made something happen by uttering the words.

      “Isn’t that the sad truth,” she says tiredly.

      “I do mean it,” I tell her, making sure she understands it loud and clear.

      “You don’t need to convince me, Lucifer. It was clear to me the day Lilith merged with her and gave Alexia her essence.”

      “She’s mine!” I roar at her from the top of my lungs, making the walls tremble.

      “I know. That changed everything.”

      There is sadness in her voice that intensifies the fear in my heart. I stare at her, daring her to hide whatever it is so I have an excuse to start destroying everything around me, including her. I have been passive and quiet for too long. I think they forget the amount of chaos I can wreak when provoked.

      “Speak! Now!” I tell her, holding my breath to wait for her reply.

      She gazes at me for a long time, as if collecting her thoughts or debating what to tell me and what to hide. I let her. I shall not leave her realm until I know everything. She will know that soon enough.

      Shaking her head slowly, she stands up and waves her hand over her altar. A bottle and two chalices appear and she pours the ambrosia in both of them. I stand and watch, crossing my arms over my chest. When she’s done, she picks them up and inches towards me, handing me one. When I take it, I glance at it before meeting her eyes and raising my eyebrow in question. She doesn’t say anything, just lifts hers to her lips and takes a sip. Without words, she’s saying it’s safe to drink. This makes me snort. Lifting the chalice slowly, I stretch my arm in front of me and pour it all on the ground.

      “We know each other too well to play these games. I am in no mood to drink and even less of a mood to fall for your tricks,” I tell her quietly.

      She stiffens at my deceptively calm and quiet words. Indeed, she knows me very well. Well enough to tread very carefully when I am in the mood I am right now.

      “I meant no harm. What I have to say is not easy. I only thought you would appreciate the gesture.”

      “I would appreciate the truth more. Now!”

      “You act as if I want to hurt her!” she snaps. “She’s my child. I love her, too!”

      “But she is not your child now, is she? Somehow you forgot to mention that little detail to her along the way.”

      “I have forgotten nothing, angel. She will know everything when the time is right and not a moment sooner.” Her voice cracks with power, and the tired friend from a moment ago is replaced by the goddess who demands respect. A little late for that now, especially after I got worked up. A small move or a word will make me lose control and start a war between the gods.

      A fleeting thought comes that I’m showing Inanna that Alexia is my weakness, but it passes too fast to worry about. It’s not like she doesn’t know that already. Plus, if anything happens to Alexia, we both have too much to lose.

      “Why hasn’t she been told? What are you not telling me?”

      “I hid nothing from you. It’s just that recently things got bit more complicated. I never expected the weaver of the web of life to get involved. That made me look into all plans more closely. I looked at all paths, all possible outcomes … at everything before I decided this lifetime for Alexia is the right one. Still, I didn’t see what was right in front of my face. Arrogance is the downfall of the gods.”

      She shakes her head, but my fists are clenching at my sides. I don’t give a damn about how her plans didn’t turn out as she wanted. I care about Alexia, plain and simple. As long as Alexia is fine and breathing, I don’t care who does what. But if Alexia is in trouble, I’ll make them all pay with their immortal lives. “How does that affect her?” I ask.

      “I didn’t realize she would need to walk my path in the end.” Her voice is so soft and the words mumbled it’s as if she’s hoping I don’t hear what she’s saying.

      “Walk your path in what way? Where?” I ask through clenched teeth. I’m strung like a bow and my body is vibrating from it.

      “To get to the tablets of destiny, she will need to descend to the Underworld and open Ishtar’s gate,” she blurts it out then cringes.

      I suck in a sharp breath and she flinches away from me. It’s not going to do her any good. My vision blurs and stars dance at the corners of my eyes as I get tunnel-vision. Everything around me fades away and all I can see is the goddess in front of me. It’s her fault this is happening. She brought this upon Alexia and she will pay for it with her life. Maybe if she is no more, everything will stop until Alexia gets reincarnated again. That will change things.

      Yes, that’s the best course.

      Her lips move as if she is talking, but I hear nothing. Deafening silence brings calm to my soul as I make my decision to end her existence. Protect what’s mine is the only thought in my head as I lift my arms, feeling the power build inside me like a volcano ready to erupt.
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      Alexia…

      

      As I go towards the kitchen, an uneasy feeling prickles the back of my mind, but I ignore it. It’s because I know Lucifer wanted to say something but Daisy stopped him. It’s annoying that they can’t tell me everything. Don’t get me wrong; I know why they don’t. I’m grateful to them for trying to guide me without altering my path, but at the same time, I want to strangle them all, because if I know what’s waiting for me, I can prepare for it. Yup, control freak, that’s me. Too bad life and the universe don’t function like that.

      I head straight for the coffee pot, start pulling mugs and filling them up because I can hear everyone following me. Only Lucifer and Daisy stay in the living room. I hope she’s lecturing him. That thought makes me snort. The angel has changed lately, but his prickly pride gets the better of him at times. The poor guy didn’t know what hit him when he got tangled up with our lot. If he expected us to obey and follow his directions blindly, he got cheated for sure. Maybe in a sick way this was a lesson to humble him a little. Just thinking about it makes me grin like a fool. I have no idea what it is that makes me want to antagonize him. I can’t help it. Every time any of us gets to him and his controlled behavior slips, it makes my day.

      “Well? Where are they?” I turn around and look at Remi.

      “Where are who?” She frowns at me.

      “The smokes. Where are they?” I wave my hand in her face so she can hand them over.

      “I need one, too,” says Jez on a sigh.

      “Maybe we should all have one,” Meda adds, grabbing the mug I’m handing her.

      “You don’t smoke,” I tell her pointedly.

      “You quit, but here we are,” she adds, glaring at me as if I offended her, and that makes me laugh.

      “All I’m saying is you won’t like it. I wasn’t telling you what to do. You’re a big girl.” I wink at her, and she smiles.

      “Let’s go outside and debate it there,” Remi says and opens a drawer, pulling out a pack.

      We head outside, and as I pass the living room I see that Daisy is sitting by herself, deep in thought. I stop, unsure whether I should call her to come or if she would prefer I leave her alone. I wonder where Lucifer is but last night, as if summoned, plays in my head and I shiver. I need to stay away from him if I want to keep the conviction of protecting my heart. The feelings he awakens in me can’t be healthy. Can angels get you addicted to them? Hmmm … now there’s a thought. As I’m standing there like an idiot, a ripple in the fabric of life makes my body tremble, then I gasp. My eyes move to Daisy, but she’s already up and coming my way with a frown on her kind face.

      “Did you feel that?” I ask her.

      “Feel what?” she answers, but she won’t look at me.

      This gives me an uneasy feeling, like earlier, when I walked out of the living room. Narrowing my eyes at her, I wait, not moving an inch, which makes her stop to avoid colliding with me.

      “The ripple. Someone opened a portal, and it was not Meda.” I look around again as if an answer will appear out of thin air. “Where is Lucifer?” I add, and the feeling intensifies.

      “I don’t know; he was here a minute ago. Have you checked upstairs in his room?” Her words sound innocent. Way too innocent, if you ask me.

      I glare at her.

      “Where did he go?” I squeeze the mug I’m holding so tight my hand shakes and hot coffee splashes on my skin, making me suck in a breath.

      “Now look what you did,” Daisy chides me, taking the mug gently from my hand.

      “Where did he go?” I repeat, not fooled for a second by her diversion.

      “I honestly don’t know,” she says quietly. “I can guess, but I’m not sure”

      “And your guess would be?”

      “To find the answer to why you haven’t been told the things he thinks you should know,” she says dejectedly.

      I frown. Say what, now? He’s looking for answers when he doesn’t tell me everything, either. Talk about contradictions. Or maybe he feels it’s okay for him not to tell me everything but no one else is allowed to do it. It’s almost comical when you look at it that way.

      “You want to come outside with us? I really need a smoke. I figure I’ll die way before they have a chance to kill me, so might as well take advantage of it.” I chuckle at my own pathetic joke.

      “Not funny,” she says, but she wraps her arm around my shoulders leading me outside.

      “Oh, look. Alexia decided to grace us with her presence,” Remi says dramatically, and they all laugh a little.

      “Bite me.” I flip her the finger and she barks out a laugh.

      After grabbing the pack that’s next to her hip, I pull out a smoke and light it. The first drag chokes me a little, making me cough, and they chuckle. Shaking my head, I ignore them, my eyes going towards the woods like a compulsion. At first, I think it’s because of what happened with the snakes. The thought makes me shiver a little and goosebumps cover my arms. Everyone around me is talking, but I can’t get rid of the strange feeling. I can’t even hear what they are saying. After a second, there is a pull in my chest like someone tied a rope in the middle, yanking on it. I gasp, then choke some more, coughing from the smoke I inhaled too sharply.

      “Take it easy there, killer. No one is taking it from you.”

      I hear Remi’s words as she rushes over and pounds on my back. as if that will make it better. My eyes water from it but I have no time to worry because I know that if I don’t move towards the woods, something will split my ribcage open.

      “Something’s wrong,” I rasp, my throat raw from the smoke I sucked in.

      “Wrong how?” she asks and everyone is on instant alert.

      “What do you feel?” Jez comes next to me, her arms already reaching down to touch the earth.

      “I don’t know. I just know I must go into the woods,” I tell them, my feet already moving in that direction.

      No one stops me, but they all come along, making a semi-circle around me. The closer I get, the more urgent it feels. I have to be there. I speed up a little, then start jogging, and within few seconds I’m sprinting, entering the trees like I’m running for my life. I have no control over my body or my actions. I hear them calling my name but I’m powerless to stop or even slow down. As I get deeper into the woods, a shimmering between the trees pulls my attention. Instinctively, I know that is where the portal was opened earlier.

      “Meda, call out the last portal now!” I scream from the top of my lungs.

      I know it’s of life-or-death importance that I enter the portal. I don’t know how I know this. I just do, the same way I know it needs to happen this second. Luckily for me, Meda doesn’t question me, nor does she hesitate. As I get closer, I hear her chanting as the purplish portal appears. I fly through it. What I encounter on the other side stops me dead in my tracks before plastering me on one wall like a painting.

      Lucifer stands in the middle of Inanna’s temple. His body is shaking and glowing like the sun. His wings raise up and stretch out as far as they can. His power whirls around him, out of control, vibrating the walls and the ground like an earthquake. Cracks appear on the smooth stone and ground, sending rubble like shower on top of my head from the ceiling. Opposite him, Inanna is standing proud, her hands in front of her and palms facing Lucifer. A shield of rainbow colors pushes against his power to keep it at bay and away from her. My breath gets stuck in my throat, and I’m frozen in place with no idea what my next move should be. Spreading my arms to the sides so I don’t get blown all over, my mind spins with questions. Why is he here? More importantly, why is he attacking Inanna? Did I make another poor choice by allowing him to wiggle his way into our little tribe? Was he working with Tiamat? Derik’s and Enlil’s faces float in front of my eyes. He gave Derik wings, didn’t he? Thoughts are whirling through my head at a million miles per minute. Out of nowhere, his face when I woke up this morning comes to mind and all thoughts disappear like they were never there. I refuse to believe he would do such a thing. He might be arrogant but he has too much pride to stoop that low. He would make sure we all know he wants to hurt her, just so he can gloat. It doesn’t make him evil. It makes him an entity. God or angel, they think themselves above the rest of us.

      With that in mind, I snap my shield around me and push my way towards him, screaming his name. I must stop this crap and find out what the hell is going on. Their powers are so strong that within seconds, cracks appear on my lousy shield and pain crawls over my body.

      It’s not easy to move. It’s like placing your hands on a building and expecting to be able to shove it off its foundation. I keep repeating Lucifer’s name, over and over until finally, Inanna focuses on me. Her lips move, and even if I can’t hear her, I see them forming my name. As she finishes the last letter, Lucifer’s head snaps in my direction, like my name is the only thing that can get through to him. In an instant, everything stops and I topple over after losing the resistance to my shield. Tripping over my own feet, I tumble head first towards the ground, but before I hit it, arms wrap around me and lift me to a firm, muscular chest. His scent wraps around me like sunshine peeking through dark clouds, and I burrow closer to him, taking deep breaths. He tightens his arms around me and snuggles his head into my neck, panting like he has been running for days.

      “Are you okay, love?” Inanna’s husky voice breaks the silence. Lucifer stiffens.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I snap, remembering where I am and what I found when I got here. I push on Lucifer’s chest so he can let me go, but that only makes him squeeze me harder.

      “We had a misunderstanding,” she says nonchalantly, as if they were simply exchanging words.

      “Try again.” My voice is strained. “Lucifer, you’ll break my ribs if you keep squeezing that hard,” I add, gasping.

      He loosens his grip on me but doesn’t let go. Instead, putting me down, he moves his body in front of me, tucking me behind him in a protective manner. What the hell? Is he trying to protect me from Inanna? If I hadn’t seen what was going on earlier, I would’ve laughed. I don’t find it funny now.

      Lifting an eyebrow, I stick my head out from behind him. I look at her, waiting for an explanation. One way or another, I’ll know what got up their asses. I’m not going home without an answer. It must be written all over my face because Inanna sighs, her shoulders sag, and taking a deep breath, she starts talking.
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      Lucifer…

      

      “There was some new development to your path, love. I can’t tell you details without altering it. What you witnessed was Lucifer disagreeing with it all.” With a sigh, Inanna bends down slowly and sits ungracefully—for the first time—in front of me.

      As angry as I am, I cannot stop the pity I feel for her. Everything she has worked for might crumble in a blink of an eye, but my protective side when it comes to Alexia does not let it linger long.

      “She will not do it. This ends here!” I snap.

      “No one asked you, Lucifer!” Alexia turns on me with venom in her voice.

      I know she’s angry and frightened after witnessing our standoff, even if she tries to hide the fear. My witch is brave, but she will be stupid if she ignores it and just plays along with this whole charade. I will not stand for it. She might hate me to start with, but eventually she will realize I’m looking out for her. She stands in front of me and glares at me with her hands fisted on her hips. My reaction? Like any arrogant male, I laugh! Not at her. I laugh because it is so adorable and refreshing that this woman stands up to me and glares at me as if I’m a mortal when gods and goddesses cower under my gaze. My heart thumps hard in my chest and warmth envelops me. A shiver runs up my spine, and I stiffen at first, darting my eyes around the temple to see if there is a threat. It takes me a second to understand it’s her magic swirling around me, flirting with my power—caressing, linking, seducing until I fully relax my tight muscles. Sharp pain like a dagger stabs me in the thigh and I look down to see an ice magic shard sticking out of my leg. Jerking back, I growl my displeasure and glare at Alexia.

      “Really? Now you’re upset? Want to laugh at me some more, angel? See how that works for you,” she says sweetly.

      “You do have a death wish, love.” Inanna chuckles, so I turn my glare on her.

      “I see, now, why she is your vessel. You both can drive a male out of his mind,” I tell her through clenched teeth, pulling the ice shard out of my thigh.

      They laugh halfheartedly, but the strain is heard in it loud and clear. I do not know if I like how Alexia is changing me. If this were to happen with anyone before I had connected with her, they would’ve met their maker in many different ways by now. The witch makes me soft, and it brings fear out in me that I’m not familiar with. Not just with my reactions but with everything I feel. This will either make a difference or it will get us all killed. Alexia’s voice brings me out of my musings and makes me shiver. The witch can bring me to my knees with her voice alone, not that I would ever tell her that.

      “Will anyone be able to tell me anything, or do I just go into it blind? Actually, you know what? I don’t give a damn. Don’t tell me. I’ll figure out my own way around it, like I’ve done until today. It’s not like any of you have warned me before,” she says tiredly and plops on the ground at my feet. “Assholes,” she mumbles, and I chuckle.

      “I might not be allowed to tell you anything, but I will protect you with all I am.” As the words are spoken, I freeze. Why did I say that out loud? I should’ve kept it to myself, at least until I was alone with Alexia, judging by the blooming smile on Inanna’s face. I glare at her again and she laughs, softly shaking her head.

      “We are all doomed. We will either change the order of life or we will all perish and it shall be like we never existed.” She closes her eyes and tilts her head back.

      Looking at her like this, she resembles Alexia so much it’s disturbing, like seeing double. The difference is that there is this energy surrounding the witch I have never come across before I met her. It’s addictive and alluring. You can tell water is her strongest element. Like a siren, she pulls me in and I’ll do anything to protect her and be around her. I wonder if her maker knew this and created her like this on purpose. I wouldn’t put it past him. Speaking of which …

      “Can we at least tell her about …” my words trail off because Inanna shakes her head, making it clear I should stop.

      Alexia huffs at that and shakes her own head, making her hair tumble around her like silk. My hands itch to run my fingers through it but I clench them into fists at my sides. I do not think she will appreciate that at the moment. I must stay vigilant around my witch, skittish as she is. But she will change. I’ve made it my life’s mission to ensure that happens.

      “Unbelievable. I don’t have time for this shit. Lucifer, open the portal. I need to go back so we can get the potions. You two can stay here and kill each other for all I care at the moment. There are people I need to make sure stay alive.” She waves her hand in little circles at me like I’m her servant, like I should hurry and do her bidding.

      So, of course I do, like the besotted fool that I am. Like a trained monkey, I jump at her every whim lately. Inanna quirks her eyebrow as I open the portal, peering over my shoulder to narrow my eyes at her. She only grins at me, her first genuine one since I found her in the temple earlier. Alexia jumps up and rushes through it with a mumbled, “Later.” A halfhearted wave of her hand over her shoulder follows. She didn’t even look at us at all, and my heart drops to my feet.

      “This is not over. We shall continue this conversation at a later time,” I tell Inanna and hurry after Alexia.

      If she’s going to go head first into anything, I shall be right next to her. As long as I’m still breathing, the realms will burn before I let her get hurt.

      Exiting the portal, I lift my head on the other side, hoping she’s waiting for me. Instead of Alexia, roots wrap around my legs and arms, then I’m airborne, a ball of fire hitting my chest and scorching my shirt.
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      Alexia…

      

      If I weren’t still angry and tired, I would’ve died laughing just seeing the comical expression on Lucifer’s face when his body is lifted off the ground a millisecond before his power blasts the roots to dust. Since I am still pissed off, I just snort and shake my head while looking at Jezzinta, Remi, Meda, and Faith. Jezzinta is the only sane one; she gasps, lifting her hands in surrender as she widens her eyes at him.

      “Oops, sorry. I didn’t know it was you,” she says hurriedly.

      I do laugh at that.

      “Just who did you expect?” he snaps, angling his head at her.

      “How should I know? We didn’t know where she went, and the portal closed as soon as she went through it,” she says defensively, pointing her finger accusingly at me.

      The others snicker at the exchange and I head towards the house. It’s getting darker, and tonight is the perfect time to go grab the potions from their hiding place. I hear everyone following, but one set of footsteps are more pronounced, eating up the distance in no time. Lucifer. I’m in no mood to deal with him. I’m confused, angry and just plain and simply tired of it all. Luckily Remi calls out his name, saying something that slows him down. Even when I can’t see him, or hear him for that matter, I’m more aware of his presence than my own lately. It’s frustrating. The warmth that accompanies that awareness scares the shit out of me, so I squash it down as far as I can. My mind goes along with that idea; my body is a totally different story. It’s so attuned to him that my skin tingles and my nipples are erect just breathing the same air as him. I need chocolate, that’s what I need. It’ll cure all my problems.

      So, as any other smart woman will do, I head for the kitchen in search of my hidden stash. It’s hard to hide chocolate in a house full of women. They’re like hounds; they can smell it from miles away. I shouldn’t talk crap, though, because I’m exactly the same. It calls to me. What can I say?

      Speeding up, I run inside straight to the kitchen, grab a handful from the box marked “gluten-free rice cakes,” (they all hate rice cakes, saying they taste like cardboard—which is why it’s my hiding spot) and run upstairs to my room, pushing the door closed as much as I can. I hope they get the message to leave me alone for a bit. A girl can dream. As I stuff the two bite-size chocolates in my mouth, the door bursts open and they pile inside. One second, they’re serious and ready to give me a piece of their mind, the next they are laughing.

      “What?” I say around a mouthful of chocolate. Not a pretty sight, I assure you, but I don’t care.

      “Oh, dear goddess, you look like Gollum guarding your precious.” Jezzinta chortles and I throw a piece of the chocolate at her, regretting it in the same moment.

      “Give it back.” I stretch my arm in front of me, grabbing at the air with my fingers like I’m possessed.

      Since I obviously have good aim now (not!), it hits Jezzinta in the middle of her chest. She grasps it, opens it, and takes a big bite before grinning at me like a fiend.

      “Really? That’s how we’re going to play now, stealing chocolates? Who does that?” I huff, shaking my head sadly at my lost treasure.

      Like I haven’t spoken, they crawl on the bed with me and attack what I have left of the goodness in my lap like sharks in bloody water. Lucifer leans against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest, chuckling at my misfortune, so I glare at him, which makes him laugh.

      “Tonight we get the potions.” I drop the bomb and all noise stops.

      “Okay. Just say when,” Remi says slowly, like she’s bracing for an argument.

      “First tell us what happened,” Faith asks. “Where was Lucifer and what was so important that you felt compelled to go after him?”

      “He and Inanna were trying to kill each other over things they know but don’t want to tell me. So, since I wasn’t going to hear anything about it, I should’ve left them to it. Instead, I got involved and stopped it, to my utter disappointment”

      “You stopped a goddess and an angel in the middle of a fight?” Jez looks at me with wide eyes.

      “Ummm … well, I didn’t exactly stop them. I tried to get in the middle of it and they stopped on their own when they realized they might hurt their peon. No one wants to hurt their tool, you know,” I tell her bitterly.

      Lucifer sighs like I’m a child who’s misbehaving, and I bristle at it. He has no right to act annoyed by my snide remarks. So I’m bitter. I have every right to be. If they’d quit playing games and start sharing information, it’d be better for all of us. Until they do, I’ll keep bitching about it.

      “Is it something you can tell us?” Faith looks at Lucifer, worry apparent in her eyes.

      I snort. Yeah, right. He keeps his cards close to his chest. No way will he tell anyone anything, but I have to admire Faith for trying. That earns me a growl and those peepers turn on me. I expect annoyance to be there. It’s not. Those eyes suck me in like black holes, and I fall into them, losing my grip on reality. His power crawls over me, starting from my toes and gently caressing up my legs and hips, gliding over my ribs and chest where it centers. It feels like he can see all that I am—all my wishes and fears, all my desires and plans. Even things I’ve yet to figure out.

      I shiver and drop my eyes to my lap. Panicking over showing a weakness, I try very hard to come up with something to say so I can change the subject. “You guys should go change. We’ll be leaving shortly. And if we’re all going, decide who else will be driving. We don’t all fit in Jasmine.”

      Thinking of my car makes me smile. I haven’t driven it since all this started and I’m looking forward to it. It’s the only connection I still have to my old life. I must have said the magic words because, without comment, they all get up and walk out of the room one by one. Looking after them, I frown. Meda has been quiet ever since she had her vision about our next stop being Ishtar’s realm. That, coupled with my ordeal with Lucifer and Inanna, tells me I need to be on alert. I don’t need details to know we’re heading into a cluster-fuck.

      Without uttering a word, Lucifer crawls into bed with me and wraps his arms around me. I allow him to. I feel safe in his arms, no matter how misguided that is. It might be my fear and trust issues wanting me to believe he’s manipulating me, but I’ll stick to it for now; it’s safer for my heart. The angel is dangerous. He crumbles the walls I’ve built around myself like they’re a house of cards. No one gets my trust anymore until they earn it.

      With a deep sigh, I burrow deeper into his embrace and his arms tighten around me. He kisses my hair before leaning his cheek on top of my head.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you, Alexia. I swear it on my life.”

      His solemn promise brings goosebumps over my entire body. Not because I’m afraid of what that means, but because I can’t deny the honesty I hear in his words.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Sitting in the passenger seat, I glance at Alexia from the corner of my eye. The look of content on her face while she lovingly runs her hands over the steering wheel of her car makes me bristle with jealousy, though it is, after all, an object she cherishes and not another male. I’m aware it is a stupid emotion, but for unknown reasons it still bothers me. I want her to glide those long, elegant fingers over my body, not over a metal and plastic wheel that feels nothing for her. That thought brings vivid images of her naked, caressing me while my eyes feast on her body and face. In my daydream, she looks at me with those ever-changing eyes and there is love and devotion there, the same devotion she feels for the witches. My chest tightens with some emotion I cannot name. For a moment, I almost think it’s a warning of an impending attack, but when nothing happens, I realize it’s my own stupidity making me be this way.

      I have watched the witch through many lifetimes. She’s been betrayed and hurt more than any one individual should have to bear, but her love and devotion for those she calls her own never wavers. She needs time, and that is something I constantly have to remind myself. How do I convince my mind and heart? Maybe this is how I perish.

      Someone has obviously found my weakness when they gave  me these new emotions. With gods or angels, it is always easy. It is the pleasures of the flesh in which we indulge that signals our end. No attachments, no hurt feelings, nothing. Is this how humans feel all the time? How can they function with these crippling emotions? I have felt jealousy before, of course. But it was only ever for others who tried to rise above me, or for those that held something that would give me an advantage in my ever-changing world. I can fight that. I have fought that. But how do I fight an unseen enemy when I know she holds the outcome in her tiny hand?

      Finally it hits home.

      This woman holds everything I am in her hand. With one careless gesture or word, she can defeat me. She can crush my heart and I will never be able to pick up the pieces. I will never be the same again. In my long life, I have never had to deal with an outcome where I didn’t come out on top. Now … here we are. A mortal has control over me like no one ever has before—not even my creator.

      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I try to dispel the gloomy thoughts from wreaking havoc in my mind. There must be a reason all this is happening now. I am the light bringer; I will not be conquered. All I have to do is try to stay one step ahead of whoever orchestrated this. Tiamat will pay dearly for trying to touch what is mine while hiding that information for millennia.

      I watch the town fly by through the window so Alexia doesn’t see the war I’m fighting within myself. She has enough to worry about, and she doesn’t trust me completely after all that happened in the dark wizard’s realm with Derik. I cannot blame her. That fucker fooled me as well. I still don’t know how I did not see it. A sentimental fool, that’s what I am. Thinking I would help the witch, I almost helped to get her hurt … or worse. In my meddling, I gave power to a spawn that tried to kill her. Now guilt mixes with jealousy in a constant swirl in my gut. One would think they were trying to turn me mortal. A shiver runs up my spine and I clench my fists in my lap. Heads will roll.

      “So, wanna share what’s got you so pissed off?” Alexia’s husky voice makes warmth pool in my stomach.

      It takes me only a moment to look at her, and the same moment my groin stirs, making it uncomfortable to sit still. I squirm in my seat.

      A different shiver runs through me, and I clear my throat before speaking, but I don’t think I manage to hide how she affects me judging by the narrowing of her eyes. “I am not pissed off.” My voice sounds too rough to my own ears.

      “It’s only human, angel, nothing to worry about. Well … unless we come across more snakes, that is,” she says, turning to watch the road again.

      One thing I find fascinating is that the woman can drive. No, I’m not patronizing. I mean she can drive like a professional racer. The Mustang flies around the city, and at times I clutch the handle, thinking each turn will be my last. But she glides smoothly every time, like this car is an extension of her.

      “You need to slow down or they’ll never catch up,” I point out.

      “That’s the plan. They shouldn’t catch up.” She grins at me and I chuckle.

      “You are a fascinating creature, Alexia, no matter what you do. Even when you drive this metal contraption around the city.”

      “Hey! Take that back! She can hear you, and you’ll hurt her feelings.” She glares at me before petting the car and mumbling, “He doesn’t mean it. He’s just jealous because you’re cool and he is not.”

      Raising an eyebrow and wondering about her sanity, I wait for an explanation that never comes, just more glaring and mumbled endearments to the object I want to crush. I should hear those words spoken like a caress to me, not to this thing.

      “You’re just jealous. Admit it.”

      “I admit nothing. That is preposterous! Jealous of what? This thing?” I wave my hand at the lights glowing in front of us.

      She just grins widely and, staring at me, strokes the car gently. My hackles rise and I can’t stop the growl that leaves my throat. Her laughter makes me so hard I can pound nails into concrete with my cock. If she doesn’t stop, I’ll finish what we so recently started.

      “Behave, witch, now is not the time to provoke me,” I point out.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She looks at me innocently and I boom out a laugh that makes her jump.

      “It looks good on you, you know,” I say softly, almost to myself after my laughter dies down.

      “What looks good?” She frowns before facing the road again.

      “Innocence,” I tell her simply.

      She slows down and turns into a parking lot while laughter peals out of her like rain. When she finally parks, she leans her head on the steering wheel, still chuckling. “I’m sure it does, just like makeup on a donkey. Let’s not fool ourselves, Lucifer. All of you made sure my innocence abandoned me as fast as possible in each of my lives. I wouldn’t know what it was if it hit me in the face.” She leans against the headrest, closing her eyes with a heavy sigh.

      My heart shrivels in my chest and my gut tightens at her words. I want to argue with her, to tell her she is wrong, but the words get stuck in my throat. She isn’t wrong. None of her lives have been easy, especially this one. What do you say to the woman you love when the truth is staring you in the face? That thought startles me. It’s one thing to know it academically, but it’s something different to admit it to myself. Yes, I love the witch, but how do I make her see it?

      “Are we waiting on something?” I ask, so as not to blurt out my thoughts.

      “Ah! There they are,” she says, bending a little to see through my window, her hair falling over her face and her eyes glowing in the moonlight.

      Following her eyes, I see Remi turning into the lot and parking her car a row down from us. That’s strange. The parking lot is empty, and I would’ve thought she would park next to Alexia. The witches are confusing at times. Shaking my head, I unbuckle and follow Alexia, exiting the car.

      “Don’t slam the door!” she says, while gently closing hers.
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      Alexia…

      

      My head is still spinning from the feelings Lucifer provoked inside me. Not with his words, but with the look in his eyes and the energy he throws off like a generator. Rubbing my hands over my arms, I try to shake it off, but it’s not working. He was looking at me with such despair that my heart stopped for a second, then it tried to race out of my chest. Like my personal shit had room to get involved in the drama surrounding us! I need to get my head in the game, but the sight of his erection straining his jeans is wreaking chaos in me. He is pulling on my heart, my mind, and my body like a puppet-master, and I'm helpless to stop it. I just need to get better at ignoring it. What’s a better distraction than four crazy women trying to get killed because they want to prove their love and loyalty, right?

      “You could’ve parked at home,” I tell Remi when she gets out of her car.

      “I could’ve, but someone needs to keep an eye on your suicidal ass.” She grins, not very nicely. It’s more like a wild dog baring its teeth and that makes me laugh.

      “Good point! Let’s go.” I turn and start walking.

      “The zoo? Really, Sap?” Jez asks, skipping next to me and slipping her arm through mine like we’re out for a stroll.

      “They have piranhas.” I smile broadly at her and feel her shiver, which only makes me laugh harder.

      “Piranhas?” Remi repeats breathlessly behind us.

      “Oh, come on guys, really? Of course, piranhas. Who’d be stupid enough to look there? Huh?” I ask, exasperated.

      “You, obviously, mate,” Faith chirps.

      “Plus, no more goons to try to swim with them, either,” I point out.

      As I say that, the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and Lucifer slows his steps next to me. It feels like we’re being watched. I stop in my tracks, my gaze roaming the area to see if I can spot anyone, but other than the lights in the parking lot, everything is dark and gloomy.

      “I knew we should’ve told the fairies to come with us,” Jez whispers next to me.

      “We just yelled enough to wake the dead. Now you’re whispering?” I arch my eyebrow, glancing down at her. She snickers like this is some joke. “Come on. Let’s get inside,” I tell them and start running towards the entrance. I’m not going to stand here and play games, no matter who’s watching us. I’m going to grab what we came here for, then we are leaving. End of story.

      Lucifer doesn’t need to be told twice. He’s one step behind me, guarding my back as we race towards the zoo and its entrance.

      Before I even reach the gates, I hear a click and they swing open, allowing us to enter without slowing. I look over my shoulder at him and he solemnly nods, answering my unspoken query. I fill my lungs with the air and energy that surrounds this place. It’s like food for the soul, even if mine is hanging around the angel’s neck. Animals shuffle around as we pass noticing our presence.

      I stay close to the shadows and go as fast as I can without full-on sprinting so I don’t startle the animals. If anyone is following us and we did that, it will be like putting a neon sign over us with an arrow pointing our way. I can’t sense anyone except us and the animals, but the feeling of being watched is still there like a dark cloud on a sunny day; there’s no way not to notice it. Everyone else follows without a word. If anyone sees Remi’s frown, I’m sure they’ll be running for their lives. I think after the incident in the dark realm, this has become personal for her.

      Skulking like thieves through the paths between one habitat and the next, we near the tanks where the piranhas are kept. As they come into view, I slow down before stopping completely. Lucifer bumps into me and my body erupts in goosebumps. His masculine chuckle tells me he is all too aware of how I react to his touch. I elbow him in the stomach. I won’t lie, his grunt is very satisfying so I can’t help but grin, and when he scolds me for it, I only widen my smile.

      “You guys keep an eye out, and I’ll go grab them,” I whisper-yell.

      “Wha-what?” Jezzinta stutters. “In there with the piranhas?” She points a shaky finger at the tank where the gray fishes swim in without a care in the world.

      “Fish. Remember?” I jab a finger first at the fish then at myself.

      “That fish eats fish like you,” she says angrily and I snicker.

      “They won’t, I promise. I was in there once already, hiding the potions. We’re best buddies now.” I smile halfheartedly.

      I’ve got a bad feeling about this whole thing. Whoever is watching us is making me swallow thickly like I’m ready to hurl all the chocolate I ate.

      “When I’m in the water, remove the concealment on them,” I tell Lucifer, and without waiting on more debate, I square my shoulders and stride towards it like it’s the middle of the day and I’m sightseeing.

      My stroll is accompanied by many complaints.

      “Oh, dear goddess. She’s nuts!”

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “Witch, get your ass back here.”

      “I’m going to strangle her.”

      “Something is going to happen. Get ready.”

      Meda’s words stop the charade, and I sprint towards the tank. No way am I going to wait to see what happens next. Grab the potions and get the hell out. That’s my plan. I knew I should’ve come here with just Lucifer, but too late now.

      As I near it, I pull the water around my head like a bubble and, without thinking twice, I jump and dive in. Maybe I should’ve taken my shoes off, but that’s hindsight now. My jeans and t-shirt make it harder to swim, but that can’t be helped. I’m sure whoever is out there wouldn’t wait for me to change into a bikini.

      I push harder with my feet to get to the bottom of the tank. The fish are swimming, ignoring my presence like I’m not even there. I turn my head to see if I can spot the others, but I can’t see anything else, just little dark fish eyeing me as if they don’t know what to make of me. I hope Lucifer remembers to remove the concealment or I won’t be able to get the potions. As if reading my mind, the water in front of me shimmers, and the beautiful box I placed here not long ago appears. With new determination, I kick my feet harder, snatching the box as soon as I get close enough and hugging it to my chest.

      The same moment, the water shimmers again. Wiggling in the water, I spin each way to find out what caused it. There is nothing but algae and fish here. Strange; I could’ve sworn it shimmered. Maybe it was a residue from Lucifer’s power.

      I flip so my feet are pointed down and shove with all my might towards the surface. As my body propels upward, the water glistens with a greenish hue that makes my heart stop, and like in slow motion, I watch as the fish that were swimming aimlessly a second ago turn, their entire focus on one thing only: me. Well, fuck!

      I kick and use one arm to pull the water around me in hopes I’ll get out of here before I have to hurt the piranhas or they hurt me, but nothing in my life is ever that simple. Like the predators they are, all of them shoot like bullets towards me, overwhelming me with their sheer numbers alone. Their sharp, pointy little teeth don’t help, either. Panic hits me so hard that without thinking, my power collects in my chest and explodes out of me like a sonic boom. The water around me is red, painted in my blood from the bites they manage to take out of me. It hurts like a bitch, but I can’t dwell on that or they’ll finish what they started.

      Hoping I only stun them and not kill them, I kick as fast as I can. As I near the surface, an arm reaches inside the red water, pulling me out as if I weigh nothing. The next thing I know, I’m looking at a pissed-off angel who could be either angry or worried, but there’s no mistaking the pissed-off women hovering near him, all yelling all the ways they can personally kill since I have a death wish. Apparently, whoever is watching us is no longer a concern.

      “Oh, dear goddess. They ate her,” Jez says faintly, and I snort.

      Well, I try to snort, but it sounds like a whimper. That little sound is all it takes for everyone to run towards the cars. Lucifer carries me like a baby cuddled to his chest. I want to protest because I’m a badass and all that, but those little suckers did a number on me, so I only moan and curl up more, breathing in Lucifer’s calming scent. His arms are glowing, probably in his attempt to heal me, which is something I’m on board with for sure. My blood is running down his chest, and for some stupid reason I think, Oh, no, we’ll leave a trail, which is definitely ridiculous since the tank is full of bloody water and whoever screwed with the piranhas already knows we drove here. Our two cars are the only ones in the parking lot. Subtle we are not.

      Regardless of all that, I lift my head even though it weighs a ton, glancing over Lucifer’s shoulder to see how much of a blood trail we are leaving. A frown lines my lips. Saplings of new trees are growing, and they weren’t there when we arrived. As he runs, before turning a corner, I notice more of them following our path. Shit! I’ve lost so much blood that I’m hallucinating. I hear Remi say something and Lucifer grunts, but I don’t understand a word. With that last thought, just as I see the cars ahead of us, I do the only thing a badass would do: I pass out from the blood loss.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Whoever is here, they’re hiding themselves too well for my liking. I know they’re here, but I can’t see them. Going along with Alexia’s plan to retrieve the potions and get out without harming any humans did sound nice, but this goes beyond anything I expected. I have grown soft and careless. With that thought, my power blasts around me until the witches stumble from it, but I have no time to stop because Alexia is bleeding out in my arms. To their credit, they say nothing, just right themselves and keep moving. The whimpers coming from the woman in my arms break my heart. She is a tough little creature and hearing her like this makes me want to level this planet and everything in it. Another blast bursts from me and Remi stumbles, falling to her knees without a single complain. She pushes off the ground in one smooth move and keeps running.

      “Try not to kill us while you’re at it,” she says breathlessly and I grunt to acknowledge her.

      We are jogging by a bear habitat when Alexia stirs in my arms, peering behind us. Then she goes limp and my breath stops. Pressing her tighter to my chest, I don’t stop running because I can see the cars ahead. I’m trying to hear a heartbeat from her—anything to tell me she has only passed out and is still alive. It’s a faint thump on my skin, but I feel it.

      “I’m taking her with me in your car, Remi. You can drive, but someone needs to take her car,” I huff.  Not because I’m out of breath, no. It’s because I’m scared out of my mind for Alexia.

      “On it,” Faith says as we exit the zoo, and she veers off, heading for the Mustang.

      “Faith!” I call out, throwing her the keys I pull out of Alexia’s pocket, and without missing a beat, she snatches them out of the air.

      As we reach the cars, an eerie green glow lights the darkness surrounded the parking lot , the same glow I saw in the water before the piranhas attacked Alexia. Shadows form and my mind races to find a way for us to escape this place without anyone else coming to harm. I already know that despite her condition, Alexia would hate for anyone else to be injured.

      “Get in!” I thunder at the witches, who stop to stare at the magic forming around us. They scramble as fast as they can to jump in the cars, and I crawl in the back seat with Alexia on my lap.

      “Don’t just sit there, Remi, drive. I’ll put up a shield,” I tell her.

      My power surges, encompassing both cars in a bright golden glow, and I can hear the shadows hissing as we head straight for them. When my power and their magic connect, it feels like I was dumped into a sewer. It’s nasty and sticky. It’s disturbing when it connects with my own power, but I grind my teeth and push harder so that the cars can get past it easier. Evil, red glowing eyes watch with hunger through the windows, but I can’t make out what they are. Tiamat is pulling out the big guns now that she’s lost the warlocks.

      I crane my neck to see if the Mustang is following and breathe a sigh of relief. Faith is right on our tail. After a minute of struggling with the evil pulling on my power like a popped bubble, we exit the eerie green glow and I sag in the seat. As Faith exits, I finally take a breath for the first time since I saw Alexia’s blood in the water.

      “Are you clear?” Meda speaks for the first time since we left the house.

      “Yeah I think so,” Remi answers, looking at me through the mirror.

      I nod my head but I can’t talk right now. I concentrate all I have on Alexia. I must heal her before she bleeds to death. As I take a breath to start healing, I stop dead in my tracks. Before my eyes, her wounds close up. The blood has stopped flowing and only the rips in her clothing stand witness to her injuries. How is this possible? Is she healing herself? My heart races at what this could mean. She cannot be mortal if she’s self-healing. This could be a game changer. Does she know she can do this? I don’t think so. She would’ve said something, I’m sure. That leaves me wondering. Should I tell her? Or should I tell the witches?

      “Oh, thank the Great Mother. You healed her,” Jezzinta breathes, twisting in the passenger seat to see Alexia better.

      I don’t say a word, just nod my head. My mind is still whirling with the implications of this. Maybe I should’ve spoken to Inanna more before I tried to fight her. Alexia is making me act out of control and I am not thinking clearly. I shall go visit Inanna again after I make sure the witch gets some rest. It’s not just the path that has changed for Alexia. They have changed her, and I cannot be certain she will like it.

      Just as when we were going to retrieve the potions, the city flies by and I don’t pay attention to it as I stare out the window seeing nothing. Humans, like a blur of annoying insects, go on with their mundane lives not knowing the woman in my arms has fought hell and heaven alike to do right by them. They’ll never know it, either. They will continue praising gods that have better things to do than listen to their cries for help, unless there is an offering they can use to their advantage. It is not lost on me that I was in that category, too, until the witch walked into my realm like she owned it, demanding I do what she wanted.

      I smile, looking at her beautiful face resting on my chest. There is blood everywhere, but that only makes her more alluring. She is unlike anyone I have ever met. Woman-child. Fearless like a goddess, yet the simplest things make her heart melt like a youngling. Of course, I would not dare say it to her. I have trouble getting the stubborn witch to let me into her heart, and I do not need more complications in that battle of wills. It’s a battle I will win.

      The car slows and I look away from her to see the reason for it. I’m on alert, but there is nothing there. The witches drive like bats from hell, all of them, and soon we turn onto the path that leads to the cottage. As we pass the wards, I can tell that they are somehow weaker. I felt it when we were leaving, too, but didn’t say anything so as not to worry Alexia more. No wonder Tiamat tried to attack her. She has found a way in.

      As we near the house, I let the power flow from my body and place a shield around the wards already there. It should keep us protected for now—at least while we are here, which won’t be for long.

      “I’ll get things ready so we can clean her up.” Jezzinta jumps out as soon as the car stops and rushes inside.

      “I’ll get tea ready.” Meda bolts after her.

      “You didn’t heal her.” Remi’s words slam into me like a bull. She hasn’t even unbuckled her seatbelt.

      “Of course I did”

      “Don’t play games with me, Lucifer. I might not feel your energy but I sure as hell feel hers. She healed herself. I felt it.”

      “I do not think she knows this,” I say, defeated.

      I cannot lie to Remi. She is too aware of Alexia, almost like a guardian of her life-force.

      “No, I don’t think she does, and I’m not sure we should tell her, either,” she muses, more to herself than me.

      “You will hide things from your sister?” I mock her halfheartedly. I actually agree with her on this.

      “I’m not hiding shit, angel. I’m just going to play dumb unless she asks outright,” she huffs.

      “I cannot disagree with this,” I tell her honestly.

      “Well, I don’t know what your reasons for not telling her are. Mine is very simple. If she knows, she’ll use it as a joker in her argument so none of us go with her. That shit ain’t happening, I’ll tell you that much.”

      “I thought manipulation was the gods’ and angels’ way of dealing with things.” I can’t help but laugh, and she chuckles as well.

      “Yeah, yeah, but to deal with this jackass, we mortals must learn your ways, too. She needs us. Not to save her from others. She needs us to save her from herself. If our lives are needed for her to finish this journey, we will all gladly give them, no questions asked.” She points at Alexia and shakes her head sadly.

      I cannot argue with that sentiment, either. I’m sure there would’ve been a lot more words exchanged, but we both stop and exit the car when we see Inanna standing at the doorway, waiting on us. I’m sure she heard our exchange and my gut twists. Why is she here? This cannot be good news. Cradling Alexia’s body close to my heart, I prepare myself to face her, dread making me drag my feet.
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      Alexia…

      

      I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept this well and the bed has felt this comfortable. Wiggling contentedly, I burrow deeper into it and sigh. The grunt I hear is not something I expect, so I freeze. Slowly, as though from a distance, voices trickle to my ears and I can’t understand them at first. Breathing evenly, I play possum until I know where I am and who’s here with me.

      As I control my breathing, the voices get louder and clearer until I can hear everything.

      “So you decided to come here?” Lucifer says angrily.

      “Of course I decided to come here. You are forgetting that she is part of me. She has a destiny she must fulfill. It’s not up to you or me to change that, no matter how much we wish we could,” Inanna answers.

      “Do we know this for sure? I mean, it’s not like Tiamat left us alone until now. Are we sure she actually sent her minions through a portal here, where there are billions of humans?” Remi’s voice is rising with each word like she can’t help herself and she practically screams the last words.

      I silently agree with her, even if I’m not one-hundred percent sure.

      “Yes, I am sure. That’s why you were attacked tonight. They’ve been tracking you and working on breaking the protection wards around the property,” Inanna informs them, her voice calm.

      “Why not tell me this when I came to your temple?” The softly spoken words coming from Remi’s mouth don’t fool me at all. Not when I can see Lucifer vibrating with anger.

      I guess I’m not comfortable on a bed like I originally thought but actually draped over Lucifer’s lap, my head resting on his chest using him as  a pillow. In that moment, I decide he will always be my pillow from this day forward.

      “It was a bit difficult to tell you anything when you came with only one thing on your mind, angel. You needed to fight someone because you felt powerless to stop what has started unraveling. I gave you what you needed.”

      “I need nothing from you!” he snaps and I like the gravel of his words rumble in his chest.

      “I would beg to differ on that one,” she tells him and I can’t help it. I snort.

      “You can stop pretending you’re sleeping, love. I knew the moment you woke,” Inanna says in a gentle tone, like she’s talking to a child.

      “We have a winner, ladies and gentlemen,” I mock, opening my eyes and looking right at her.

      She stands in the middle of the living room, and with all the bullshit we have dealt with, I find this the most bizarre thing ever.  Her hair is loose, falling around her bare shoulders. The dress she wears looks like it’s been painted on her body like poured oil, shimmering black and pooling around her feet. If this was the first time I’d seen her, I would stare dumbfounded and probably reevaluate my sanity while wondering if she was real.

      “Stop that. It doesn’t become you.” She sniffs.

      “It doesn’t? And what does become me, Mother?” I ask while trying to sit up, but when Lucifer tightens his arms around me with a growl, I realize that’s not going to happen.

      Seriously?

      “No one is taking me, Lucifer. I need to sit up. My neck hurts from looking up at her. Let me up.”

      “No!”

      That’s all I get. A no. Apparently, we are all about one-word conversations now. I don’t know if I should laugh or cry. I wiggle and push harder, grinding my teeth.

      “Let me go!”

      “Let him hold you, Alexia. You were badly hurt, and he couldn’t protect you in time. He needs the contact to stay calm,” Inanna, ever the helpful, says and my hackles go up.

      “There is something wrong with all of you!” I huff.

      I get raised eyebrows from everyone in the room. My sisters stand around Inanna like the dutiful daughters they are, and I want to laugh. My intentions must show on my face because they frown at me. All of them, the goddess included. Thinking of entities, I collect as much energy as I can and zap Lucifer’s arms with all I’ve got. He jolts hard and jumps to his feet, while I topple onto the floor like a sack of potatoes. I don’t care, though. At least I can sit up now.

      “Witch!” He growls again as he inches closer.

      I jump up and take a step back, calling fire to my palm, then I wiggle my hand in his face. “Stay back or I’ll burn your ass this time!” I warn him. Taking a deep breath after he stops and frowns, I turn to the rest of this gathering. “Let’s get one thing straight so we can move on to the more important things. First”—I point my flame-burning palm towards Lucifer’s face, making him take a step back, which makes me grin like a fiend—“I don’t need you to protect me, angel. I think somewhere along the way we blurred some lines. I thought we were equal partners in all this. I’m not some damsel in distress who needs saving and I have proved that more than once, thank you very much!”

      He opens his mouth, I’m sure to inform me I’m wrong, but I make the fire brighter and he closes it with a snap. Good! I don’t need a discussion of rights and wrongs.

      “Second! If you want to be a sexist jerk, get the fuck out of here, or out of this world, for that matter. Don’t misunderstand and think I don’t appreciate what you’ve done, because I do. But before you came, I managed to deal with Enlil on my own. So, let’s get the idea of ‘poor little Alexia needs saving’ out of our heads, shall we? If you want to work with me, together, then by all means let’s do that. I don’t need a bodyguard. All the entities invading my body and mind have made sure of that. Or did we forget that little bit? Awwww, we did!” I finish mockingly.

      They’re all staring at me, awestruck, but I don’t care. I’m on the roll here and I’m going to get everything out in the open before I leave the room to attack the rest of my secret stash of chocolate.

      “Third! Unless any of you have decided to speak the truth and tell me what the fuck is going on, I suggest you get out of my face. That goes for everyone! I’m tired of half-truths, things you all know but don’t say for one bullshit reason or another. So this is your chance. Any information you wish to share is welcome at this moment. After this, I don’t want to hear one word of what should or shouldn’t happen and what I should or shouldn’t do. Speak now or forever hold your peace!” I look around expectantly.

      “Who died and made you the one in charge?” Remi, of course, has to butt heads with me.

      “Funny, but so not the time. I meant everything I said. Speak, because the moment I turn around, I won’t listen to another word. And no more sneaking around, either. Everyone will speak in front of everyone else. I’ve had it with secrecy! I thought we were working together, not against each other.”

      “I think you’re just angry, love. With everything that has happened and the attack tonight, you need to rest before we talk. You lost a lot of blood and need to heal properly.” The love that shines in Inanna’s eyes does not help at all. In fact, it is like a slap in the face.

      “Angry?” I whisper the word. “You think this is anger?” I look at her unblinking, and she frowns.

      “Of course it is. Not that anyone blames you for it.”

      “Anger!” I repeat like a dumbass.

      “It’s okay, Al.” Daisy speaks for the first time. “You should rest. You scared us to death when Lucifer brought you in. You lost so much blood.”

      “You think this is anger, too?” I turn on her.

      She takes a step back and, with wide eyes, nods jerkily. I look at each of them and they all nod at my question. Even Lucifer gives one jerk of his head. It’s like the planet has been dumped on my chest. My lungs are struggling to pull in enough oxygen and I start panting like a wild animal. Who are these people, these creatures staring at me? Are these the people that love me and know me better than anyone else?

      With a heavy sigh, I scrub my hands over my face, the fire long extinguished now. I know I lost a lot of blood, but for whatever reason I’m not hurt, or tired for that matter. I just have the weight from their confused faces crushing my chest.

      “It’s not anger I feel, no. What you see as anger is actually grief. That’s what I feel!” I tell them. “I’m grieving for the little girl I was that simply wanted to be cherished by those who were supposed to love and protect her but didn’t.

      “The girl who looked through windows at other families and wished with all her heart she could have that, if only one time. That she would not be a freak or an abomination, but just a girl. I grieve for the young woman, too. The one who had dreams and hopes that were crushed because some entity decided she has a destiny and she has no say in that matter. Grief for my sisters who don’t have the option to live life like they deserve, to be happy, to have families of their own instead of living each day like it will be their last, and it very well might be.

      “Grief for you, too, Mother. That in all your planning you turned your noble cause into a twisted version of what it should be. While protecting the Divine Feminine, you lost sight of protecting the Masculine, too. Or did you not see the masculine hurting? Should we place them in one bag, all of them and crush them? But most of all, what you call anger is grief for my humanity, which I’ve been losing more and more of every day since this shitstorm started. You can call it anger and keep trying to run my life because, what the hell, I never had a say in it anyway. The only thing I have and none of you can take away from me is my grief and I’m going to hold on to that until my last breath. All the things I just listed are worth that much to me!”

      With those parting words, I turn and head for the kitchen. The silence is deafening in the house, and I swear I can hear the Earth releasing a sigh. For once, they all do the right thing by me. They stay silent and don’t follow me. I need time for myself.

      Grabbing as many chocolates as I can carry, I open the door and sneak out outside. I can hear the call of the lake from here. It’s like the water can sense my pain and is whispering for me to take me in her embrace. That is one call I’m more than happy to answer. Surprisingly, I reach the lake and no one has come after me. Lately I’ve been feeling my connection with the other elements growing stronger, but water will always be a part of me. I’m nothing without it.

      Dropping the chocolates on the ground, I shrug off my shirt and jeans, kick off my shoes, and take my socks off, my eyes never leaving the surface of the water. The air is chilly but luckily there is no wind. I don’t like cold but I need to be in the water. In my bra and panties, I slowly wade through the shallow part until I’m thigh deep, then I dive in.

      I might have imagined it, but it sounds like the water breathes a sigh of relief when I fully connect with it. The pressure of it around me is like a balm. Closing my eyes, I surrender to it. The water heals me and I allow it because nothing is more right that this moment.

      Unbidden, an image of Lucifer’s face when I woke up next to him pops in my mind. A sharp pang stabs my heart at his actions earlier. He didn’t say the words but he didn’t deny them, either. He doesn’t see me as an equal. He sees me as an object, just like everyone else does, one he can claim and protect simply because no one touches anything that belongs to the mighty Lucifer.

      Another pain stabs my heart, and I strengthen my resolve. I will not let him into my heart, even if I have to fight myself on this. He almost broke down the walls I built around it. It’s better this way. I will not be an option to anyone. I deserve to be a choice and to be chosen every second of every day. The sad part about it is I don’t believe I’ll live long enough for anyone to have the chance to choose me. I know deep in my bones that my path will be finished sooner than I think.

      At that thought the water ripples around me like it’s distressed by my musings. Twisting around, I search the area in case someone, or something, is here with me. That’s when I see it: a tiny bright light at the bottom is twinkling, calling me closer. I don’t deny its call.

      Kicking my feet as hard as I can, I dive deeper in the lake, stretching my arm towards it. As my fingers barely connect with it, a sonic boom of energy slams into my body, flinging me out of the lake and dropping me on the ground next to it like a rock. There’s no pain at all. No, I feel like I can crush this planet and the rest of the realms with barely a thought. My brands— the apple on my wrist, the pentagram on my palm, and my birthmark in the shape of a tree on my spine.  pulse like they have a heartbeat of their own. As they pulse, they glow like miniature suns. The light dances around me and on the surface of the lake like a playful spirit. I stare at it, mesmerized, and the water ripples as if the light is playing with it, too. Something clicks inside me, something that has been broken until now snapping back into place. Warmth spreads inside me, and closing my eyes, I tilt my head back and lift my arms at my sides as if waiting to embrace the light, too.

      A sharp intake of breath makes me jump and spin around. Everyone is behind me, finally having come to see where I went off to, and I guess they didn’t expect a light show. Oh well, at least they can enjoy its beauty.

      “I think I got another gift,” I tell them, shrugging nonchalantly even as I glow like a Christmas tree.
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      Lucifer…

      

      All the anger and fear drain from me at Alexia’s words and the raw pain in her eyes. I do not think she allows us see it on purpose. With each word she speaks, the ruby around my neck grows hotter and pulses as if warning me of danger. I stand gobsmacked, not saying a word to stop her. Everything she says is truth. How did I let this happen? How did I let myself turn into a being I no longer recognize? Somewhere along the way, I started treating her like a possession I must selfishly guard.

      The more I try to make her see she belongs to me, the more I push her away. She is so strong. It is easy to forget the ever-present bravado is her defense mechanism—her way of contending with the fates and the turmoil they have brought into every one of the lives she has lived. She shows no weakness, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have one. Watching her treading through hellfire with nothing but determination and dedications makes me blind to her humanity. When she tells me she is losing it, something inside me dies.

      It cannot be.

      No matter what she is and who she is, her humanity is what makes her Alexia. I will do everything in my power to ensure she doesn’t lose herself. Well … I will do it from this moment on, since I was a blinded, stubborn fool until now.

      Glancing at everyone, I see they are having their own internal battles. The strangest part is seeing the horror on Inanna’s face when Alexia’s words sink in. I can relate to that. We are so used to dealing with manipulation and struggles for power, but none of that matters to the witch. Out of everyone here, I believe she is the only one who wants nothing when we reach the end of this road. Well, the other witches don’t want anything, either. Their problem is that they’re as stubborn as she is. In their desire to protect Alexia, they don’t realize they’re only making it harder for her.

      “Well, we fucked up royally … all of us,” Faith says the words as if she has plucked them right from my mind.

      “It’s not over yet,” Meda says softly, tears brimming in her eyes.

      At her words, Inanna jerks her head towards Meda, her eyes widening as if she’s too afraid to hear what else is to come. If I were a better male, I would admit fear crawls up my spine. But since I’m not a better male, I move past that little fact and tuck it away.

      “There’s more?” Jezzinta says in a faint voice, and I cannot blame her.

      My legs give out from under me and I plop down where I’m standing, not caring that Inanna can see my weakness. She’s not faring any better since she looks like she may collapse, too. And then, like clockwork, everyone sits, all lost in their own thoughts.

      “I must fix this!” I’m not sure why the words leave my lips. I don’t need help from anyone. I will figure it out on my own just as I always do, but something compels me to speak.

      “There is nothing to fix, Lucifer. Don’t you see that?” Remi tells me solemnly.

      “Of course there is. I must make her see that I do not think of her as an object but as my equal.”

      Can’t they see it?

      “Therein is the problem, angel,” Inanna says sadly. “We’ve all been trying to resolve this, resolve her, and … we’ve screwed it up royally, as Faith so eloquently pointed out.”

      “What do you mean it’s not over yet?” Ignoring the goddess, I turn towards the spirit elemental. She has been very quiet after her last vision but I don’t pay much attention to that fact until now. “Meda? There is more of this?”

      “Since she came into the dark wizard’s realm, she has been able to shield her mind from me. I thought it was because the evil magic of that place drained me, that it would go back to normal once we got home. It didn’t. She trained with you, yes, but I think her power grew because of Azalea’s gift, Lilith’s sacrifice, and the merge with Inanna. All that power combined should’ve made her go insane. Plus, her soul is living outside her body. Yet here she is, not even aware of it. She has been even more subdued since we returned. At first, I thought it was because she was tired from the search, the fight, and the stress that came with it. Now … I’m not so sure. I feel like something is brewing, but I have no idea what it is. And after tonight, I think she is walking away from love, unconditional love to be precise. Whatever it is that is changing her, I think it’s pulling her apart from the inside. I only wish I would’ve known sooner, but I didn’t pay attention because I was so used to being inside peoples’ heads, and there are so many of us here now. It’s a mistake that I hope won’t cost us greatly,” she finishes with a sob, and my gut clenches.

      “No words of wisdom, old woman?” I turn on Daisy.

      She always seems to be one step ahead of us when it comes to Alexia. Maybe she can point us in the right direction now. I somehow think the hope of fixing this is getting more slippery by the second.

      “No. I have no words of wisdom, angel, but I have faith,” she says with so much determination shining in her eyes that I’m taken aback.

      “What can Faith do?” At this point, I’ll take any suggestion into consideration just to remove that pain from Alexia’s eyes.

      “Not Faith. I said I have faith in Alexia. I believe in her with all that I am. That girl will not succumb or give up. I would bet my life on that. She may be hurt, and we all deserve to see the pain she hides so well. No matter what is pulling her inside or outside, she will fight it tooth and nail and come out on top with the same beautiful soul that she’s always had. Margaret believed in her enough to give her life to protect her. I will do no less!” With those last words, she shoots to her feet, but a tremor in the ground knocks her over and she crumples onto her side.

      “Alexia!” I roar and bolt out of the room as fast as I can. No matter how fast I move, everyone else is running right alongside me. Even Daisy.

      Like a magnet I’m pulled towards her, heading straight for the lake.  Of course she will go in the water to calm herself. It’s as much a part of her as the body she has. As we near it, a blinding light stops us, making us shield our eyes. I panic, gathering my power around me to fight whatever or whoever is standing between me and Alexia. But the light ebbs, and my eyes adjust so I’m able to see. A gasp from the witches sounds like a loud boom to my ears and the vision in front of me turns around to face us.

      Alexia looks like she is made of water before her body returns to flesh. She stands in her undergarments, her wet hair sticking to her shoulders, and she glows with light like an angel. The scene reflects on the water of the lake, and it’s like nothing I have ever seen in my very long life. Her blue eyes glow brightly, too, shimmering like entire oceans, rivers, and lakes have gathered in them as she stares at us with wisdom beyond my comprehension. The glow around her twinkles like diamonds and her energy slams into me like a punch to my gut.

      “I think I got another gift,” she says softly, lifting her arms towards us to show us the brands she received in Tomorith’s realm pulsing with purplish-red light like they are alive.

      Her voice is different, too. It’s more sultry, huskier, and it pulls me in like a siren’s song. I would die an eternal death just to hear her speak. From the corner of my eye, I see everyone is affected by it, their bodies swaying towards her like they can’t help themselves. Then those eyes turn on me and our eyes lock. My soul burns inside me and hers pulses around my neck. It’s happening! My fears are coming true, and she isn’t even aware of the gravity of this situation. Worst of all, I can’t tell her. The air is sucked from my lungs and I drop to my knees in front of her.

      “Forgive me, my love.” The words slip through my lips as I bow my head, ashamed of ever having done anything to hurt her.
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      Alexia…

      

      Not many things shock me these days. I mean, hello? I’m glowing! Having Lucifer on his knees in front of me is one, though. Second is him calling me his love. Something cracks inside my chest. It’s almost audible when my walls crumble and turn to dust, and I can only watch it happen. So much for my resolve, huh?

      “Say what, now?” I ask dumbly, still high on whatever just happened in the lake.

      “Forgive me … for everything,” he mumbles, not lifting his head, his hair falling over his face so I can’t see him.

      Everything around me disappeared when he dropped to his knees, but now I’m very aware of everyone looking at me with glazed eyes. Only Inanna’s gaze is sharp and calculating.

      “You know what’s going on?” I ask her.

      “You are coming into your own, love. I believe the integration of all the powers and gifts takes some time and that you had a bit of help with that just now. You obviously have many looking out for you. It is not a mistake to say you are the gift of the sea,” she says cryptically, and I glare at her.

      “I thought I was clear. If you won’t speak clearly and only the truth, do not give me half-assed cryptic shit,” I snap as a wave of energy bursts from my chest like a warning.

      “Don’t act like a child throwing a tantrum. I’m not your enemy.” Her eyes narrow on me.

      “The way things are going, that is yet to be confirmed.” I know I’m being irrational, but I can’t help it. Everyone talks a lot without saying a thing and it drives me crazy. The crunching of gravel brings me out of my internal dialogue as I see someone approaching. A few someone’s, to be exact. As they get closer, I realize it’s Philip, Will, and Archie. They slow down, their eyes wide with their mouths hanging open. Inanna and me are the only ones paying them any attention. Well, maybe not the only ones. Lucifer is up, shielding me with his body so I have to crane my neck to look around him.

      “Turn around before I end your existence!” he roars at them, and I take a step away from him.

      What the hell? Oh! I’m almost naked as I stand here like a statue. Heat warms my face as I turn in a circle like a cat chasing her tail to find my clothes. After snatching them up, I pull them on, and the action snaps everyone out of their trance. They all become animated at once, turning on Inanna and asking questions. I’m grateful they leave me out of it. I’m still bewildered by everything that happened the last half an hour or so.

      “We weren’t checking her out, Lucifer. She was glowing,” Philip says evenly, pointing towards me as if we don’t know who is playing a Christmas tree among us. I’m assuming he is trying to calm the angel down. Not that I blame him. Lucifer’s body is practically vibrating with aggression.

      “It’s fine; I’m dressed now,” I tell him, placing my hand on his back and feeling a jolt go from my hand to him and back. I gasp. He growls. Everyone else turns to stare at us.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Jez throws her hands in the air with a huff. “Can we talk first and you two eye-fuck each other later?”

      That breaks the tension a little, and we all chuckle halfheartedly. Well, not Lucifer, no. He is still staring at me as if he wants to drill a hole in my head. Like any smart woman, I ignore him.

      “Can we please go inside and talk about what just happened? It’s getting chilly here and I need answers, not riddles,” I say to all of them.

      “Yeah,” Remi mumbles before heading towards the house and grabbing Philip by the hand as she passes him by.

      One by one, everyone follows her. I take one step, passing Lucifer, but he grabs my wrist and halts my movement. I look at him, one eyebrow up in question.

      “I meant what I said. I am sorry for not being able to tell you everything I know. I’m afraid for the first time in my entire existence that if I do, I will be powerless to keep you safe,” he says solemnly.

      “I think I was clear enough that I don’t need you to protect me. Do I need your help? Yes, I most definitely do. But that is all.”

      “Even if what I say changes everything, and not just you but your sisters, are placed in even greater danger?” He glares at me.

      Well, when he puts it that way do I really have to know? Maybe not. Do I want to know? Hell, yes, I do. As he so nicely informed me not too long ago, it’s all about choices and if we can live with the ones we make. That makes me press my lips in a thin line to physically stop myself from asking anything. Jerkily, I nod my head in affirmation. “It’s okay, Lucifer. I don’t hold it against you. Well, not anymore,” I tell him on a sigh.

      He has a point. It’s not that I don’t know it, I’m just tired of going blind into crazy situations that threaten our lives. But it is what it is. We take the cards we’re dealt and bluff our way to the finish line. With a deep breath, I take his hand, lace our fingers together, and pull him so we follow the others. I think he is surprised by my action, but only for a second because he squeezes my hand gently and falls in step with me on the path.

      It’s dark outside and the crescent moon is lighting our path. The winds are picking up around us and the rustling of the trees sounds soothing in the quiet of the night. We move slowly, as if out for a stroll, and I must admit that I enjoy it. Who knows? Maybe this is the last calm, peaceful time I will have. The wind has dried my hair already, and right now it’s picking it up around my face as if it wants to play with it. I’m startled when Lucifer reaches out, tucking it behind my ear. I look at him.

      “So I can see your face,” he says softly

      “It’s the same face you’ve been looking at every day. It’s the only one I have, unfortunately.” I can’t help being a smartass.

      “And I shall look at it every day after tonight, too,” he says simply, as if by saying it he will make it happen.

      I don’t comment. We both know there may come a day very soon when he sees my face for the last time, but I don’t want to go down that road right now. I just want to enjoy this short walk and the night. I don’t know if it’s the energy from that light that did it to me when I touched it, but I feel whole somehow. There are no more multiple people occupying my body. I hope it stays this way, but I doubt it will.

      I’m all too aware of the hot-blooded angel next to me. His body’s heat penetrates my skin and makes me want to press closer to him. The butterflies in my stomach must be drunk again on tequila or something, because it feels like the ground is shifting under my feet. I may even faint. An urge to stop and pull him down so I can press my lips to his is so overwhelming that I pant with the effort it takes to keep going. My hand trembles in his, but luckily he misunderstands the reason for it.

      “Do not fear, Alexia. Whatever it is, it will have to go through me to get to you. I swear it.”

      My breath gets caught in my throat because that sounds a hell of a lot like an oath. He must have lost his mind to swear something like that to me at such an uncertain time. It makes me want to kiss him even more …  or punch him. I’m not sure which one is a stronger feeling.

      “Never make promises to me, angel. Especially ones that you may not be able to keep.”

      “I have every intention of keeping them. And to be clear. I do not say things because I doubt your power. With each day, I grow more proud to stand by your side, but do not mistake it for me letting you act on impulse while I stand and watch you die. I will fight even you if it comes to that. I will not lose you this time. I have waited for you my entire existence and will not let you go easily. On that, I will not compromise.”

      “You think I want to die?” I ask, taken aback by his words and purposely ignoring his other comments.

      “You tell me. Do you?” He turns his head towards me, looking at me with his star-filled eyes, and something tugs at my chest. The ruby around his neck starts glowing and the light bounces off our faces like it, too, wants to hear my answer. I open my mouth to say no, but I close it with a snap. That is a very good question. Do I? If he had asked me a year and a half ago, I would’ve said yes without question. Now? I think of all the people waiting for us at the house. His calloused hand is holding mine gently, as if I’m made of glass, his eyes watching me with something I’m too afraid to name. Do I want to die? No. Will I willingly die for any of them? Yes, without question.

      Luckily for me, we reach the house and I don’t have to answer. The door opens before we climb the steps of the porch.

      “Ah, there you are. I was sent to get you to speed up. I thought I’d find you humping like bunnies, but I’m happy you saved me from years of therapy.” Jez rolls her eyes at us and goes back inside, leaving the door open.

      I shake my head and Lucifer chuckles, giving my hand a squeeze. I’m saved from answering. For now.
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      Lucifer…

      

      “How do you feel?” Daisy frets around Alexia, and I smile.

      She is watching the older witch with narrowed eyes—since this is the tenth time Daisy has asked her the same thing—but everyone can see the softness in her gaze. She likes it even when she doesn’t want to admit it. Slowly, I’m starting to understand Alexia more. There are little signs in her gaze, in the corners of her eyes or mouth or the way she holds her posture that tell a different story than the words she speaks.

      For millennia, I believed there was nothing more complicated or more contradictory than a goddess—any goddess and I know them all. That was until I got to really know Alexia. Nobody has ever been able to keep me on my toes like the witch. When she’s around, the blood pumps through my vein. Whether from anger or passion it doesn’t matter because even when I’m angry with her, I still want to rip her garments to shreds and show her she cannot live without me. That thought makes my jeans tighten in a specific area, so I shift on the pillow where I’m sitting. No need for everyone to see how she affects me even when sitting across from me. She tricked me when we returned and she sat between Remi and Faith. The woman makes me lose my mind so much I cannot think straight.

      “I’m fine, I swear. Geez!” Alexia proclaims. “Can we move on from that? I didn’t grow a second head, there was no pain, thank fuck, and I’m actually better than I have in a long time. Whatever it was, I really think it helped.” She swats Daisy’s hands and glares.

      I chuckle and that earns me a scowl, but it only makes me smirk. She doesn’t know how adorable she is when she is angry. Like every hotblooded male, I do love a challenge, and there is no bigger challenge for me than her. Inanna chuckles, too, shaking her head. She is sprawled between the light-workers, who look like lovesick puppies staring at her adoringly. I should not make fun of them; I probably look worse when I stare at the witch. The goddess has her head leaning on Archie’s chest and one of her legs over Will’s thighs. Her dress is parted, revealing her bare leg. Not long ago, I would’ve found that inviting, pleasing even. Now my eyes shift to Alexia and I’m struck anew how not just her physical beauty but her essence penetrates my soul, leaving me breathless.

      “It’s a good thing because what happened tonight was a gift from Enki,” Inanna says nonchalantly, and I suck in a breath.

      “Enki the god? Your drinking buddy?” Alexia asks incredulously

      Holding my breath, I wait to hear the answer and see that all the women do, too. Ah, so they all know. At least that makes me feel a little better. I’m not the only one keeping it from her.

      “Yes, the god of the waters,” Inanna says simply.

      I stare. She can’t simply leave it at that. Can she?

      “Oh! Well, how nice of him. At least he didn’t include pain.” Alexia brushes it off as if not important “Or ask for an offering.” She shudders and glances fast at Meda.

      As I wonder what that is about, I clear my throat. Inanna glares at me. The rest of them do, too. I am about to speak when loud music blasts through the room, making me jump as I prepare to tear whoever has arrived to pieces.

      “Ummm, sorry. It’s my phone.” Philip stands up, waving his device at me. Placing it to his ear, he hurries out of the room.

      Alexia bursts out laughing, and everyone else joins her. “Oh, sweet goddess. You should’ve seen your face! You were ready to chew up that phone and spit it out.” She gasps for air, doubling over.

      I cannot help it. I laugh, too. It warms my heart to hear the peals of musical laughter coming from her. I wish to keep her laughing for an eternity. That sobers me up very fast.

      “About Enki …” I prod, but Philip rushes in the room like the house is on fire and interrupts me.

      “Put on the news. Now!” He makes a circle with his hand like that will force all of us to move and do his bidding.

      Remi jumps up and grabs the control, pointing it at the screen hanging on the wall. I don’t think I’ve seen it turned on more than once. The picture comes to life, and Remi presses a couple of buttons before it stops on a news channel. The reporter is standing in some parking lot talking excitedly, and it takes me a second to recognize the place. It’s the zoo. My blood freezes.

      “We are in front of the Los Angeles Zoo where the most unusual break-in happened tonight. We have seen and heard of animal activists breaking in and freeing animals all over the world, not just here. But tonight, they didn’t come for the four-legged friends. Tonight, they ripped up the concrete and paths, dug holes and planted the most beautiful trees we have ever seen. They also poured organic matter into the piranhas’ tank, making the fish dazed as though highly medicated but vicious in protecting their water. The authorities have had a difficult time trying to take a sample. Is this a new movement in the fight for animal rights? I will leave it for you to decide.”

      The view changes and I blink. The entire path we took from the water tank where Alexia got hurt to the parking lot where we got in Remi’s car is now made of beautiful tall trees that sway as if dancing. Their branches are full of dark green leaves unlike anything I have seen in this realm. Alexia gasps and I look at her. “Oh, no.” She puts her hand over her mouth, a horrified look on her face.

      “What is it?” I jump up.

      “I saw them.” She turns her wide eyes on me. “I saw the saplings when you were carrying me away, but I thought I was hallucinating from the blood loss.”

      “They’re trees, not saplings,” I point out.

      “They were seedlings first, but I saw them grow. My birthmark was pulsing, too. Was it me? Did I do this?”

      I can barely hear her words as my eyes fall on Inanna. This must stop and we must tell her something.

      “That is not important now. We have all come too far to worry about what the humans will think about trees growing out of nowhere. I guarantee they’ll never say it’s magic,” Inanna says.

      “That’s not the point—” I begin but she talks over me.

      “What is important, at the moment, is that we have the potions and Alexia can finally get to where the tablets are. When we finish this task, everything will be as it should.”

      “We already know that we must go to Ishtar’s realm first.” Remi and Inanna both ignore what is happening, making me grind my teeth with their indifference.

      I look at Daisy, hoping she will bring some sense to everyone, but her eyes turn sad as she simply shakes her head.

      “Am I the only one who cares how Alexia will deal with it when all this plays out?” I bellow, and they all turn to me. “Well, am I?”

      “It’s okay, Lucifer. Whatever is meant to happen will happen. I made peace with that tonight,” Alexia says, and I can hear the sincerity in her voice.

      She really has made peace with walking blindly into the Underworld. And she doesn’t even know that’s where she’s heading. My heart pounds painfully in my chest and I clench my hands. I want to rip something apart. Anything. I just do not want to see her hurt. My power surges and Alexia jumps up, coming to me and wrapping her arms around me. It calms me instantly.

      “Thank you. Just knowing you care means a lot to me. I’ll be fine, I promise. Let’s make a plan instead of arguing. It hasn’t gotten us far, but it does delay the inevitable.” Lifting her head, her eyes flash blue before going back to brown.

      “Since when did you become so wise?” I mumble, unable to tear my gaze from her.

      “I have my moments of insanity. Plus, let’s not forget I got zapped in the lake. I think it fried my brain, but don’t get used to it. I doubt it’ll last long.” The corners of her mouth lift to a barely-there smile.

      In the middle of all this, she is the one trying to console me. I want to howl to the skies about the injustices done to her, but if she is trying to be strong, I can do nothing but stand by her side. Wrapping my arms around her, I press her more firmly to my chest.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, witch”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexia…

      

      “Well, since no one is willing to enlighten us with information, I say we just go for it. Let’s go to Ishtar’s realm and get this party started,” I say with a cheerfulness I don’t feel.

      I look around at all the faces staring solemnly at me and smile, hiding all the turmoil in my heart. This shit is happening, and like a perfect storm, I can’t do a thing to stop it. All I can do is hold on and pray we come out with our lives on the other side.

      “Everything is ready. We have packs for everyone. Just say when and where,” Philip says, pulling Remi in front of him and wrapping her in his arms.

      I can see his body trembling slightly, no matter how hard he tries to hide it. Looking around, I see it in everyone. They hide it impressively, but it’s there in the crinkles at the corners of their eyes and between their eyebrows, as well as the turned-down corners of their mouths. Subtle, but there.

      Well, apart from Lucifer and Inanna. Lucifer looks pissed off, like he’s ready to tear the veil apart, and Inanna looks determined. I’m hoping I don’t have to worry about those two going at each other’s throats in the middle of this. I honestly don’t think I could deal with that.

      “Okay, so we’ll open the portal. Let’s go see a goddess.” I turn and walk out.

      Without a word, everyone moves. Grabbing packs that they sling over their shoulders and rushing out the door one by one, they’re ready for whatever awaits us in the realms. I wait, leaning my shoulder on the doorframe, watching it all with a detachment that surprises me. I guess I really did come to terms with the fact that we’re all going together into the unknown. Lucifer is the last to leave, not carrying anything, but he stops at the threshold.

      “Ready?” He reaches his hand towards me, palm up.

      I look around the house I have called home for over a year now, the only place that has felt like home for a long time. The energy imprints of us pulse around me, embedded in the walls, the furniture, and the very foundation. The laughter, the tears, the joy, and the sorrows all swirl together like they are saying goodbye. With one last fleeting glance around me, I turn and place my hand in his. Lucifer’s calloused fingers close over mine, gentle but firm. I tighten my hold like he is my lifeline and look into those eyes of his. He watches me like he’s seeing my essence, not just my physical presence in front of him.

      “Ready!” I tell him, and he leads me towards the woods and the circle there.

      We wave hand in hand through the trees that sway gently on the breeze. I steal glances at his face, wondering what’s going through his head. Apart from being angry from earlier, there is a stiffness in his shoulders that tells me there’s more than just his worry for me. It looks like he’s hardening himself, and I’d give my left kidney to know why. Somehow, though, I keep my mouth shut.

      As we approach the clearing, I see my sisters have already taken their places in the circle, so I release Lucifer’s hand and take my spot on the north point. Everyone is quiet and solemn, standing around with reverence, showing respect for the elements and spirit of this ground. We have come a long way from when we used to act like idiots here, joking and pranking instead of taking things seriously. Or maybe the gravity of the situation has made us more stoic. I miss seeing their smiles and hearing their jokes, but I remain quiet, too. We just have to do this and then we can laugh and joke as much as we want. I’m going to hold onto that thought with everything I have.

      “Can we start, A-Ma?” Meda asks softly, standing closest to the altar as always.

      “Yes, I’m ready.” I smile encouragingly at her.

      Philip, Will, Archie, Daisy, Inanna, and Lucifer are in the middle of our circle as we start invoking the elements, inviting the spirits of each one to come bless and guide us. Meda is the last to summon the spirits of the land and our ancestors to complete it. Our magick is much stronger now and the dome shines like a rainbow of colors around us as it closes. The hairs on my arms stand on end from the sheer power inside it. The light-workers look at us in awe, shivering and twisting their necks as they take in the energy around them. It makes me smile. They are the only ones who haven’t seen us do this before. Daisy, on the other hand, has tears of pride shimmering in her eyes as she glances back at me. My chest tightens, and before I start acting like an idiot, I figure I better get this going.

      “Who will open the portal? Mother?” I look pointedly at Inanna.

      “This is your path. I shouldn’t even be here,” she says absently.

      I frown at her. It’s second nature, like breathing, for her to open a portal, yet she will stand here like the goddess she is and let us do all the work? I bristle at the thought. “Really? All you have to do is flick a wrist. You’ll make us waste precious energy to do it?” I snap.

      Her eyes widen as if she has just realized where she is. My frown deepens. What in the world is going on? “Oh! Right,” she mumbles and flicks her wrist towards the middle of the circle.

      I steel myself as the veil bends and twists before it opens. Taking a deep breath, I wait. And wait. And … nothing happens. Peering around, everyone has the same puzzled look as me. Lucifer scowls at the spot where the portal should’ve been as if it’s the ground’s fault it’s not there. Taking a step forward, he flicks his wrist forcefully, squaring his shoulders as if daring the portal to disobey him. I steel myself again and wait. Nothing happens.

      “What on earth …” Jez whispers under her breath but with the quiet around us, it sounds like she shouts the words.

      Lucifer curses under his breath and circles both his wrists pushing his hands to the sides, his power making my skin burn like it’ll peel off my bones. I gasp but nothing happens. He growls low in his throat and throws both arms in front of him, sending even more power into his actions. My sisters whimper in pain while Will, Philip, Archie, and Daisy drop to the ground like rocks.

      “Lucifer, stop!” I scream and run towards the pile of human limbs on the ground.

      As I reach them, they groan and untangle themselves so they can get up. Lucifer and Inanna try to help them as well.

      “It’s not working. I cannot open the portal,” Lucifer says angrily.

      “No shit, Sherlock. We figured that out already,” I snap at him.

      “I am Lucifer. I do not know who this Sherlock fellow is.” He growls low in his throat, eyeing me suspiciously.

      I can’t help it. I laugh. Bending at the waist, tears run down my face, and I hear the rest of them laughing, too. Leave it to Lucifer to get angry about something so silly. My hands resting on my knees, I lift my head and meet his gaze. He has murder written on his face. I hope he never meets anyone named Sherlock.

      “It’s a figure of speech, angel. He’s a fictional character, a detective. A brilliant one at that,” I tell him through giggles.

      “To humans, I am a fictional character, too,” he says through clenched teeth, suspicion not leaving those star-filled eyes.

      “I promise you, this one is!”

      Dismissing his silly jealousy, and to keep my stupid heart from getting all warm and fuzzy, I turn to Meda.

      “We must try doing it our way,” I tell her, and she nods grimly.

      She turns, lifts her arms, and chants. There is something going on with her, but I will never force her to tell me something she’s not ready to say. I can only hope it’s not as bad as I think it is. I feel her energy meld with mine and ours combine with the rest of my sisters. It swirls and tugs in the middle of my chest, a strange but comfortable feeling. Knowing it’s because they are connected to me—part of me—makes it special and my heart swells at the sensation. Again, as she nears the end of her chanting, I steel myself for the portal. Nope. Nothing.

      “This is ridiculous! Are we doing something wrong? Or is Ishtar keeping us out?” I say, then I gasp. “Do you think Ishtar is working with Tiamat?” I look at Inanna for answers but she’s already shaking her beautiful head.

      “No. She would never work with Tiamat. I was worried this would happen,” she says more to herself than the rest of us. “She will not let any of us open the portal for you, love. You will have to open Ishtar’s gate.” Her eyes meet mine with love and sadness.

      “How the fuck can I open her gate? I’ve never even heard of it,” I say angrily. “Actually, I’ll just try the chant Meda used. Maybe it will work,” I add hopefully.

      “No, it won’t, A-Ma. Your energy was present when I tried and it still didn’t open. If you try again, it will only make you more tired, and we still don’t know what’s waiting for us on the other side,” Meda says, but her cheeks turn reddish, and she stares at her toes instead of me. I wonder what that is all about, but I don’t question her.

      “In case you all lost your hearing just now, let me repeat myself. I haven’t even heard of it. How the hell can I open it?” I speak slowly like I’m talking to simpletons.

      “It’s in you, Alexia. You just need to remember. You have opened that gate many times through many lifetimes,” Daisy finally says, and we all turn to look at her.

      “And how do I do that?” I ask her.

      “By accepting all that you are,” she says simply, slowly lowering herself to the ground “We will sit here until you are ready, I guess.”

      “I’ve accepted it already.”

      “No, love. You have not!” This comes from Inanna and I turn on her.

      “What do you mean? I have done all you have asked of me. Not just you, but every fucking entity, god, goddess, and angel.” I look pointedly at Lucifer before continuing “I have let you use my heart, my energy, even invade my body with your merging. My soul hangs around someone’s neck like a piece of crap, for fuck’s sake! What more would you have me do, Mother? You want my life? Take that, too, and let’s get this over with!” I’m practically shouting the last words in her face, but her expression doesn’t change from the calm demeanor she is displaying. It pisses me off even more. “Well? What else! Speak!” I wave my hand in her face.

      I’ve lost my mind, yelling at her like some random person I’ve come across. I won’t blame her if she flattens me to the ground and ends my existence. But what else can I do? I don’t know how to make this nightmare end.

      “You have done everything. That is true. Only you did it for everyone and everything but yourself. We all know who and what you are and accept and love you for it. Do you accept and love who and what you are?” Inanna watches me with such intensity I fidget and squirm like a worm pulled out of the ground.

      “What does that have to do with anything? I am what I need to be. It should be enough!” I say stubbornly.

      “But it’s not,” says Daisy, and she has tears in her eyes.
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      Alexia…

      

      I grit my teeth and it feels as though my jaw will snap in two. This whole thing is crazy. I’m sick and tired of everything and everyone and I prepare myself to march out of the damn circle, saying to hell with it all. Accept myself, my ass!

      From the corner of my eye I see shimmering around the altar, so I turn my head to it, hoping that by some miracle the damn portal will open. It grows brighter and brighter, so much so that I squint my eyes so I don’t go blind. Placing my hand over my eyes, I grind my teeth from the intensity of it. It’s like looking at the sun, even with my eyes closed, and my head instantly throbs. Everyone is groaning. Just when I think I am going to pass out, it dims and I slowly spread my fingers, peeking between them to see what it is. It better be the portal!

      As my eyes adjust, my jaw drops to the floor, my arm falls limply next to my body, and my legs buckle, dropping me to my knees on the ground. All the air leaves my lungs in a whoosh. Gasps tell me I’m not hallucinating, that they see what I see. My hand shakes so badly I can hardly lift it. I reach out, hoping and dreading that if I make contact, it’ll disappear and leave me so broken I won’t live through this.

      “Granma,” I whisper fearfully, looking at the shimmering glow of the person standing before me.

      Tears run unchecked down my face, blurring my vision, and I wipe them away with shaking fingers, afraid that if I blink she’ll be gone. I fight to swallow the huge lump in my throat so I can speak. Clearing my throat, I try a little louder, still afraid I’ll make her disappear if I disturb the silence.

      “Granma, it’s you!” My voice breaks on my dumb statement.

      “Stand up. Let me see you.” She smiles down at me and opens her arms.

      I fly into her embrace so fast I almost topple her to the ground. I’m ugly crying, laughing, and talking all at the same time. My body is shaking so badly she is having hard time holding me to her.

      “Calm down, Alexia. I’m here, child. I’m here,” she whispers in my hair.

      I cling to her tightly, as if I can hold her here with me by sheer will alone. She grunts and I lift my head from her shoulder to see her features twist in pain. I release my grip but don’t let go. I never want to let go.

      “You’ve grown strong, pussycat. You’ll break me in half.” She smiles at me.

      I start crying all over again with long, gasping sobs. Dropping to my knees in front of her, I hug her hips and press my head against her belly, clinging for dear life.

      “Please don’t leave. Or take me with you, please,” I beg.

      “Now, child, that’s nonsense. You will come to me when it’s time, not a moment sooner. Stop crying and stand up so I can see the beautiful woman you have become,” she says firmly as she pulls on my shoulders.

      Just like time has turned back and I’m a little girl, I obey her without question. Hiccupped sobs still shake my body as she holds me at arm’s length, eyeing me up and down with a longing smile on her face. She looks exactly like the last time I saw her, like she hasn’t aged a day since.

      “I’ve missed you so much. I love you.” I sob but it comes out as a whisper.

      “As I have missed you, my beautiful child. There is no one I love more in the universe,” she says and the truth of her words echoes in my bones.

      “I’m sorry you lost your life because of me. I wish it had been me,” I tell her in the words I’ve told myself a million times over the years.

      “Don’t you ever say that again, you hear me?” She jiggles me, her eyes narrowed. I glance at my feet.

      I fight gods and warlocks, stand up to goddesses and angels, but this slip of a woman makes me feel like a chastened child. The gravity of how much I have really missed her hits me like two planets colliding on my head. I step back to look at her.

      “Why haven’t you come to see me over the years since you obviously could have?” Everyone can hear the hurt in my voice. I don’t care.

      “If I could’ve, I would’ve. It was not the time,” she says.

      I want to say so many things but her eyes shift over my shoulder.

      “Inanna.” My grandmother nods slightly using her “I mean business” tone of voice.

      I would’ve smirked at the goddess if I weren’t still shaking in my shoes. Let’s see how brave she is dealing with my grandma.

      “Margaret.” Inanna nods back. Seeing the respect in the goddess’s eyes as she gazes at my grandma makes me all warm inside.

      “Lucifer.” She turns towards the angel.

      “Margaret,” he replies, and I forget about shaking and crying the same second.

      “You know my grandmother?” I turn on him, incredulous.

      “Of course,” he answers simply, the emotions shimmering in his eyes something I don’t what to think about right now.

      I humph at that but say nothing. I’ll drill him on it later; I have more important things to say at the moment.

      “You’re back for good now, right?” I tug on my grandmother’s hand like I used to when I barely reached her hips, even if I am a head taller than her now “Right?” I add hopefully.

      “No, Alexia. I’m afraid not. I came because I needed to see you and help you during this time. I can’t stay, no matter how much I wish I could,” she says sadly. “But we will talk about that in a moment.”

      She turns from me and walks to Daisy. They embrace each other as longtime friends often do. It’s beautiful to see, and I. It turn my head to my sisters and find they are thinking the same, tears sparkling in their eyes.

      “… I did all I could, but I still failed you,” Daisy says to my grandmother.

      “You didn’t. Everything is as it should be. It all had to pass. You, most of all, should know that.” My grandma hugs Daisy again before stepping away from her

      Lucifer inches closer to me. His eyes are burning holes through my skin, but I can’t peel my gaze away from her. It’s the fear that she’ll disappear if I blink. It’s stupid, but I can’t help it. I want to glue my eyelids open so I don’t even have to blink.

      “She won’t leave without telling you,” Lucifer says softly, as if he read my mind.

      “I know,” I mumble, still not looking away.

      “I am sorry,” he says, taking me by surprise, and this time I do turn to look at him.

      “Why are you sorry? What did you do?”

      “It is not what I have done but what I haven’t. I cannot help but think if I have gotten involved in all this a long time ago, perhaps things would have taken a different turn. I knew you loved her and missed her but I did not understand it until now. I hate to see that pain in your eyes. It makes me want to bend time and space, or kill whoever put it there just so it goes away,” he tells me in a gentle voice, his knuckles brushing against my cheeks.

      “Thank you. You’ll have your chance to kill the one that put it there, don’t worry,” I answer him.

      Like a moth to a flame, my body sways towards him to get closer. My gaze drops from his eyes to his lips and he takes a deep breath, parting them invitingly. I lick my lower lip and his eyes zero in on it like a hawk. Everything around me dissolves and all I can see and feel is him. His arm snaking around my waist, the warmth of his body pressing on mine, his breath fanning my face and making my blood pound in my ears. My lips tingle. I shove my hand in his hair, tangling my fingers in it and pulling him down to me when the clearing of a throat snaps me out of my daze. My grandmother is looking at us with her hands on her hips and amusement dancing in her eyes. I jump away from Lucifer like he has burned me and bend my head to look at my feet. Shit, I’m a grown-ass woman, not a child! Hearing everyone snickering in the background makes me want to zap their asses. I lift my head to glare at them, and they snicker even more. Glancing at Lucifer from the corner of my eye, I can see I’m not the only one acting like an idiot. He has a sheepish look on his face and he’s rubbing his neck uncomfortably, looking anywhere but at my grandmother. She does have that effect on everyone, obviously.

      “You wish to share something with me, Alexia?” she asks, amusement clear in her voice. I steal a quick glance at her face but look down fast.

      “Nope!” I answer my toes.

      Everyone snorts or laughs, the goddess included. Lucifer snickers and I glare at him. Shrugging his shoulder as if to say “what can I do,” he grins at me. Asshole.

      “I don’t, but I think Lucifer does.” I grin at him, baring teeth. Let’s see how funny it is now.

      She turns her head towards him, and Inanna laughs out loud.

      “I would’ve paid anything to see that look on his face.” She laughs harder and the rest join her.

      “No kidding,” Jez chirps from somewhere behind Inanna. They laugh more at that. My grandmother joins them, shaking her head.

      “You’re a grown woman. You do know that, right?” she asks me.

      “Of course.”

      “So? Want to tell your Nana why you are giving that starry-eyed look to Lucifer?” She smiles so big her face may split in half.

      “I most definitely did not!” I say stubbornly.

      She snorts under her breath and shakes her head. Coming up to me, she wraps an arm around my waist and leads me towards the others where they were sitting on the ground. Lucifer follows behind us as if guarding our back.

      “You will tell me when you are ready to tell yourself then, huh?” She squeezes my waist gently, looking at me lovingly.

      “If you stay, I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” I promise her and she smiles sadly.

      “If you hurt her, angel, no realm will be big enough to hide you. I promise you that,” she says firmly, not taking her eyes of me.

      “I understand,” he says solemnly, and I peer over my shoulder at him with raised eyebrows, my heart thumping so hard it’ll break my ribcage if it keeps it up.

      “I mean it,” he says simply and looks over my head as if the subject is closed.

      We meet the rest of the group and lower ourselves to the ground. I cling like a tick to my grandmother. If she can’t shake me off, she might stay. She pets my hand gently and smooths my hair behind my ear.

      “Let’s see if I can help you with your destiny,” she whispers so only I can hear.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Inanna is laughing hard at my expense. Let her laugh. I’ll still win in this!

      “I would’ve paid anything to see that look on his face.” She laughs harder and I smile, not feeling bad at all that she is making fun of me. My chest warms and nothing can make me lose this feeling.

      “No kidding,” Jezzinta says from somewhere behind Margaret. I glare at her jokingly.

      She raises her arms in surrender, grinning from ear to ear, which only makes my smile grow wider. I think I shall wear this smile for a long time now. I know Alexia feels the same as I do. When she lost herself in me while Margaret was standing close by, it told me all I needed to know. My heart is so full it may just take flight. I try to hide it as I do not want them knowing how uncertain I am regarding her feelings for me.

      All my fears have been for nothing. I want to shout to the worlds, but I keep my smile on my face and stay quiet. Remi looks at me with knowing eyes, just like Faith and Meda. All four of them nod at me and I nod back. I have won their trust; they know now I will do everything for Alexia, just like they would.

      “You’re a grown woman. You do know that, right?” Margaret says.

      “Of course!” Alexia answers, her cheeks turning red, and my hands itch from how badly I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her until she forgets her name. I clench them at my sides.

      “So? Want to tell your Nana why you’re giving that starry-eyed look to Lucifer?”

      “I most definitely did not!” My witch says stubbornly as they turn trying to catch up to the others, and I follow behind them.

      Watching Alexia walk next to Margaret makes me want to do everything in my power to keep her grandmother here. I can’t cross that line, no matter how badly I wish to do it for her.

      “You will tell me when you are ready to tell yourself then, huh?”

      “If you stay, I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” Alexia says, and my heart hurts at the longing in her voice. The next words coming from Margaret make me forget all about that.

      “If you hurt her, angel, no realm will be big enough to hide you. I promise you that.”

      “I understand,” I answer from the bottom of my soul. Alexia looks at me as if surprised.

      “I mean it,” I tell her, glancing at the rest of them making sure they’ve heard me.

      As we sit and get comfortable, Margaret whispers to Alexia so no one else can hear.

      “Let’s see if I can help you with your destiny.”

      Inanna and I hear her very clearly, and we glance at each other. My heart starts beating like a war drum at her words and Inanna’s eyes glow with hope. Maybe Margaret can tell Alexia some of the information we are not allowed to say. I stay still and hold my breath, hoping beyond hope that all secrets will come to an end.

      “So you can’t open Ishtar’s realm?” Margaret asks.

      “No one can open it. She has it warded somehow, and I can’t break through without hurting everyone here,” I answer her, anger getting the better of me.

      “Humph … no need for force, Lucifer. Alexia can open the gate.” She dismisses my frustration.

      “I can’t open it, grandma. I don’t know how,” Alexia speaks, and I can hear the child she used to be in her voice.

      My gaze meets hers, hoping she can see how proud I am of everything she has done so far. She only holds my look for a second before she glances at her hands in her lap.

      “Of course, you do! You just need to remember.” Margaret dismisses Alexia’s statement, too. It shouldn’t make me feel better, but it does. It seems like Margaret’s presence brings out the child I never was, too.

      “I would love it if you’d all stop saying that! I’m not a fucking computer and I can’t pull up files whenever I bloody want,” Alexia grumbles.

      “Alexia Semiramis! Watch that mouth of yours before I wash it out with soap!” Margaret snaps at Alexia, and my hackles rise at her tone.

      “Sorry,” she mumbles, and I can’t help myself any longer.

      Reaching over Margaret, I snatch Alexia’s arm and drag her into my lap, glaring. She struggles to get off me, but I wrap my arms around her and hold her down, still staring daggers at Margaret. She gives me the biggest, warmest smile anyone has ever given me, like I have done the right thing for the first time in my existence. It confuses me enough that my arms go slack, and Alexia manages to wiggle out of my grasp. Before she straightens and takes a step away from me, I snatch her to me again.

      “Stay,” I growl at her.

      “I’m not your fucking dog, Lucifer. Get your stupid paws off me.”

      I release her because she slams a current of energy at me and my limbs go slack. Jumping up, she drops next to her grandmother again, glaring at me. Everyone makes strangled noises, and when I look around, I realize they are doing everything they can not to laugh. Margaret is the first to laugh, everyone else joining her. I snicker, too, shaking my head. The witch makes me act irrational and … well, human. I shiver at the thought.

      “Let’s see what we can do to make you remember,” Margaret says after she stops laughing, but the smile is still big on her face.

      “She needs to accept herself. That will make her remember,” Daisy speaks from next to Faith.

      “I’ve accepted everything, thank you very much,” Alexia says, looking unflinchingly at Daisy.

      “No, you have not,” Daisy says, stubbornly turning her gaze from Alexia to Margaret as an unspoken conversation passes between them. I am not sure if anyone else notices.

      “What is this all about?” Margaret turns to Alexia.

      “There is nothing more I can do, I promise. It’s kinda like a take it or leave it sorta thing. I’ve done everything they’ve asked of me. Even what they haven’t asked. I mean, look at me.” She turns her arms towards Margaret, lifting them up. “They’ve branded me like an animal. Merged with me, saying they made a sacrifice—without my permission, if I might add, in the case with Lilith. What more do I need to do? I’ve been chained, kidnapped, dragged around realms, had my sisters taken from me, manipulated, betrayed … I have nothing else to give or to accept,” she finishes with finality in her voice.

      My gut twists, and I clench my hands at my sides. I cannot wait for the day when Tiamat shows herself to me. I will tear her limb from limb. A growl reaches my ears, and a hand rests on my leg, squeezing gently. The hand belongs to Margaret, and I realize the growl is mine. I stop immediately. Margaret is not even looking at me; her solemn eyes are on her granddaughter.

      “Since when did you start playing the victim, Alexia?”

      “What?” Alexia’s eyes widen.

      “You heard me. When did it start?”

      “I’m not playing anything. I’m stating facts!”

      “Who are you and what have you done with my Alexia?” Margaret’s voice grows louder, and my mouth drops open.

      I did not expect this reaction from her. I expected her to be angry like I was for all the things done to her grandchild. Not this anger towards her. Alexia is as surprised as I am because she is looking wide-eyed at Margaret like she has sprouted another head. But Margaret is not finished, so she continues talking, her voice getting stronger as she lifts herself off the ground, staring down at Alexia.

      “I raised a brave, smart, compassionate child. I molded a person who takes responsibility for her actions and doesn’t blame others for what life brings her way. I raised a warrior. A fighter. Not a victim. You have never been human and you knew that. Despite that, I did my best to keep your humanity intact while encouraging you to accept your powers. To accept who and what you are. Have I failed you so badly?” Tears shimmer in Margaret’s eyes as she drops to her knees in front of Alexia. They run unchecked on both their faces and I can’t sit here watching Alexia’s heart break into a thousand pieces. Lifting myself up, I grab Margaret’s shoulder and, not caring what anyone thinks, I push her away, making her fall on her side. Standing in front of Alexia, my body shaking with rage, I turn on her grandmother.
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      Alexia…

      

      Before I get over my shock from everything my grandmother said to me, Lucifer jumps up, pushes her away like a discarded towel, and stands in front of me. His wings snap out from his back, forming a barrier in front of me, his body vibrating, his hands in white-knuckled fists at his sides.

      “How dare you speak to her that way!” he roars. I have to put my hands on my ears or my eardrums will burst, “You know nothing of what she has been through while you took the easy way out, acting as if it was a big sacrifice for her.”

      I feel like he has reached inside my chest and ripped my heart out while it still beats in his hand.

      “Lucifer, what are you doing?” I move to stand, holding onto his back because my legs are wobbly from the shock of everything that had transpired in the last couple of minutes.

      “Stay back, Alexia. No one—and you all better hear me when I say this—no one speaks to her like that! Am I clear?”

      This is not the Lucifer I got to know. No, this is Lucifer the light-bringer. The commanding angel who doesn’t let anyone or anything stand in his way, and all that power and anger is turned on my grandmother. Fear grips my heart but I stop whatever I am going to say when she lifts herself off the ground, smiling like the cat who ate the canary. What the fuck is going on?

      “What’s the matter, Lucifer? Did you just realize she is not worthy of your love? Your other half is as powerful and as strong as you are. It creates the balance. Is that why you are angry? You got played and thought she was the one for you?” My grandmother’s words suck all the air from the circle and I see black spots at the corners of my eyes. I can’t breathe. Why is she saying all this? Has she hated me all this time when I stupidly thought she loved me? Outraged gasps and words flow from everyone as Inanna steps next to Lucifer, glaring at my grandmother, too. I don’t think I have enough strength to even drop to the ground. My hand is twisted in Lucifer’s shirt and that’s the only thing holding me up. More darkness closes around me.

      “You know nothing. You shouldn’t ask her who she is and what she has done with your granddaughter. You should tell us who you are. Margaret would never speak those words to Alexia.” Lucifer’s words are packed with so much power they slam into my chest and I take an involuntary breath, thankfully. If I hadn’t, I was going to pass out.

      “Look at her!” My grandma points her finger accusingly at me and I can only stare. “Does that look like someone worthy of you, Lucifer? Or to be your vessel, Inanna? She looks pathetic, hiding behind the two of you. Hiding behind her excuses and fears. That is no grandchild of mine! She’s an imposter playing a game!” As spittle flies out of her mouth, her crazed eyes turn on me. “I’m going to ask you again, who are you?”

      At that, everyone takes a step away from me as if I was just diagnosed with the plague. Lucifer and Inanna turn around and the uncertainty in their eyes does something to me that I don’t think anything will undo for many lifetimes. I look around and see they all have the same look in their eyes. Only Meda has tears running down her face. I’m all on my own. I only have myself, as always. Even when I thought I had someone who loved me, it was all a lie, and in this moment, it hits me. I was never created so I could be loved.

      I was created for a purpose, to be a tool, a means to an end. My purpose was to love and care so I would protect, not to expect the same in return. That feeling from the light in the lake slowly returns and starts overtaking me. I let it. Let it take over and make me what I was made to be. I won’t fight it anymore. I’m nothing. Whatever version of Alexia Semiramis I created in my mind was is a lie. She is a girl I made up, a girl who wanted to be human, a girl with faults and weaknesses who liked to play make-believe in this cruel world full of demons with angelic faces.

      The light overtakes my body, but Alexia Semiramis drops to her knees in the darkness, defeated by her own stupidity. “You are nothing! You don’t exist!” I scream at her in my mind. Power surges through my limbs and I lift my head. Everyone takes another step back, looking at me with wide eyes instead of uncertainty. Only my grandmother’s expression shines with pride. I wonder what she’s proud of. Perhaps because she destroyed the person I created? Probably.

      “This is the last time you speak to me! You say I am not worthy of someone or something?” My voice is not my own. It sounds like a hundred voices speaking as one, echoing around the circle and making everyone sway towards me like snakes towards a flute master. “You are all not worthy of my presence! I give life, but I also take it! Bow to me before you exist no more!”

      “I won’t bow to you! Now let my granddaughter merge fully with you or you will be no more, either.” My grandmother stands, proud and unafraid.

      “You dare command me?” I tilt my head at her. She is not aware that I can truly snuff her essence and she will be no more in any realm.

      “You are part of her as she is part of you. She can’t accept you because you don’t accept her, either. You are not two parts of a whole. You are one. Let her become whole, I beg of you. If you don’t, neither you nor she will live to see this through.” She reaches for my face and I grab her wrist.

      She screams and bends her knees, dropping in front of me. Now I see there is a glow around me again. It’s beautiful and it makes me smile.

      “I told you to bow,” I tell her. “You should obey.”

      “Accept her! She is you as you are her,” she says hoarsely, and I frown.

      Can she be speaking the truth? Is the human I created one with me? I have existed longer than this realm. How can that be? The one inside me that kneels in the darkness whispers “Aren’t the rivers part of the ocean? Which one was first? Which one is better than the other?” I stop squeezing the wrist I’m holding. Can she be right? Have I been denying who and what I truly am?

      “You know I’m speaking the truth. Please let me have her back. I’m begging you. Accept her so she accepts herself.” Now my grandmother sobs, and the one kneeling in the darkness starts getting restless.

      I can fight her and I will win. But to what end? If she is part of me and we both accept it, we can be stronger. We can protect better. I like that thought, so I turn inward and speak clearly.

      “I accept you as part of me, if you accept me as part of you. We will be one from this moment forward.”

      The one in the darkness lifts her head and smiles. She tells me she thought I would never ask. With that, a blinding light sears my head and peace like nothing I’ve known envelops me. I’m finally whole.
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      Lucifer…

      

      One moment I am ready to rip Margaret apart. The next, her words create confusion in my mind. Seeing Alexia glow again leaves me frozen in place, unable to move or say anything. Even when Margaret screams from pain, I can do nothing but stare mutely at what stands in front of us all. She is glowing, yes, but she is made entirely out of water, like the water has lifted off the lake to take the form of Alexia. When she speaks, I hear her not just with my ears, but with my entire being. If she tells us to end our existence, I have no doubt in my mind we will all do so. I see the fear in Inanna’s eyes. She is not aware of this, either. It makes me uneasy, but when I see Alexia’s body turn normal and she drops to the ground, I forget about everything else and rush to her. Margaret is there before me and everyone else crowds around us.

      “I should strangle you for what you did,” I tell her, pushing her away so I can gather Alexia in my arms. She feels like she’s freezing and I squeeze her tightly to my body, rubbing my hands over her to warm her up.

      “I know my own grandchild, Lucifer. She is more stubborn than a mule. The only way to reach her is to push her. If you don’t, she’ll never do anything for herself, because she always finds something to do for someone else. Trust me, I raised her. I know.”

      “What happened to her?” Remi says so timidly that I look at her in shock. The woman does not do timid. I am not sure if I should laugh or be worried.

      “Her element did not fully merge with her. She was denying it, looking at it as something separate from who she is. That made the element look at her as something separate from it. I don’t know how she managed to stay sane so long like this.” Margaret looks at Inanna. “How you didn’t notice this is beyond me.”

      “I don’t know,” Inanna answers, confusion still visible on her face.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Margaret looks sharply at her.

      “She is my vessel. I did the initiation inside my temple, in my realm. Everything went fine; she only needed time to integrate everything. Do you think the reason this happened could be because she merged with Lilith and the weaver of the web of life marked her?”

      “No! It is none of that. I feel it in my soul. This is different. This is because of what she is. Only her creator will know,” I tell them dismissively.

      Finally warming, she curls into my chest, seeking my body heat. As she presses her softness to me, I forget what I am saying, running my hands over her to assure myself that she’s here and breathing.

      “Don’t ever say she’s not worthy of my love again,” I growl at Margaret. “No matter what or who she is, you had better know she is mine, and she is worthy of everything. I am the one who is unworthy to have a place in her heart.”

      Margaret looks at me with tears in her eyes and a genuine smile on her face. “I’m grateful to hear that, Lucifer. She is definitely worthy.”

      I burrow my head in Alexia’s neck and breathe her in. Having her in my arms, with her scent of jasmine and roses filling my lungs, calms me. I could spend the rest of my immortal life like this. She stirs in my arms. Unfortunately, the fates have different plans, ones very separate from my own wishes. I lift my head to take in her face. She is looking at me with her blue eyes glowing like the waters of the ocean and they take my breath away.

      “I know how to open the gate.” Her husky voice makes me shiver and I turn rock hard in my pants. She smirks and rolls her eyes. “I’ll have to fix that for you later,” she adds with a wink.
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      Alexia…

      

      I hear most of the things they say, and strangely I’m not upset. I’m not anything, really. As soon as my element merges with me, there is such clarity. Along with it comes a sort of detachment. Not in a way that I don’t care, just acceptance of whatever it is. I continue to think I’ve grown and changed through everything that has happened, but one thing stayed with me through it all: my desire to control everything, especially my emotions. As if my having total control of them will make things different. What is meant to be will be, and no amount of control can change that.

      I glance at Lucifer and can’t help but drink in his handsome face and those ancient eyes staring at me. I keep fighting him because of fear, as if I’ll live thousands of years. We may not live to see tomorrow, and instead of allowing him to hold me, to love me, I push him away and give him mixed signals. Just like with everything else, I fight myself.

      My gaze roams to my grandmother, who’s sitting on her knees next to us, and I smile. “Thank you, Grandma. For everything.” Turning, I give her a hug, inhaling her herbal scent that reminds me of my childhood.

      “I’m sorry for what I said, but it was necessary.” I can hear the tears in her voice.

      “I know. That’s why I thanked you. I don’t think anyone else could’ve gotten through to me.”

      “Well, they say that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” She smiles.

      “It does if you kick it,” Remi says as she kicks my foot.

      “What was that for?” I ask, grinning at her.

      “Don’t ever scare me like that again,” she says grumpily, and I chuckle.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “You said you know how to open the gate?” Inanna asks, and I wonder why she’s standing away from everyone. Maybe she’s tired of all the drama that follows me around. I don’t blame her.

      “Yes, I remember everything,” I answer her question and attempt to stand.

      Lucifer jumps to his feet, and not letting go of my hand he tugs me with him. I guess touching me makes him feel better. I have no intention of stopping him anymore. Pulling on his hand, I walk towards the center of the circle. It’s as good of a spot as any.

      “Is everyone going?” I ask nobody in particular.

      “I’m not,” my grandmother says apologetically.

      “I know,” I reply softly.

      My heart hurts, but I know now that I must let her go. Not for good, no. I will see her again, just not right now and never again here. I will miss her like crazy, but that gut-wrenching feeling of loss and guilt is not there anymore. Who knows? I might see her sooner than any of us expects. Not that I’m not going to try to stay in this life as long as I can. I glance at Lucifer. There are things I’d like to try to experience here before I go on my next journey.

      My grandmother steps to me after giving everyone a hug and nodding her head at Inanna. Wrapping her arm around me, she holds me tight for a little while. “I will miss you just as much, pussycat. Remember that always. But I will be there watching over you, so make me proud! And don’t just exist, live! Experience it all, because life is nothing but a blink of an eye. Regrets and fear have no place in it. Be happy, love, laugh, and show compassion, especially when there is no room left for it. No matter what, do not lose your humanity. It’s not something that anyone can take from you. It’s who you are. You are one with it, just like your water. Embrace all that you are, my beautiful child. I will always be with you. I love you, Alexia”

      “I love you, too, grandma,” I choke the words out as she slowly fades from my arms.

      I stand still, staring at the spot she occupied a few seconds ago. Tears fill my eyes, trying to spill out. I remind myself I will see her again just as arms wrap around my waist. I lean back on Lucifer’s chest.

      “Are you alright?” he asks, nuzzling my shoulder.

      “No, but I will be,” I tell him honestly.

      “I know you will be. It would make me happy if you lean on me when you need it, witch. I think I need that, too,” he says for my ears only, and I turn my head to the side to face him.

      Something has changed in him, too, tonight. My grandmother always had her way of making everyone around her reflect on themselves. Obviously, the angel is not immune to it, either. I smile at him.

      “I’ll do that.” I give him a peck on the lips and turn to see the others. “We can do it now,” I tell them, and they all spread out in a semicircle around me.

      Lucifer doesn’t move an inch. Still holding on to me, he simply shifts so that I’m in front of him again, holding his hands loosely around my waist.

      “When the gate opens, I’ll go first and the rest of you follow—” I start but Meda cuts me off.

      “No! I will go first and you will follow, A-Ma. It’s how I saw it in my vision,” she says firmly for a change, but she won’t look me in the eye.

      “Why? What’s on the other side?” I ask her, watching her body and face for any sign she’s not telling the truth.

      “Ishtar’s realm. Isn’t that where we are going? The gate has a gatekeeper and we are friends. We have known each other through many lifetimes. It’ll save us time, that’s all.” She clasps her hands in front of her.

      I glance at Remi and Jezzinta, and they each lift a shoulder. Daisy is looking at her hands, twisting them like she’s trying to test how far her fingers will bend. I guess she feels sad about my grandmother leaving. I can’t blame her. Faith, on the other hand, has her eyes on Meda, just like me, assessing whether she’s telling the truth.

      “I’ll go with her, mate. Nothing to worry about,” she says, making a chopping motion with her hand as if that stops the debate.

      Meda opens her mouth to protest, but she shuts it when I narrow my eyes at her. Faith is a fire elemental—a good and powerful one at that. I’m good with her going with Meda. If anything happens, she can at least hold on until we come through.

      “Okay, then! Let’s do this.” Will and Archie speak at the same time, not paying attention to Meda’s paling face.

      “No time like the present,” I mumble. Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, I connect to the energy of the earth.

      At first, all I feel are those around me, our essences mixing and mingling together like a living organism. With each breath it gets stronger until it feels like the ground drops from under my feet. I splinter in a million directions, connecting to everything. The pulses of life from the planet hit me in the center of my chest, disrupting my breathing pattern, but I stay focused and in no time at all, the earth’s  pulse and mine match rhythms as if we are one. My body is her body. My breath is her breath. The oneness is overwhelming.

      “Holy shit, that’s powerful,” Will says under his breath and then grunts because someone elbowed him in his side. Probably Archie.

      I smile. They are light-workers; they have this connection all the time. Now I understand why Inanna pushed me into the world of quantum physics before I even knew who she was—before I even knew who or what I was. She wanted me to understand it and be ready for anything. I sense the trees adding their essence to the mix and it seems even more alive. A person can get addicted to this feeling and never want to come back from it. I, on the other hand, have a job to do. Pushing everything else out of my mind, I lift my arms in the air. Power crackles at my fingertips as I invoke the gate.

      

      “Spirit of Venus, Remember!

      Ishtar, Mistress of the Gods, Remember!

      Ishtar, Queen of the Land of the Rising of the Sun, Remember!

      Lady of Ladies, God of Goddesses, Ishtar, Queen of all people, Remember!

      Oh, bright rising, torch of the heaven and of earth, Remember!

      Oh, destroyer of the hostile hordes, Remember!

      Lioness, Queen of the battle, Hearken and Remember!

      From the gate of the great Goddess Gaia, I call thee!

      By the name which I was given on the sphere of Gaia, I call thee!

      Lady, Queen of harlots and of soldiers, I call to thee!

      Lady, Mistress of battle and of love, I pray thee, Remember!

      In the name of the covenant sworn between thee and the race of men, I call to thee! Hearken and Remember!

      Suppressor of the mountains!

      Supporter of arms!

      Deity of men! Goddess of women! Where thou gazest, the dead live!

      Ishtar, Queen of night, open thy gate to me!

      Ishtar, Lady of the battle, open wide thy gate!

      Ishtar, sword of the people, open thy gate to me!

      Ishtar, Lady of the gift of Love, open wide thy gate!

      Gate of the gentle planet, Libat, open unto me!

      Open thy gate for Semiramis, the gift of the Sea!

      Ia gushe-ya! Ia Inanna! Ia Erninni-ya! Ashta pa mabacha cha kur Enni-ya!

      Rabbi lo-yak zi Ishtari anpa!

      Innana zi Amma kanpa!

      Bi zamma Kanpa! Ia Ia be-ya Razuluki!”

      

      As the last words in a language not spoken by many leave my lips, I open my eyes to purple magic bursting from my hands, swirling like a cyclone in front of me, picking up speed and whipping my hair around my face. Lucifer’s arms tighten around my waist but he stands still, not saying a word. The veil pushes and pulls like it’ll burst open any second. It feels like I’m waiting forever, but it’s probably just a few seconds before a round metal gate appears within the purple light—bright symbols glowing around it. It looks slightly open, like someone has forgotten to push it all the way closed. Its power tugs me towards it, and my foot inches forward. The only thing holding me in place is Lucifer. Like my anchor, he stands firm and steady, not giving an inch. I turn my head to look at Meda, and she is standing next to me. Smiling with tears in her eyes, she gives me a tight hug.

      “I love you, A-ma.”

      “I love you, sister.” Faith embraces me, startling me with its intensity.

      With those words and before I can react, Meda steps through the portal with Faith right on her heels. As they both enter, a bright thunder hits the spot, crackling so loud it leaves spots in front of my eyes for a second, and I blink fast to clear them.

      “What the hell was that?” Jezzinta yells to be heard over the boom still echoing around us. As fast as it starts it stops, and in the deadness of the silence Daisy’s words pierce my soul even if it’s not present in my body.

      “The gate always takes a sacrifice to let anyone pass.”

      “NO!” I scream and lunge at the gate, Lucifer right next to me. Remi’s and Jezzinta’s screams follow us through, splitting my heart into more pieces.
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      Lucifer…

      

      I follow Alexia through the portal, angry with myself for not putting it all together before. I want to turn back and go strangle Inanna for keeping quiet and not saying a word. She would’ve known. Damn it all, I should’ve known. This gate is not used often since we open portals to anywhere we need to go. If I’m honest with myself, I cannot remember when it has been last used. Probably centuries. The ruby around my neck pulses and burns bright, telling me how much she is hurting inside. Hell, I only knew Meda in passing, but I still feel like someone has stuck a sharp spear in my chest.

      I should’ve protected her. But how do you protect someone from this? Give me an enemy I can physically fight and I will rip them to pieces. I cannot fight what I cannot see coming. Her screams rip my soul apart, but I stay close to her. I will not let her out of my sight. Things go from bad to worse in a blink of an eye.

      As we pass the gate, we see a young woman dressed all in black standing to the side watching us with green, somber eyes, her fiery red hair pulled back from her face. Alexia doesn’t waste time; she rounds in on the girl.

      “Where are they?” She gets in the girls face, making her take a step back.

      “Where is who?” the girl asks fearfully.

      “Meda and Faith! Where are my sisters? Speak, girl, and speak fast or I will wring your neck,” Alexia yells, beside herself from the pain she feels.

      “You are the first to cross past the gate in a very long time. I didn’t think anyone would be willing to give the sacrifice anymore,” the girl speaks like she is in shock for seeing people here, not realizing that her words only make things worse.

      Before I can grab Alexia, she wraps her hand around the girl’s neck and lifts her off her feet. The girl’s hands fly at her throat, clawing at Alexia’s fingers to loosen their grip. As I reach to pull them apart, another voice breaks through the rage overtaking Alexia’s mind.

      “Let her go this instant.” They’re softly spoken words, but they hold so much warning that the hairs on my neck stand on end.

      Alexia’s eyes widen as if seeing the girl for the first time and, releasing her hold, she takes a step back, bumping into my chest. I shove her behind me. Whoever that is will have to deal with me first. The girl is curled on the ground, coughing and trying to catch her breath, mumbling, “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

      “Show yourself!” I growl, looking around. “Only cowards sneak around threatening women.”

      “Only cowards watch women hurt each other, angel.” The voice comes from a different direction, and I spin around, pulling Alexia with me so she is protected.

      “I was not watching. I was about to stop it when you got involved. Who are you? Show yourself!”

      Out of nowhere, a male and a young woman appear in front of me. My wings burst out and I bend my knees, ready for an attack. The woman cringes but doesn’t take a step back. She is covered from head to toe with a lace veil.

      “Tara? I’m fine! I’m fine,” the red-haired girl at my back mumbles.

      “I know. I can see that you are,” the veiled woman says sarcastically

      The male is as big as me, only much thicker in the shoulders and arms. Alexia tells me all the time I am beautiful, even too perfect to be real, but looking at him I think she needs to change that statement. Whoever his creator is, they have made perfection. His dark eyes hold an animalistic glint. I know a predator when I see one. The one standing in front of me is on the top of the food chain. His dark, straight hair falls over his shoulders and down his back. If not for his muscled body, one could mistake him for a woman, and a beautiful one at that. I know Alexia shares my sentiments, because I hear her sharp intake of breath no matter how hard she tries to hide it from me. I growl at the male, and he steps forward, flexing his arms as if ready to pounce, his tribal tattoos moving like a living thing around them. His eyes narrow to slits, glowing eerily as his ears growing into a point, his entire body darkening. Not a demon then, no. This one is a traveler. Obviously, Anubis has decided to let one of them wander around the realms.

      “Stop, Maika. Can’t you see she’s hurting? It’s a misunderstanding. I know it.” The veiled woman places a hand on the male’s arm and he instantly stops, turning back into the perfect creature we saw before so quickly I almost think I imagine him changing. The woman’s hand trembles and he shivers at her touch. I wonder if they are aware of that.

      Alexia’s whimper breaks me from my thoughts, and I rotate to face her, wrapping her in my arms. She cries softly into my chest, her shoulders shaking as her tears soak my shirt.

      “Her sister was the sacrifice to open the gate,” the red-haired girl tells the two newcomers.

      “Two,” Alexia sobs harder.

      “Excuse me?” Tara, the veiled woman, asks.

      “Two of my sisters sacrificed themselves so the gate would let us through.” The hollowness in Alexia’s voice breaks something inside of me again. I press her tighter to my chest.

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” Tara says, her voice trembling as if she’s fighting tears.

      “How can I get them back?” Alexia asks out of nowhere and both women gasp.

      “You can’t. If the sacrifice was a willing one, you can’t bring it back,” Maika answers in his deep voice, and I feel Alexia shiver. I glare at him and he shrugs.

      “Were they a willing sacrifice?” Tara asks hopefully.

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      Alexia and I answer at the same time. She glares at me, trying to push me away, but I don’t let her.

      “They walked through knowing what to expect. They were willing,” I tell them.

      “I was not! That must count for something!” Alexia snaps as if that will fix everything. I kiss the top of her head.

      “I know, my love, but the least we can do is to honor their sacrifice, no matter how much it hurts,” I tell her in a soft voice, but she only sobs again.

      “Who are you?” I ask them while holding Alexia up. She can barely stand from her grief.

      “I am Kalipso, the GateKeeper,” the red-haired young woman says.

      “I’m Tara, the Guide. I was pulled here because of you. I will lead you wherever you need to go. And this is Maika.” She hitches a thumb over her shoulder at the male. “He is a Traveler.”

      Before I say a word, the rest of our group spills through the gate. Maika pushes Tara behind him and stands protectively in front of her. She barely reaches his shoulder blades, but she elbows him aside to see who is coming. He growls at her but she ignores him. I wonder if Alexia and I look the same when I am trying to protect her. Remi and Jezzinta run to Alexia and pull her from my arms. I let them. They cling to each other, sobbing.

      Tara inches closer to me, Maika at her back.

      “Her other two sisters,” I tell her when she lifts her head towards my face. I can’t see hers, but I know she has a question in her eyes.

      “Oh! They don’t look alike,” she mumbles more to herself.

      “They are sisters in everything but blood,” I tell her.

      “We should start moving. It’s not safe to stand at the gate.” Maika’s deep voice stops the sobs and everyone turns towards him. Even Philip and the light-workers look dazed. I chuckle. Maika humphs but his lips twitch into a barely-there smile.

      “I was not aware Anubis let you all wander around. I cannot say I mind it; I respect that you protect the one who pulls to your soul. I understand it now better than ever.” I sigh, my eyes falling to Alexia.

      Maika looks taken aback by my words and eyes on the woman he is with. Wonder, confusion, and maybe even fear flicker through his gaze. I can see when whatever it is clicks into place and he visibly shivers.

      “I like you, angel. Protect the one you love. The realms are not what they used to be.” He looks pointedly at Tara, emotions swirling in his eyes. “Not anymore.”

      “I shall take the advice, jackal. Thank you. If I can help at any time, all you need to do is ask,” I tell him solemnly. We grasp forearms to seal my oath and he bows deeply from his waist.

      “The same applies to you, angel,” he swears.

      Inanna comes up to us, eyeing Maika, but he ignores her like no one is there. I smirk at her at first and then remember I am angry at her.

      “You knew what would happen,” I tell her accusingly, making sure Alexia doesn’t hear me.

      “I have never used this gate, Lucifer. How would I know? Do you think me so heartless I would hurt her this way?” She sounds hurt by my accusations. I watch her, but she looks back without flinching. She’s telling the truth, but that’s beside the point.

      “We must go.” Tara leads the way and one by one we all follow. I peer over my shoulder at Kalipso. She is still standing in the same spot we found her.

      “I must stay,” she tells me. “Stay safe!”

      With a nod, I follow the path behind the others, watching Alexia and her sisters cling to each other like that will keep them from breaking apart from their loss.
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      Alexia…

      

      Overwhelmed with grief and still unable to accept that I will never see Meda and Faith again, I step blindly forward. This journey hasn’t started yet, and it has already taken part of me. Remi and Jez are on either side of me, all of us stumbling forward. Through a haze, I hear Kalipso say something, but I don’t understand a word. I can’t believe that in my pain I almost killed the woman. What the fuck is wrong with me? I feel sick. I had hoped that my murderous tendencies had ended, at least until Tiamat is standing in front of me. Obviously not.

      “Wait! Stop!” Kalipso’s voice halts everyone with its urgency. “The gate is closing.” She points with a trembling hand.

      I stare at the gate like everyone else. It looks more closed than how it was when we passed through, even if it’s not moving at the moment. I look at Kalipso and she frowns at the gate.

      “It’s not moving,” Lucifer, ever the helpful, says.

      “Thanks, Mr. Obvious. We see that, but it does look more closed,” I tell him, flinching from the hollowness in my voice.

      “Never mind, go.” Kalipso shoos us away with her arm.

      We turn to leave, but after a couple of steps she yells for us to stop again. Aggravated, I turn and go back to where she is standing.

      “Well, what the fuck do you want us to do about it? Aren’t you the gatekeeper? Keep the damn thing open! And why does it matter if it closes? We can leave this realm through a portal, can’t we?” I ask her angrily.

      I just want a little time to grieve the loss of my sisters. Is it too much to ask?

      “This realm has been closed for a long time now. No one goes in or out. Ishtar closed it when Tiamat started searching for the vessel a long time ago,” Kalipso says.

      “So, what you are saying is that if it closes …” I trail off, not wanting to finish the thought.

      “It’ll need another sacrifice to open again,” she answers sadly.

      “Like fuck it will!” I snap at her. “Keep the thing open; isn’t it your purpose, little girl?”

      “I’m not a little girl so get off my back. I’m trying to help you!” She bristles and it snaps me out of my attitude.

      “Sorry, I’m not saying it’s your fault. I just … I don’t know what I am at the moment. I just want Meda and Faith back,” I say, tears flowing down my face

      “I know,” she answers. “Who opened the gate? You?” Kalipso looks at Lucifer, then turns towards Inanna.

      “I did it,” I tell her

      “You?” She looks at me wide-eyed.

      “Um, yeah. Why?” I look at her suspiciously. I wonder if we can trust her.

      “Who are you?” Her breathless question sends goosebumps parading over my skin.

      “I’m Alexia, but you can call me Al.” Automatically the stupid reply flows from my lips, causing Remi to snort next to me.

      I turn to look at her, and she is grimacing, shaking her head at me while Jezzinta is rubbing both her hands over her face and laughing humorlessly.

      “Try again, Sap. We have no time for your denials or trust issues. After you opened this gate, the cat is out of the bag. Let’s not waste more time,” Jez says tiredly.

      “She’s my vessel,” Inanna says helpfully.

      “Semiramis,” Kalipso and Tara say in unison as they drop to their knees.

      “What the fuck? Get your stupid asses up! Bow to Inanna or Lucifer; I’m no one to bow to,” I growl at them.

      “Sorry,” Tara says sheepishly and Kalipso glances up, her cheeks red with embarrassment

      “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, life-giver.” Maika’s deep voice makes me shiver from head to toe, and I turn to see him bowing low. I lift an eyebrow. These people are high or something. “You are our opposite; without you there would be no balance,” he adds.

      “Who are you again?” I ask him, a deep crease lining my forehead.

      “I’m a Traveler. My purpose is to guard the Guide, the one who takes the souls to the Hall of the Dead so their hearts can be weighed by Anubis,” Maika says with reverence.

      I don’t pay attention to the meaning of his words. My mind is on a one-track mission at the moment.

      “You’re on our side or are you working with Tiamat?” I ask him matter-of-factly.

      “I have nothing to do with her!” he hisses through his teeth at me.

      After his statement, I decide to ignore him since he is not a threat. I turn back to Kalipso.

      “So what do we do?”

      She is still on the ground, like Tara, and I twist my lips in distaste at the sight. They lift slowly, as if unsure if it’s the right thing to do. I mean, really? Do I seem like someone that people should bow down in front of? I don’t think so. Well … unless I’m naked and the one on the knees in front of me is Lucifer. The image flashes through my mind and I shiver. Shaking my head, I snap out of my hormonal glitch in my brain. Think about keeping the gate open now; think about screwing later! Sounds like a plan, don’t you think?

      “How did you open it?” Tara asks, and her voice helps me shake off whatever is left of my crazy thoughts.

      “I invoked the gate. I felt the beat of the planet that matched my heartbeat and it opened,” I tell her simply.

      “Hmmm, let’s try this. Start walking away from the gate, please. Let’s see if it closes because you are going away from it,” Kalipso says.

      Rolling my eyes, I move. This is a stupid idea. “Stop,” Lucifer says and I freeze. “It’s closing as you walk away.”

      “Now what? I can’t stay here,” I say, exasperated.

      “No, you can’t. But we can,” Will speaks for the first time and I look at him.

      “Say what, now? How will that help?” I look at both him and Archie, seeing determination in their eyes and their tightly-pressed lips.

      “We are light-workers—it’s what we do. We will stand in your stead, matching the vibration of the earth and the gate through us. You should be able to go on your way. I think this is why Azalea made sure we crossed paths,” Archie says in his deep voice.

      There is no accusation or anger in his voice. He sounds utterly sure of what he is saying. I look at Will, and he nods his head reassuringly at me.

      “Great! We haven’t even crossed the damn thing properly and we’ve already lost four people.” My voice wobbles and I clench my jaw.

      I will not cry any more. It’s useless anyway. It’s not like it’ll change anything. Glancing at Inanna, I see her nodding sadly, too. She’s been very quiet, just tagging along as if lost. I wonder why she’s here. I thought she didn’t want to go into someone else’s realm. She almost busted my eardrums when I summoned her to the dark realm. Now it’s like we’re buddies, hanging out together. I snort. This whole thing is so fucked up it’s not even funny.

      “Let’s do this. We have no time to waste. The longer we take, the more time Tiamat has to get ready for us.” Remi, ever the practical, gets everyone moving.

      Will and Archie shuffle closer to the gate, almost parallel to Kalipso, and drop cross-legged on the ground. The glow from the symbols written on the top arch of the gate casts shadows on their faces, making them look otherworldly. Placing their hands on their knees palms up, they face each other and close their eyes. We all stand dumbly, waiting. Kalipso watches them with such intensity I think she will drill holes in their heads if she keeps it up. What’s taking so long? I start fidgeting and am about to ask what’s going on when Kalipso speaks out.

      “It’s not working, not fully. If they stay like this, the gate will drain them in less than a day.”

      “I thought this is what they do,” I supply helpfully.

      I know it sounds bitchy and not really compassionate, but I’m lost for what to do. I can’t possibly sit here and keep the stupid gate open, but I definitely won’t allow another sacrifice for it, either. So this is me now, compassion personified. I cringe. Lost in my own self-analysis, I don’t see Maika until he grabs my hand and drags me next to the light-workers, who are oblivious to everything around them. I yelp from the surprising movement and Lucifer lunges for Maika. The Traveler places me in front of his body to stop the angel from attacking. Me? Like a dumbass, I watch it all happen like some damsel in distress who lets men drag her around like a rag doll. I know what I should do, but it’s like I’m watching it happen to someone else. Like I’m in a dream-like state and am having a delayed reaction to everything.

      “Stay back, I’m not going to hurt her,” Maika says to Lucifer.

      Lucifer stops, and my eyes fly to his face. His eyes look crazier than I have ever seen them before. I have no doubt that if I twitch a muscle, he will level everything and everyone around us, our loved ones included. I smile at him, and he frowns. I wink, just to calm him down. Summoning as much fire as I can, I let it lick my skin. Let’s see if the handsome Traveler likes things hot. I snicker and Lucifer tilts his head in confusion.

      “Your fire won’t burn me, Semiramis. We balance each other, remember?” Maika’s voice makes me shiver and stops me from snickering.

      “Then get your hands off me.” I shake away his hold.

      “You need to give them some of your blood; it’ll tie them to you, and they’ll be able to hold the gate,” he says and steps away, holding a dagger hilt out towards me. I reach for it without thinking.

      “Don’t touch that!” Lucifer snaps, and I snatch my hand back. “Nice try, Jackal, she won’t be touching Ishtar’s blade.” He turns his murderous gaze on Maika.

      “It was worth a try. You never know; she might be able to control it.” He shrugs a shoulder and gives me a different blade.

      I look at Lucifer and he nods, not letting his eyes leave the Traveler. Taking the blade, I turn towards Will and Archie, then stop.

      “Ummm, now what? I cut myself and they drink it like vampires?” I grin at my own joke. Tara snickers, too. “I like you,” I tell her. No one else finds it funny. Party-poopers. I shrug. It was worth a try.

      “You need to cut them and your hand so you can mix the blood together,” Kalipso says.

      I reach towards the two men sitting still as statues in front of me. This is their sacrifice for me. They have so much faith in me that, just like Meda and Faith, they will do this even knowing they might not come out on the other end with their lives. My hand trembles. I don’t think I can do it. Cut myself? Cutting off my own limb I have no problem with, but hurting them is a different story. My hand lowers towards my body.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sap. Snap out of it, would ya! We’re all adults here and we’ve made our own choices. Who are you to tell us what’s worth risking our lives for? Who died and made you God?” Jezzinta speaks and my head snaps around to look at her. “Just do the damn cut and let’s get moving. I think it’s time you stopped insulting us with your doubts and hiding your fear behind the idea that you’re trying to protect us. Don’t you think we want the same? We need you to do this with us, not to protect us. We’re equal, if I may remind you.”

      I look around at all of them. Solemn faces meet mine. No judgment, just determination. Shame like I haven’t known before hits me like a truck. She is right. It’s exactly what I’ve been doing.

      “The path to hell is paved in good intentions, Semiramis,” Maika says gently, and as always since I met him and heard his voice, goosebumps cover my body.

      Lucifer is right behind me, plastering himself to my back and kissing my neck.

      “Do it, Alexia, and let us continue before the Jackal speaks again and I break his neck,” he mumbles, his lips grazing my skin and making me shiver all over again.

      “You’re lucky you found me first, angel. The Jackal is definitely something.” I want to say it for his ears only, but my voice carries. While the rest snicker, Lucifer growls, squeezing his arms around me while Maika looks at me, his eyes widening for the first time. It looks almost comical. More interesting is that Tara creeps up, standing slightly in front of him as if to protect him from me, or maybe to stake her claim. I smile at her. Even if I can’t see her face, I can see the embarrassment in her movement when she slinks back. The Traveler doesn’t miss it either. He nods his thanks.

      Without delay, I reach out and make a slash on each arm of the light-workers. Red blood wells up, sliding in rivulets down their arms. Turning the dagger towards my palm, I stop and look at the branded pentagram. Should I cut it? Oh, what the hell. I don’t care! Making the slash, I clench my fist a couple of times until blood runs towards my wrist. When I place it on Will’s cut, it feels like something ties a knot in my belly. His heart beats in a much faster rhythm than mine, but within a second it evens out and matches mine. Two hearts, one beat. I repeat the same with Archie. As his heartbeat matches mine, the energy clicks together between the three of us and my birthmark—the one in the shape of a tree on my spine—pulses in the same beat. Three hearts, one beat. The oneness of it is beautiful, but I force myself to remove my hand. It doesn’t cut off the connection. I can still feel them both, along with their gratitude. They are aware of what is happening. As I step away, they start glowing like they are in a bubble.

      “It worked.” Kalipso snaps me out of it.

      “It did?” I ask, still looking at my friends. “They’ll be okay?”

      “I think so, but I wouldn’t linger. Go do what you must and leave the realm,” she tells us.

      We don’t need more prompting. I turn around, and we speed down the path leading us deeper into Ishtar’s realm.
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      Lucifer…

      

      I know Alexia is only trying to frustrate me. It’s been her new pastime ever since I realized I am a fool for not understanding why the witch was pulling me towards her. I let her; it is not like she has many things to take her mind off what she needs to face. Still, seeing how the Traveler affects her bothers me. I must admit to myself that I am jealous. He doesn’t affect only her but all of us; it is how he was created, alluring and tempting, but that does not settle the uneasiness in me.

      She says she is mine, but is that because it is true or because she is trying to placate me? And when did I become so unsure of myself? The woman is driving me insane. My sense has been leaving me ever since she barged into my realm, like a skittish animal trying to save, of all things, the betrayer. Oh, how I wish I knew then what I know now. Everything would’ve been very different.

      Coming closer to her, I take her hand in mine. I love touching her. She turns those ocean-blue eyes on me and absentmindedly smiles, looking around. I do the same so I can see what she sees. We walked away from the gate, with its gloomy feel, onto a wide road stretching in front of us forever. On either side, green pastures and hills follow us on our journey. The sky is cloudless and a beautiful pale blue with the sun shining bright as if everything is perfect. It’s far from it, but I cannot think about that now. We are all quiet, following behind the guide.

      After what feels like forever, voices can be heard in the distance and I can make out shapes on the sides of the road. Fields. We come across field workers gathering whatever they can harvest. Men and women work, chatting and laughing. A song can be heard in the distance, too. With everything we have been through, I am fearful how the witches will react to this. They still sniff from time to time, probably remembering Meda and Faith. Alexia is fighting the sorrow with everything in her, marching stoically with her shoulders pulled back. First seeing her grandmother and saying goodbye all over again. Now her sisters. I am proud that she is bravely going forward and pulling herself together. She even tries to make us smile in the middle of her turmoil.

      “Almost there. Don’t stop; just keep walking,” Tara says from in front of us.

      I tighten my hold on Alexia’s hand. I’m ready for anything when it comes to the goddess. That idea makes me stiffen. Should I speak to Alexia before we reach the temple? Call me a coward but I cannot. It’s been centuries since I have set foot here. Maika said the realms have changed. Let us hope he is right.

      “You okay there, Lucifer?” The husky voice makes me rumble deep in my chest.

      “Yes, Alexia. Are you?” I look at her.

      “Peachy.” She gives me a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “What does fruit have to do with this? Are you hungry?” I frown at her.

      “Just another figure of speech, angel,” she snickers. “I’m not okay, but I will be.”

      “I hope so, my love,” I mumble under my breath.

      “What? Sorry I couldn’t hear you.” She stares right at me

      “Nothing. I said ‘I know.’” Squeezing her hand gently, I face ahead. “Look, you can see the city.”

      As if I have spoken the wrong words, the people working in the fields turn towards us. The chatter ceases and the songs die out. We are met with a noteworthy silence. One by one they come closer to the road, stopping at the edges of their fields.

      “Come, try this harvest we have gathered. You haven’t tasted anything like it.” A man leans towards us, holding ripe tomatoes in his hand.

      “Don’t talk; just keep walking.” Tara repeats, making sure everyone can hear her, but she doesn’t stop. Neither do we.

      More voices join the first, offering us grains, fruits, and vegetables. Some even offer urns filled with water, and I realize how thirsty I am. My parched throat makes a clicking sound when I swallow. Jezzinta reaches her hand towards a woman holding grapes in her palms like an offering. Like lightning, Alexia grabs the back of her shirt and pulls her back without saying a word.  Her eyes as wide as dinner plates, Jezzinta swallows thickly but continues pushing, not lifting her head anymore. The longer we are on this path, the harder it is to resist all the food and drink they offer. Everyone’s stomachs make growling noises, like bears waking from a slumber. Mine does, too. No wonder the gate has not been opened in so long. If you have to go through this without someone like the guide to warn you, I doubt anyone would ever reach the temple.

      We keep moving; sweat runs between my shoulder blades and gathers on my upper lip. It feels like I physically battle their words and offerings, and the rest of us are no better off. Inanna, for the first time, looks disheveled, with Daisy clinging to her like a lifeline. Only Tara and Maika step freely, like there is nothing going on.

      Almost there. I sense it, the end of this suffering. Remi is fighting herself but also dragging Philip behind her, holding onto him for dear life. Alexia still has one hand in mine and one twisted in the back of Jezzinta’s shirt. As we are about to turn off the road, a woman reaches out and grabs Daisy’s shirt, halting her movement. Before Inanna can react, a burst of water slams into the woman’s chest, sending her flying back in the field and landing on her back. Without a word, Alexia storms onto the paved path towards the temple where Tara and Maika wait, dragging Jezzinta and me behind her.

      “We are safe here.” As soon as Tara’s words are out, it’s as though a weight has been lifted.

      The woman who was hit with the water lifts her head to look at us.

      “Try and eat that.” Alexia smirks at her, and I chuckle.

      “We have to leave now. I just wanted to help,” Tara tells Alexia.

      “Your job is done. Now you can go and forget about these nut jobs, huh? Not that I blame you.” Alexia tries to lighten the mood as always.

      “No. We helped you because I felt it that it was important for you to reach the temple.  I know you are important for my path, too. I can’t explain why, but it was stronger than me. My job is waiting for me at the gate,” Tara says.

      I look at Alexia and realize she has not connected the dots yet. I do hope it won’t bring more sorrow for her. I reach out and pull her to my chest while she’s looking, puzzled, back at Tara.

      “She is a guide for the souls; that is why she is guarded by a Traveler. She was there for Meda and Faith, not for us,” I tell her as I tighten my arms around her.

      “What?” Alexia says faintly. “They were still there? You can’t take them! Leave them alone. I swear I’ll do anything you want, just let them be.” Her voice becomes frantic, breaking with each word. “I’ll let you have and guard the tablets of destiny if you let them come back.”

      Gasps of outrage leave everyone’s lips but Alexia is so frantic in her hope that she can convince Tara to bring back her sisters, she ignores it all. The next second, she is snatched from my arms, and it takes me a moment to understand what is happening. Inanna is standing tall like the goddess she is, holding Alexia by the throat about a couple of feet off the ground shaking her like she weighs nothing.

      “You insolent child. How dare you? You think all this is a joke? You want to know real sacrifice? The one you should make, not someone else’s for you? Let’s see if you will feel entitled to offer the destiny of humankind on a whim! And you couldn’t keep quiet? You altered the journey again!” Inanna’s voice booms with so much power I stumble on my feet.

      “Inanna, she doesn’t—” My words are cut off. She is not looking at me, no. She is still staring at Alexia’s face.

      “If you don’t sacrifice for what you love, what you love becomes a sacrifice!”

      As soon as the booming words are spoken, Remi, Philip, Daisy, Jezzinta, and I are sucked into a portal. My eyes widen. The ruby around my neck pulses like it wants to escape from around my neck and becomes so hot I think it will burn a hole in my chest. The next second, a sonic boom and blinding light bursts from Alexia and slams into Inanna, and I can’t see them anymore.
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      Alexia…

      

      I know I’m not thinking straight. There is nothing I can do, however, to stop myself from trying anything and everything to convince the guide to bring my sisters back. Everything else seems trivial and unimportant; tablets and humankind included. Selfish? Fuck yeah, it’s selfish. Do you think I care at the moment? Hell, no!

      What I don’t expect is Inanna’s reaction to it. Not that I blame her. She started all this a long time ago, waiting for the right moment, and here I am messing up her plans. My eyes widen when she grabs me by the throat and shakes me like a dog would a toy. Having the air cut off from my starving lungs does bring me a new perspective. It snaps me out of my frantic thoughts, but it does nothing to help me breathe. Dark spots dance in front of my eyes and my heart stops completely when I hear her words.

      Her face is a mask of rage, bright flames dancing in her eyes as she stares at me. Her lips are compressed into a thin white line as her hand tightens around my neck. Lucifer tries to say something but she cuts him off, not looking away. The next second a shadowy dome starts closing around him, pulling Remi, Philip, Daisy, and Jezzinta inside, too. Something in me snaps, as if a bone is bent past its limit and breaks with an audible crack. Is it possible to literally hear your heart break? Right now, I must say it is.

      Power churns inside me like a volcano. First bubbling, then erupting with one task only: to destroy something. It bursts out of me and slams into Inanna, throwing her a few feet away from me. I have no idea what it is but I don’t question it. In the middle of this craziness, I find her on the ground. For once, she doesn’t look graceful. In fact, she’s sprawled with her hair disheveled and a mask of shock on her face.

      “What did you do to them?” I can’t even recognize my own voice.

      She is not saying anything, but her lips are parted and she’s blinking as if she doesn’t recognize me. I haven’t been able to recognize myself for a long time now, so I really don’t give a fuck at the moment. Taking a step towards her, I repeat the question.

      “I didn’t do anything to them.” She shakes her head as if trying to wake from a daze, climbing to her feet.

      Snapping my head around, I look at the guide and the Traveler, who stand still, as if being quiet will make us forget they are here. Tara lifts both hands in surrender, shaking her head, and Maika steps protectively in front of her.

      “We had nothing to do with it either, Semiramis. Do not try to hurt her; only one will be left standing between us if you try.” Maika’s deep voice carries so much conviction that I don’t doubt the truth of his words.

      The sound of a creaking door stops whatever it is that I am going to say. I peer over them towards the temple. Inanna steps next to me, but I can’t take my eyes off the door. The path leading to it is paved with white stones with golden veins running through them, sparkling in the sun. Various flowers and shrubs line it on either side, their leaves and blooms bending towards it as if they are hugging it. The colors are so vibrant it seems like it’s painted and not real. About twenty feet away, large steps lead to a white temple that is taking up the entire view. Focusing on it, it’s kinda like someone has pushed me into one of the stories from The Arabian Nights. Tall white columns hold a smooth wall reaching towards the sky that’s topped with jewel-covered domes with pointed tops. Windows are sprinkled through the walls and silky curtains sway through them, making me think we are being watched.

      My eyes go back to the tall, wooden, slightly-open double doors engraved with gruesome scenes of battles as well as lovers in erotic embrace. I’m not sure which I find more fascinating—the doors or the temple.

      “The goddess will see you now,” the voice calling out from the doors snaps me out of my train of thought.

      “I’m not going anywhere until my companions are returned,” I shout at the tall man standing there, dressed in only a white sheet wrapped around his waist.

      “They will meet you inside,” he answers, sweeping his hand inwards and inviting us in.

      I’m torn. I know we must move forward with this stupid journey, but Tara is standing right here. She can bring Meda and Faith back. Well, I think she can. I look at her again, ready to try to talk her into it.

      “I can’t do what you are asking. If I could, I would and damn the consequences. I feel your grief like it’s my own, but there is nothing I can do to help you,” she says sadly, shaking her head. She takes a deep breath as if the weight of the world is on her shoulders. “I can, however, send them your love and tell them you will miss them very much. Don’t grieve, Alexia. You will meet again one day when the time is right. The fates work in mysterious ways. They will always live through you as long as you remember them.”

      Tears fall from my eyes at her words, and with a heavy heart, I nod mutely at her. “Thank you, Tara. Please tell them I do love them, with everything in me. I need time to accept what they did, but I understand it and I’m grateful for it. I just miss them so much already.” I choke on the words.

      Inanna’s arms wrapping around my shoulders. I bury my head in her neck and sob in earnest, clutching her like a lifeline. I know why she was angry, and I guess we will eventually talk about what happened, but I’m grateful she is setting it aside for now. Steeling my heart for whatever is to come, I manage to squeeze words out through my trembling lips.

      “You think he is telling the truth? That they will meet us inside?” I ask her.

      “Only one way to find out,” she says, releasing me.

      Tara surprises me by stepping up to me and wrapping her arms around me. She squeezes me tightly, and automatically I wrap her in a hug. Glancing down at the shorter woman, I wonder why she feels the need to hug me. Maybe it’s simply because my grief from losing Meda and Faith is something she understands. Releasing her and taking her by the shoulders, I hold her at arm’s length.

      “Thank you, I think I needed that,” I tell her, looking at her covering since I can’t see any other part of her but her hands from her veil. “But what was that for?”

      “For letting me experience what sisterly love is like. It’s a lonely path to be a guide, and you have given me the greatest gift. I must leave now, but I wish you all the best on your journey. Until we meet again, Semiramis,” she says, bowing her head.

      “I know we just met, but call me Al. Thank you for everything and please look after my sisters, no matter where they are.” I squeeze her shoulders.

      “Thank you, Al. I promise I will. If you need me, any time, just whisper my true name and I will come.” She pulls me down and whispers so only I can hear.

      Goosebumps cover me. For me, it’s as if by knowing her true name I am tied to her somehow, but I don’t have time to ask any questions. As soon as she pulls back, Maika places his hand on her shoulder, and they are both gone like they were never there. Before they disappear, the Traveler nods his head as if he approves of what Tara has done. I nod back, still bewildered by the whole thing.

      “We better go before we insult Ishtar.” Inanna jerks me out of my musings.

      Sighing, I move forward, and she matches me step for step. Climbing up the giant stairs towards the door, I wonder why they must make their temples like it’s a competition of who will make it bigger or more beautiful. After getting to know some of the gods and goddesses, I can bet that it’s exactly that: one trying to outdo another.

      The man is still standing at the slightly-parted doors like a statue. As we near him, I see the scenes on the doors are alive. They move like I’m watching a movie. As we get closer, I hear calls for battle and screams of pain, as well as the moaning ecstasy of lovers. My heart picks up a beat. A feeling of anticipation washes over me as if I’ve been waiting for this my entire life. What the fuck? I bet it’s Ishtar trying to screw with my brain. They all have their own ways of messing people up. I take a deep breath and picture my grandmother’s face. She is what will keep me grounded through this.

      “Lead the way, buddy,” I tell the handsome man who’s leering at me and Inanna.

      “I am a priest, I am not anyone’s ‘buddy,’” he sniffs arrogantly at me.

      “Yeah, yeah and I’m the vessel. Now that that’s out of the way, let’s go.” I wave my hand at him and Inanna chuckles.

      “Only you, Alexia. Only you.” She shakes her head and, without waiting, strides past the priest into the temple.

      I look at her retreating back for a moment and shrug my shoulders before following her in. I can’t help what comes out of my mouth, and with all the cluster-fucks that have been happening, I most definitely will not apologize for any of it.
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      Lucifer…

      

      My heart is beating a thunderous rhythm in my chest. A battle roar is building in my throat, and I do not wish to stop it. If Inanna has hurt Alexia, I shall end the goddess once and for all. I will follow Alexia wherever she goes, even if it ends my existence. It’s a sobering thought, though one I have no desire to rectify. It has come down to very simple terms. She is part of me—a part I do not wish to live without. I place my hands on the barrier around us and, summoning as much strength as I can, I push. My muscles are straining, my arms shaking from the effort, but it does not give.

      “I thought we couldn’t open portals in Ishtar’s realm.” Remi’s voice floats around me, and I stop pushing on the barrier.

      Glancing around, I realize we are in some sort of a fog. So, not a different realm, then. We have not been sent somewhere, we are cloaked. Maybe Inanna is trying to get Alexia to snap out of her grief. If that is the case, I must admit, albeit begrudgingly, she may be onto something. I still wish to see Alexia to assure myself that she is okay. I am a master of playing games, but not with Alexia. Not anymore. How things change when you let your heart make the decisions.

      “We cannot. We are cloaked, but I was not sure we could even do that,” I tell her, turning towards the barrier to start pushing on it again.

      “Still, I didn’t think we could either. Did Inanna do this? I hope she doesn’t kill the sap,” Jezzinta says from behind me.

      “Yes, she did,” I answer angrily.

      “As a matter a fact, she did not. I did.” A voice floats, and I slowly rotate towards it.

      Everyone comes closer and stiffens, ready to fight if need be. The witches raise their hands up, pushing Philip behind them to protect him from whoever spoke. I am not worried. I know who it is.

      Ishtar steps out so we can see her. She has not changed at all from the last time I saw her. Her dark hair floats around her bare shoulders in spirals. Rows upon rows of gems cover her chest all the way to her belly. Golden silk is wrapped around her waist, floating to her feet. It’s shimmery and leaves very little to the imagination. Bangles adorn her wrists and squeeze her upper arms. The headdress of the red sun sits squarely on her head, horns pointing skywards framing it. Her beautiful face looks serene; she is a goddess, after all. I used to think she was beyond beautiful and irresistible. Now, I notice my mind is comparing her with Alexia, and the witch is winning big time. Her face drifts through my mind like a beacon of light.

      Everyone else drops to their knees in front of Ishtar, including the human. I widen my stance and cross my arms over my chest. When her eyes land on me, she smiles like she knows something I don’t. My heart thumps painfully.

      “Lucifer! How very lovely to see you. It has been too long, lover,” she purrs and I cringe.

      “Ah, fuck!” Remi sounds defeated and my stomach drops to my feet.

      “Ishtar!” I greet her in a calm voice, though my mind is spinning with all the things that can and will go wrong in this realm soon enough.

      “You picked a bad time since my consort is here, but I’m sure he will not mind sharing. It’s not like we haven’t shared before. After what we heard about Lilith and her sacrifice, you must be very lonely indeed.” Swinging her hips, she sashays towards me and places her hands over my crossed arms.

      “Oh, Alexia will just love this shit after everything she’s gone through,” Jezzinta mumbles, and Remi hums her affirmation.

      “It has been centuries, yes!” I point out, hoping my words will help lesson what is no doubt coming my way. “But I am not here to talk about old times. Remove the barrier before Inanna hurts Alexia.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. The witch is holding her own,” she says, squinting at me as if trying to read my thoughts.

      She turns with a swoosh of hair and the twinkling of gems, walking away. Everyone stands, the witches glaring at me and making me want to squirm—the human, too. Somehow, I ignore them. My mind creates all sorts of scenarios where what little headway I have made to get Alexia to let down her guard crumbles at my feet. It makes me lightheaded.

      “Oh, Alexia is going to love this shit,” Jezzinta repeats herself.

      “I can’t wait to see how you get your ass out of this one, Lucifer,” Remi says, still glaring.

      “I have done nothing!” I tell them through clenched jaws.

      “Let’s hope she sees it that way when she hears Ishtar. You should’ve said something so she’s not caught off guard. That’s the only thing you did wrong,” Daisy tells me with a sigh. “After all the revelations about Enlil and Derik, this will be the cherry on top of a cake.”

      “I have done nothing!” I repeat the words, hoping that if I say them often enough it’ll make the rest go away.

      I screwed up. I know that now. I do not know what I was thinking. If I pretend it never happened, will that make it go away? It is not like I have betrayed Alexia. I do not even know which lifetime she was living the last time I was in this realm. But knowing we were coming here and not saying anything, even when I knew I should, makes me look guilty, as if I am keeping secrets from her.

      “Fuck!” I roar, grabbing my hair with both hands.

      “Yeah, now you know what we are talking about.” Remi nods her head. “I don’t envy you, but I’ll tell you this much: if she doesn’t want anything to do with you because you lied—”

      “I did not lie!” I snap, and she narrows her eyes at me.

      “You may have not lied, but not telling her is worse than lying. I’m with her. I will not say a word on your behalf. And just so you know, you’re an asshole!” Petting me none too gently on my arm, she stomps after Ishtar, leaving me staring at her with a gaping hole in my chest.

      “I’m with Remi on this one. I was hoping you wouldn’t turn out to be an asshole after everything you know about her.” Jezzinta grabs Daisy and they follow Remi.

      I stand still, feeling lost. What will I say to Alexia? She only just started returning my affection without me forcing her to admit it to herself. I chew on the inside of my mouth. Everything in me wishes to run to Alexia’s side, and at the same time I’m dreading it, wanting nothing more than to turn around, go to my realm, and stay there to lick my wounds. And there will be wounds, I can feel it.

      “I have no idea how you feel, my man, but I am sorry for you. From what I know about Al so far, I can tell you right now that you’re screwed.” Philip’s voice snaps me out of my misery, pulling my gaze to him.

      I forgot he was here.

      “Human,” I tell him, my mind still reeling.

      “You keep saying ‘human’ like it’s an insult.” Philip shakes his head at me, rubbing his forehead with his fingers.

      “I feel human,” I clarify. I wasn’t insulting him, only answering his rhetorical question.

      “What?” He looks taken aback.

      “I haven’t felt this way my entire life. This fear of losing someone I can’t say I fully have is not natural to me,” I say, my shoulders slumping. Taking a deep breath, I add, “I think it is making me feel human.”

      “Well, join the club of stupid men. Let me be the first to congratulate you. We really do it to ourselves, you know. Don’t worry, they’ll side with her. It’s what women do, but I’ll do my best to help you.” He looks at me with determination.

      “Help me do what? You can’t turn back time,” I tell him, defeated.

      “Grovel! I’ll help you grovel so badly she’ll take pity on you. It’s your only option right now. Trust me on this one. I’ve been a stupid human man my whole life, so I’ve got you on experience there. Let’s go.” He slaps me a couple of times on my back, and as foolish as his words sound, hope blooms in my chest. Summoning strength in my numb, rooted feet, I follow him towards my doom … or my salvation.
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      Alexia…

      

      The inside of the temple is no less awe-inspiring than the outside. I have no doubt that it was designed to be intimidating. The ceilings are so high I’m like an insignificant speck of dust on the shiny, marble floors.

      I look at Inanna from the corner of my eye. Unlike me, she doesn’t suffer from issues regarding her self-worth. Shoulders back, head held high—although her hair still looks wild like she has been trying to finger-comb it after our little drama outside—she strides in like she owns the place. I feel the difference between us by the way my shoulders are tense and up to my ears, because I expect an attack at any moment. I don’t want to act like a dumbass, though, so I do my best to relax and act normal. Well, as normal as I can. It’s not easy to forget the damn gate took two people I love already. It doesn’t scream welcoming at all.

      Instead of getting stuck in my head, I watch the priest, who is not a “buddy,” apparently. That thought makes me snicker under my breath, and Inanna looks at me sharply as if I’m a disobedient child. I sober immediately and mouth “sorry” while she rolls her eyes. My eyes follow the bare back of the priest. His hair reaches to the middle of his back in tiny braids that have little beads at the end, and they sway with his movement. Broad shoulders lead to a narrow waist and muscular thighs while he takes each step with purpose. Like any woman alive, I appreciate a good-looking man. I have eyes; I can’t help it. But looking at him now, I realize I can’t even appreciate that anymore. Lucifer’s body comes full frontal to my mind, uninvited, and it taunts me. It still bothers me—like a splinter—that he is just too perfect. If only he had a little scar or a freckle or something—anything, really. It would make him more attainable, I think. At the moment, he feels like something I should worship from afar. I’m too worried I’ll soil his beauty if I place a finger on him.

      I’m snapped out of my own thoughts by the priest stopping so abruptly I almost collide with his back. A woman comes up to meet us and bows as she stops next to him.

      “You will need to change to meet with the goddess. Follow me.” Her voice echoes off the tall walls around us, almost like we are in a cave.

      “What’s wrong with how we look.” I frown, glancing at my jeans and t-shirt before my eyes fall on Inanna’s dress. “We look fine.”

      The woman doesn’t give a damn. Like I haven’t spoken, she turns and steps diagonally towards the hall. I look at the priest, bewildered, only to see him staring me down with displeasure. What an asshole. I didn’t come here to play dress up. I bristle and am about to give him a piece of my mind when Inanna grabs me by the arm and drags me after the woman. Apparently, they have a rule in this realm called “drag Alexia around like a rag doll.” I try to snatch my arm back, but she has a good grip on it, so I look even more ridiculous because I resemble a child throwing a tantrum.

      “Keep walking. We will talk in the rooms,” she tells me, but doesn’t stop or release my arm.

      Like a petulant kid, I purse my lips and follow her begrudgingly. The asshole priest smirks at me so I do what any self-respecting, mature, adult woman would do: I stick my tongue out at him. Say goodbye to the smirk, which only takes a single second to disappear. I lift my nose in the air while I flip my hair, and the move makes me stumble but I’d rather not mention that. It just ruins the dignified way I deal with situations. Since people started bowing to me, it’s important that I act ladylike. Right?

      So we move, and I stew in my own frustration about having to change clothes in order to ask how the potions can open the portal so we can get to the tablets. Entering the hall, we pass many doors until we reach the end and face double doors big enough for a giant to go through. They better have sensor doors, because I don’t think anyone can open them. As if she knows what I am thinking, the woman stops in the middle of the two doors and places each palm on one of them. Bowing her head, she whispers. “Hail Ishtar!”

      The doors swing open like it’s no big deal, revealing a room fit for … well, a goddess. Jewel-colored silks, pillows thrown around on the floor, magnificent big windows, and furniture pieces I don’t even know the purpose of flood the room.

      “Really? Hail Ishtar is the key for our room?” I can’t help but say it.

      As before, I’m ignored, and the woman leaves us standing there.

      “I will be back when the goddess can see you. It will not be long,” she tells us before the doors close behind her.

      “What has gotten into you, Alexia?” Inanna whirls on me as soon as the doors shut.

      “What? You don’t find this whole thing ridiculous? I mean, Meda and Faith are dead. Dead! The rest of them are who knows where? I can’t believe they are waiting for us until I see them with my own eyes. And here we are playing tea party and dress up. What the fuck is wrong with you people?” My volume increases with each word until I’m screaming, breathing hard like some feral animal.

      “We are not people.”

      “No shit you’re not people! A moron can see that!”

      “Calm down, Alexia …”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down! How dare you? I have every fucking right to be angry and to hurt. They’re dead!”

      “I know, and I didn’t tell you not to hurt or not to be angry. Don’t forget you are in the realm of one of the gods, and you are here because you need her help. Do you really want to show weakness when she can easily use it to bargain with you? Think about what you are doing.” She’s trying to hold me by my shoulders but I shrug her away. “Sometimes we don’t have the option to hurt because we must stay strong and finish what we started. Instead of letting this cripple and break you, use it to fuel your determination. They would’ve wanted you to finish your quest. Don’t forget they chose to give their lives so you had that chance. Will you really dishonor them this way?”

      Grabbing the first thing I can reach, hurling it at the wall where it bursts into a million pieces. Like a woman possessed, I throw everything I can see and pick up. From bottles to cups, chairs—even statues placed around. The sound of things breaking is like a balm to my tortured heart. Inanna doesn’t stop me, just watches me patiently as if things like this happen to her daily. My birthmark and the two brands on my wrist and hand pulse, as if urging me to destroy more. I’m more than happy to oblige. When I can’t find more things to break, I rip the silks that hang on the walls and windows. By the time I’m done, the beautiful room looks like a junkyard. My hair is plastered on my face and I’m gulping for air. I laugh like a lunatic at the mess while tears stream down my face. I really think I’ve finally lost my mind. Wiping them away with the backs of my hands and pulling my hair away from my face, I turn to Inanna who’s still standing in the same spot with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “You feel better now?” she asks when I stop laughing, as if I didn’t just destroy an entire room.

      “I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “I just don’t like it when you make sense.”

      “It has been known to happen from time to time.” She chuckles softly

      “Now what?” I plop down on the floor, feeling drained.

      “Now get up. Let’s get washed and dressed so we can meet with Ishtar. Pull on your strength and on the love for all you hold dear in your heart, then lift your head. Their physical bodies are gone, but they are not. You will meet again. Don’t let her see your pain so she can exploit it. Transform it into strength. You are a powerful creature; so act like it.”

      Looking up from where I’m sitting on the ground, I stare at her for a long time. She does have a point. I can almost hear Meda and Faith telling me to snap out of it. It’s easy for those that are gone. The ones left behind have to deal with the loss. Knowing that they aren’t really gone doesn’t make it any easier. It hurts like a bitch and there is not a thing I can do about it. At least not right now.

      “Okay, let’s do this. I will not think of it until we are done with this journey. You will have your vessel. After that, I want to be left alone to grieve. I don’t want to see or hear from any of you. Deal?” I ask her.

      “Deal,” she answers a little too fast for my liking.

      “I believe our clothing is on the dais that you fortunately didn’t notice.” She points towards two neatly-folded piles that look ridiculous in this mess.

      Grimacing at them, I look to see what I’m going to wear. One pile has some white silky fabric and tons of necklaces with jewels. That’s it. The second pile is a black corset dress and what looks like lacy, fingerless gloves that will reach my elbows.

      “White has never been my color,” I tell Inanna over my shoulder as I snatch the black dress and head for the door that I assume must be a bathroom.

      She laughs, probably because she knows as well as I do that there’s no way in hell I’ll swing my boobs around covered only by necklaces. She, on the other hand, doesn’t give two shits about it. Hanging around her for this long makes me realize I have a lot of issues. And I thought with everything that has happened I’d finally gotten rid of all of them … go figure.

      Without too much fuss, in two separate areas that serve as showers with water flowing down from the walls like a tiny waterfall, we get ready. I might be Inanna’s vessel, but that doesn’t mean I want to flaunt said vessel in front of her or anyone else.

      I wash away the day as fast as I can. It makes me a lot better, almost like some of the weight pressing on me has disappeared. I dry off using a soft towel that anywhere else would be considered a lap quilt and put the dress on. I’m not at all shocked that it fits perfectly. However, I’m not very happy that it’s a dress. Who can fight in a dress? Not that there will be a fight, but one never knows, especially when it comes to me.

      “Let me see you,” Inanna says from behind me as I pull the gloves over my arms. I turn around.

      “Oh, wow. You look beautiful. White is definitely your color,” I tell her because she pulls off those necklaces as I knew she would.

      “You do, too, love. You make me proud.” She smiles, and I stomp closer to where she is standing in front of a tall mirror, trying to fasten the choker with dangling chains around my neck.

      “I look like a witch!” I laugh when I look at myself. “I’m only missing a pointy hat and a broom.” Tears prickle the corners of my eyes.

      “Humans and their ridiculous stories. Whoever said that’s how witches look?” she huffs.

      “The goddess will see you now.” A voice makes me jump and a burst of fire flies from my hand in the direction it came from.

      There’s a yelp and, after a second, a sizzling sound. Shit, I hope I didn’t hurt whoever it is. We hurry to check and the same woman that led us here is standing in the middle of the mess cradling her arm to her chest while she glares at me.

      “Sorry. You startled me,” I mumble.

      “Follow me.” She spins and rushes forward, so we hurry to keep up.

      As we let her lead us wherever she is sees fit, Inanna snickers, pulling my attention to her. I have no idea what’s funny until I see her pointedly looking at my feet. If I take longer strides, my dress splits up the sides, leaving my legs bare all the way to my hips. This is also a problem because I didn’t put on the shoes left for us; I’m still wearing my sneakers. No wonder she’s laughing, but I don’t care. I can move faster with sneakers than with those tiny-ass shoes. I grin at her but keep moving, finally reaching a big, arched entry. The woman steps aside, waving her arm for us to enter.

      Inanna grabs my arm, stopping me. “She will test you. Don’t fall for it. Remember, transform your pain into strength. I can’t help. I can only observe.”

      With those words, we square our shoulders and pass through the entryway. As I take a few steps into the big area, the first thing my eyes land on is Lucifer standing with his arms crossed over his chest and a beautiful half-naked woman draped all over him, whispering something in his ear. Remi, Daisy, and Jezzinta stand to the side, glaring at those two while Philip looks directly at me, wide-eyed, before he drops his head like his neck can’t hold it anymore, mumbling something I can’t hear. I feel like someone just took a hot poker and stabbed me with it a million times in less than a second, right in the heart.
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      Lucifer…

      

      I cannot pay attention to what Ishtar is saying; my mind is preoccupied with Alexia, where she is and if she is okay. In the middle of it all, I am debating the wisdom of pushing the goddess away from me. What I used to see as flattering is now annoying and unwanted. Why are we still waiting here? Is she hiding Alexia from us? All the thoughts evaporate from my head as Philip mumbles something incoherent and someone clears their throat from the entryway.

      Dread pools in my stomach as I slowly turn my head around and look at Inanna and Alexia standing just inside the chamber. Inanna is looking at me with a raised eyebrow, but I ignore her. Alexia, on the other hand, has no emotions showing on her face. This is a good thing … I hope. Before I have a chance to process it all, Remi and Jezzinta literally fly into her arms as if they haven’t seen her for years. Seeing her smile at them makes me want to push them away so she can turn it on me. She steals a glance my way but looks swiftly away. Maybe no emotion on her face was not a good thing after all.

      “Get her off you, man. What’s wrong with you?” Philip says so quietly I almost miss it.

      I realize that Ishtar is still leaning her body on mine, her arm wrapped around my arm in a familiar fashion. Prying her fingers open, I push her away from me as gently as I can and take a step back. Her raised eyebrow and smirk tells me this is all planned, and like a fool, I fall for it because I am not paying attention. I frown at her, but that only makes her smirk grow and there is a gleam in her eyes I do not like.

      “Go touch Al. Her hand or shoulder—anything, for that matter. At least we will know how badly you’re screwed if she pushes you away,” Philip continues his guidance and, like a child, I follow his instructions.

      After stepping to her, I pull her to my chest and wrap my arms around her, breathing her in. It calms my heart somewhat. She is stiff in my embrace but I ignore it. She is not pushing me away. I can deal with this, I think. But I see Philip doesn’t share my sentiment because he is shaking his head, looking pained. I do not understand why until Alexia pulls away from me and steps back. She won’t even look at me.

      “Alexia …” I start, but she looks away from me like I haven’t spoken, and I stand there, rooted to the spot.

      “Ishtar, I presume? It’s nice to finally meet you.” Alexia stands in front of Ishtar, gently nodding her head in greeting. It makes me proud to see her strength.

      “Ah, Semiramis! How lovely for you to come to my realm. I didn’t think the day would come when you would grace us with your presence here.” Ishtar’s words are spoken with kindness, but there is an undercurrent of something in them that sets me on edge.

      I coil up to go to them, but before I move, Inanna grabs my arm.

      “You really are as stupid as the rest of them, aren’t you? You didn’t tell her how familiar you were with Ishtar when you knew we were coming here?”

      “I have lived for millennia; I am familiar with many. I did not think this would be a problem. Alas, I was mistaken, it seems,” I growl at her.

      I am angry at myself, not at anyone else. I should not take it out on them, but I cannot control my temper. Pulling my arm away from her, I go towards Alexia, not paying any attention whether or not Inanna is following. As I reach Alexia, I step behind her and pull her to my chest again. I am hoping she will not make a scene in front of everyone and that will calm me at least a little. As I expect, she stiffens but doesn’t push me away, so I sigh in relief.

      “… and we came through the gate because two of my sisters gave their lives.” Alexia’s voice brings me to the present, but I miss what she says before her final words.

      “Yes, how unfortunate. Tiamat has been going from realm to realm, destroying everything in her path in her search for you and the potions. Many of us closed our realms in hopes of discouraging her from coming.”

      “How good for you all, hiding like cowards in your temples while people die for you,” Alexia drawls, sarcasm dripping like venom from her mouth.

      “Be careful who you call a coward, little girl. Separate your friends from your enemies before it’s too late.” Ishtar stiffens, glaring at Alexia.

      “Are you my friend, Goddess? Are you really?” Tilting her head up, she glares at Ishtar, the glow from her eyes reflecting on the goddess’s face.

      Ishtar’s eyes widen. Luckily, I’m paying such close attention that I don’t miss her slight step back. Then anger replaces the emotions on her face, and I know I have to stop whatever it is that will take place.

      “We have no time to talk nonsense. We need to open the portal and find Anzu before it is too late.” I speak clearly, stopping their banter.

      Inanna snorts ungracefully. Remi, Daisy, and Jezzinta bury their faces in their hands, and Philip groans as if in pain. I do not understand why they are acting as if I’m not helping. My witch, however, has no problem enlightening my ignorance.

      “You mean you didn’t ask about that during your lovely reunion a few minutes ago?” Alexia narrows her eyes at me over her shoulder, locking her gaze on mine. It’s like I’m drowning, unable to pull any air into my lungs.

      “Yes, Lucifer. Why didn’t you ask that earlier?” Ishtar smirks at me, and I glare at her.

      This … this feeling is unfamiliar to me. I do not like it. Not being able to contain my emotions will make me go insane, so I do the only thing I can think of. Grabbing Alexia by the shoulders, I flip her around to face me. Burying both my hands in her hair, I slam my mouth to hers, kissing her so deeply that she will never doubt the strength of my feelings for her.

      At first, she tries to push me away with both her hands pressed to my chest, but as my tongue dives deep in her mouth and tangles with hers, those same hands grab my shirt, holding me close. I keep kissing her, breathing the air that comes from her lungs, not knowing if we are separate beings or one. The clearing of a throat and a few giggles break the enchantment, and I pull away, leaning my forehead on hers. Keeping my eyes closed, I take deep breaths, trying to calm myself. When I open them, Alexia is looking at me, searching my face for something. I do not know what, but I put all my feelings for her into my gaze so she can see everything. Her eyes widen.

      “Do not doubt my love, witch. Don’t ever doubt me,” I mumble, so close to her that my lips touch hers with each word.

      “How sentimental.” A new voice surrounds us and we all look in that direction.

      Alexia stiffens again in my arms, so I pull her closer. She cannot be afraid; the woman is almost stupidly brave when it comes to entities such as myself, so her reaction puts me on high alert.

      “Look, my love, Lucifer has decided to visit. He also brought his pet,” Ishtar purrs, slinking towards the newcomer. Alexia stiffens even more in my arms.

      “So I can see. And he brought friends. How lovely! I know the witches, but a couple of them are missing. Where is the new addition to your circle? I do not see Meda, either.”

      Alexia is strung taut like a bow in my arms. An uneasy feeling swims in my gut. She hasn’t turned around yet, and she never leaves her back towards something or someone unknown. Jezzinta snickers behind me, and that uneasiness multiplies. There is something I am missing here. I do not like it. Before I ask Alexia, the newcomer speaks again.

      “Hello, daughter.” He turns towards Inanna.

      “Father,” she greets him courtly.

      “So, where is the little witch? A fiery spirit, that one.” He chuckles, and Alexia groans, bumping her head on my chest. Taking a deep breath, she slowly turns around, shoulders squared and chin up.

      “Sin!” she greets him.

      “Hello, little witch! How very lovely to see you again.” His eyes sparkle when they land on her and anger like a beast rears its head in my chest. “And without a summoning,” he adds offhandedly.

      “Yeah, very lovely indeed,” Remi mumbles and Jezzinta snorts, covering it with a cough, but I ignore them.

      “We need help with the potions so we can find Anzu, that’s why we are here,” Alexia says to the Sun God, no emotion in her voice.

      “Why be in such a rush? We should sit and talk first,” Ishtar adds and Sin nods slowly, still looking Alexia up and down.

      I am missing something, but the narrowed-eyed look on Ishtar’s face says I am not the only one.

      “Something is different about you, little witch.” Sin ignores everyone but her. My anger gets stronger in intensity.

      “Oh, you have no idea,” she purrs, looking through her lashes at him. The moment the corners of her lips float up into a smirk, I snap.
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      Alexia…

      

      Just when I gain control of my stupid emotions caused by Ishtar touching Lucifer, things take a turn for the worse. I mean, really, what did I think? That an ancient angel was celibate and waited his entire existence for me? As I said, stupid! But I can’t help how I react when I’m caught off guard. Now Sin is leering at me and I can’t help myself. Especially because there is a slight pressure in my head, like someone is trying to open my skull without me noticing.

      “Oh, you have no idea,” I tell him, distractedly lowering my lashes and smiling a bit, while trying to place a protection around me against whatever is pressing on my head.

      One second, I feel relief from the protection snapping into place, and the next, Lucifer springs from behind me, grabbing Sin by his neck and lifting him off the ground. The angel dangles the god like an ornament.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper incredulously.

      Inanna laughs joyfully like she’s at a circus. Remi, Daisy, and Jez plaster themselves to my sides, readying themselves for anything. Philip walks behind us saying something about stupid men and jealousy, but I can’t be sure exactly what.

      “Don’t just stand there and laugh. Stop them,” I tell Inanna.

      She wipes tears from her eyes, shaking her head before another round of giggles doubles her over, then she points towards Ishtar. The other goddess is watching the two men trying to kill each other with a look of shock on her face. Sin is animated now, a far cry from his initial reaction when he just stands still and punching Lucifer in the face, making his head snap back. I am pretty sure he doesn’t expect Lucifer to react the way he does. Well, neither do I, buddy.

      “Lucifer, stop it!” I finally yell.

      “Stand back, Alexia. This has nothing to do with you. It’s between me and him,” he says through teeth so clenched I can almost hear them grinding from where I’m standing.

      “Excuse me? Nothing to do with me? You just decided to attack him for some other reason, huh?”

      Like I haven’t spoken, the two continue throwing punches at each other. The sounds of fists hitting flesh echo in the room, making it hard to think. Sin manages to hit Lucifer square in the jaw, making him stumble back a few steps. Then Sin lifts his hands in the air, calling on his power. Before I even process what’s happening, Lucifer lifts him up using his own power, throwing him across the room so hard his body slams into the stone walls and makes them crumble. Bright lights flash from Sin’s hands, slamming into Lucifer’s chest and tossing him in the air until he slams to the ground on his back. The floor cracks from the impact, making all of us stumble.

      “Stop it!” I scream as loud as I can, but no one pays me any attention.

      They fly towards each other like in some badly-made karate movie. Flesh hits flesh, sounding like a bomb. Grunts and curses fill the air. I look around wildly at everyone, trying to figure out why no one is doing anything to stop them. Like me thinking about it is the catalyst for her to act, Ishtar face brightens with determination. Relief fills me, but not for long as her rush steps are bringing her towards me, not them. Pushing Remi, Daisy, and Jezzinta aside is all I have time for before she grabs my hair and places a jeweled dagger at my throat. I freeze.

      “Stop it, both of you, or I will kill her. You want to open the portal? It’ll take a blood sacrifice anyway,” she says conversationally, but even screaming wouldn’t have made her words have a bigger impact.

      Everything stops. You could hear a pin drop. Inanna ceases her laughter. Remi and Jez stand still, like statues with wide eyes. Sin and Lucifer turn their heads towards us from the ground where Sin is on his back and Lucifer is holding him by the throat while sitting on his chest.  Philip is standing to the side, pulling on his hair with both hands with Daisy next to him, her skin pale as if she will be sick.

      “Let her go.” Lucifer’s menacing tone sends chills down my spine, and when he crawls to his feet and faces us, he forgets all about the sun god at his feet. My heart stops for a second. I have never seen him look like this. It’s not like this is the first time I’ve gotten myself into a situation like this, right? It’s a given with me, but this feels different. There is fear in his eyes, and it runs so deep it makes me pause. I have no idea what’s going on, but I don’t want to play their stupid games anymore.

      “Okay, you got your point across. They stopped. Let me go,” I tell her, trying to step away, but her arm tightens so much I have to stop moving or I’ll cut myself on the damn dagger.

      “I don’t think so! You two fight over this thing?” she spits the last word like it’s something vile. “We don’t even know what she is.”

      “There is no need for you to know what she is. I said to let her go.” Lucifer takes a step closer, and the cold metal bites my skin.

      It feels like someone has poured acid on the spot. It hurts like a bitch, and I close my eyes, grinding my teeth to stop tears from flowing and curses from coming out.

      “No. Not until I hear what this creature has done. What is it about her, huh?” She shakes me and the damn dagger digs deeper, making me gasp. I hate myself for making the sound.

      “My love, let us talk. Let the witch go.” Sin picks himself off the ground finally, glancing at Lucifer, and some unspoken conversation happens in that one millisecond.

      “If you move, I will slit her throat,” she tells him.

      “Okay, lady. I don’t know what your fucking problem is, but wait in fucking line. You’re not the only one who wants to kill me. Get the damn dagger away from my neck. There are more important things we need to talk about. Those two were acting like idiots; go stab them if you like.” My anger gets the better of me, and I snap at her, wiggling to try to get her off me. It doesn’t work, but the dagger cuts even deeper, hurting so much I stop all attempts to get away from her.

      “Alexia, do not move. That is Ishtar’s blade. It is not a regular dagger,” Inanna tells me as if she’s trying not to spook the goddess.

      “I thought Maika had it,” I say while my brain is whirling, trying to remember if I know anything about it.

      “No matter where it is, it always comes to her if she calls it. That dagger can kill anything—including gods,” Remi says and inches closer to me. I frown at her to stop but she ignores me.

      “Speak! What is it about her that has you all wrapped around her finger, risking your lives and realms to keep her safe?” Ishtar repeats like she hasn’t heard a word anyone else has said.

      “She is my vessel, and you are reacting with jealousy. It’s part of her journey. She has been descending ever since she stepped into the circle in the Earth realm,” Inanna says simply as if that will answer everything.

      “That’s not it! There have been many vessels, and I haven’t seen any of you go to these lengths.”

      “The timing is right, and she will find the tablets of destiny. Tiamat will be stopped once and for all. Quit this nonsense and let her go before you doom us all,” Inanna tells her through lips thin with displeasure.

      “She is what?” Sin’s words echo around us.

      “You mean you didn’t know who she was until now? I thought you two knew each other,” Lucifer snaps at him, and I roll my eyes.

      “I was summoned to bless a new witch brought into a coven,” Sin says, arrogance clear in his voice—as if that were the most important job in the world.

      “And how do you bless them, my love?” Ishtar’s words drip with venom.

      “There is nothing wrong in sampling an offering.” He sniffs, but his eyes bore into my face and I squirm.

      “You motherfucker!” Lucifer slams his fist into Sin’s face, making him stumble and splitting his lip.

      “Ah, ah, ah! Stop or I will kill her,” Ishtar warns and they stop and glare at each other.

      “Yo! Are you all deaf? Can we stop this stupidity? I have a dagger digging into my neck.”

      “Show some respect, Semiramis. I have no issue ending you right here,” Ishtar growls at me.

      “Hold on a minute! Why are you calling her Semiramis?” Sin narrows his eyes on me, and I look anywhere but at him.

      “Meet the gift of the sea, my love,” Ishtar tells him, and then she laughs hysterically.  “Oh, how wonderful! You didn’t know!”

      “You tricked me, witch!” he snaps at me.

      “I didn’t do shit. You wanted a dance and I danced. If you had asked who I was, I would’ve told you.”

      “I was a little preoccupied.” A smirk makes its way onto his face.

      Before I can blink, Lucifer roars and jumps Sin. They topple to the ground. Ishtar’s hand is jerked away from my neck and my body is slammed to the side, pushing me on my hands and knees on the ground. A soft gasp sounds, but it echoes like thunder around me as I lock eyes with Remi. The color drains from her face and her eyes are way too big for her face. She glances down and I follow her line of sight. Ishtar’s hand is at her stomach, the dagger buried to the hilt in Remi.

      “No!” The word exits my numb lips like air.

      Remi’s eyes lock on mine. Tears stream down her face, but she smiles as if that will make everything better. “I love you, sister,” she says quietly.

      Philip screams a gut-wrenching sound and jumps on Ishtar, but in a practiced dance, her hand pulls the dagger out and slits his throat like it’s all a game to her. Remi crumbles next to him on the ground, one hand holding the hole in her stomach. There’s so much blood spilling from her wound, more blood that I’ve ever seen at one time. Her other palm holds Philip’s face as if she is about to kiss him. I crawl towards them through the blood.

      “They’ll be okay, it’s not fatal. Right? She can heal.” Like a crazy person, I place my hand over her wound to staunch the blood from leaving her body, moving my other to Philip’s neck but I freeze when I see his unseeing eyes, “Do something!” I snap at the gods surrounding me. No one moves.

      “I guess this can count as blood sacrifice and payment for my help,” Ishtar says so nonchalantly I can only stare at her dumbly.

      I can’t even cry. My brain hasn’t registered what has just happened. Maybe if I deny everything hard enough it will all go away and we can start from the beginning again and garner different results. It’s the only thing I have left, and I cling to it like a lifeline.

      “It’s not real. It’s not real,” I chant under my breath.

      “The payment must be made to open the portal. You must give me something you love and can’t live without. This will be your sacrifice,” Ishtar continues, no emotion whatsoever in her voice.

      “That is not my sacrifice, you murderer! You killed them!” I scream at her.  “This is not real …”  I keep chanting and the pentagram brand pulses, burning my palm just like when Meda and Faith were taken from me.

      For the first time, I notice with all three of them gone, the pentagram is bringing their life-forces inside me, blending them with mine. I’m disgusted with myself, but I can’t stop it. A light glows from the bag Jezzinta has on her back and she numbly pulls it off, dropping it at her feet between her and Daisy. They are standing unnaturally still, tears streaming down their expressionless faces. I can see they feel exactly like I do: numb all over. I turn away from it and smooth Remi’s hair from her face, smearing blood all over it, but I don’t see the blood. I just see her face—her eyes closed like she is sleeping.

      “I think she just needs to rest a bit. She’ll be fine in a little bit. She was tired, so let her sleep.” My voice sounds like it’s coming from someone else.

      Scooting a little closer on my knees, I lift her head and place it in my lap. With the back of my hand, I angrily wipe the tears from my face and keep smoothing her hair.

      “Alexia, let me take her. I’ll take good care of her, I promise. The portal is opening and you must go, love.” Inanna’s gentle voice makes me take my eyes off Remi’s face and look at her.

      Tears, like jewels, sparkle on her lashes but she doesn’t let them fall. I stare at her dumbly, like she has spoken in a different language. It takes a while for her words to register. Hope blooms in my chest.

      “You’ll look after her, right? She’ll be okay; she just needs to rest.”  I search desperately for anything on her face that will tell me it’s true.

      “Yes, I will take good care of her, I promise.” One tear rolls down Inanna’s cheeks, and she cups my face with her hand. “Go now, love. I promise you will see your sister again when the time is right.”

      “I will stay with them, too. My journey ends here, but my heart will be with you always, no matter where you are, Alexia. I do love you very much,” Daisy says, her heart in her eyes as she kneels next to Remi.

      I know what Inanna is saying doesn’t mean what I want it to mean, but it’s all I have. Daisy will stay to help. That must mean something, right? The fact that she will be gone from my life as well doesn’t register at all. If I ask for clarity, I know I won’t get the answer I want, so I keep my mouth shut. I can lie to myself better than anyone else can, and I’m not sure I can do what I need to do if I have to face the truth right now. Something pulls on my hands, and I realize Inanna is trying to pry my fingers open because I’m holding onto Remi like a vise. I know I need to let her go, but I don’t think that I can. My body is not my own. With effort, Inanna makes me release my hold, and someone’s arms wrap around my chest, lifting me up. Just by his touch, I know it’s Lucifer.

      “Come, my love. We must go through or it will all be for nothing. The portal is starting to fade,” he says with his face in my neck.

      “Go, Alexia. I will keep my promise and look after her,” Inanna says, sitting on her knees and taking hold of Remi.

      “Both of them,” I point numbly towards Philip as Daisy pulls him closer to her.

      “Yes, love. Both of them.” Her voice cracks on the last word.

      “Jez, you go with them. Remi might need you,” I tell Jezzinta, and finally, her expression changes.

      “No, I’m going with you.” There is desperation in her voice.

      “Sis, I can’t handle it if you get hurt, too. Please. Besides, Remi would love to see one of us when she wakes up,” I tell her.

      She bursts out crying and hunches over, going through the portal before I can stop her. The fantasy I’m living in my head is stopping me from doing many things. I know I’m in denial, but I think I want to stay in it forever. I can’t face it otherwise. Everything is happening out of my control and all I can do is watch.

      Inanna bows her head over Remi, and I tear my gaze away so it doesn’t make me face the truth. Lucifer tugs me towards the portal, and I stride forward like I’m struggling through quicksand. As we reach the portal, he stops to let me go through first. I search his eyes and the sadness in them twists my insides so much I sway on my feet lightheaded. I blink at my bloody hands. It’s my sister’s blood covering them like paint.

      Turning my head, I lock eyes with Sin first. There is some emotion there that looks a hell of a lot like respect, but I refuse to think about it. He nods solemnly at me, and I look at Ishtar. She is standing proud and regal next to him, not a trace of remorse in any of her features. I look into her eyes for a long moment but there is nothing there.

      “When this is all over, if I live, I’m coming for you!” I tell her evenly. Not a threat, a promise.

      “I know,” is all she says.

      With that clear, I turn back and step through the portal with Lucifer right on my heels, dropping into the biggest storm I have ever experienced in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucifer…

      

      I know why everything played out as it did. What angers me the most is that I played a part in it, unaware of their plans. My heart breaks for Alexia, but I cannot say anything to make change this. The sacrifice had to be made and Ishtar, in her twisted way, made it easier on Alexia. She made sure it wasn’t Alexia making the decision of who the sacrifice would be. By acting the villain, she let the sacrifice come on its own. No, it does not make things easier to bear, but I am just like them. Or I was, until Alexia changed me without me knowing it even happened. I understand the goddess’s reasoning, how she thinks she has done Alexia a favor. We do have twisted ideas of right and wrong when it comes to humanity, I see that now. I am gutted that I cannot do anything to spare her this pain.

      I feel powerless …

      That is a sobering thought for me. How is it possible that I have this gut-wrenching need to protect her from everything, including herself, yet I cannot do a thing to make it so? She is still in shock, or perhaps she is making sure to stay in denial so she can deal with what is to come. There is no emotion on her face until she looks down at the blood on her hands. I watch closely in the hope that I will know how to help her … if she lets me. She frowns at them, blinking slowly like she’s not sure if it is real or a dream. A long time passes, and as I am about to nudge her to go through the portal, she speaks and dread pulls at my heart.

      “When this is all over, if I live, I’m coming for you!” she tells Ishtar with such promise in her voice that my body shivers.

      “I know,” Ishtar answers, and as Alexia turns towards the portal, I see sadness in her eyes. She nods at me.

      As I said, I understand the twisted sentiment in it all, but it does not make it right. This very moment, I vow to myself and the creator that I shall be all that she needs me to be. I will love her so completely that even knowing I cannot erase her pain and loss, she will have the will to live. She must, or I shall be no more. Not without her.

      After I step behind her through the portal, my wings spring out on their own, keeping me in place in the middle of a storm. Winds with great intensity slam into me so hard I have to use all I have to remain standing. I support Alexia as well, since they press her to my front with such intensity I can feel her heart beating on my skin through her back.

      I look around, trying to see where Jezzinta is. The last thing Alexia can handle at the moment is losing her, too. I keep twisting and turning while trying to remain on my feet, but I can’t see anything because of the sand in my eyes. I keep blinking to try to clear them.

      “I can’t see Jez,” Alexia yells over the winds.

      “I am looking, my love. We shall find her,” I shout back just as I spot a lump in the distance. “Look, she must have taken cover there.” I point towards it, still holding one arm wrapped around Alexia.

      We move slowly towards it. For each step we take, we must stop because it feels as though the winds pick up to keep us where we are. The lump disappears and reappears closer to us. I hope I don’t have to fight whatever it is. That would mean letting go of Alexia, and I am not willing to do that.

      “It’s moving,” she says, and I just nod.

      The lump does it a couple more times, and then it’s easily recognizable. A grin splits my face at how smart the witch is. Jezzinta is using her magick to pull a big rock from the ground to protect her from the winds. Everything else is flat desert, full of nothing but sand. She is yelling something we can’t hear, waving her arms for us to come to her. We start moving again, but as we get closer the ground shakes, lowering the rock where Jezzinta is hiding. We stop, and the ground stops shaking. Jezzinta’s eyes are wide, and determination is set on her face. She lowers the rock into the ground, crawls as fast as she can, and starts pulling it up again. Only this time it’s not coming up and the winds are pushing her farther away from us. Alexia panics and jerks away from me, but I hold on tight. A rock pops up again when the wind pushes Jezzinta far enough from us and Alexia stops struggling.

      “We cannot get closer; it’s not letting us. If we try, she may get hurt,” I yell over the winds, hoping we will not debate for long because the longer we stay like this, the more tired I get. My shoulder blades ache from the pull of the winds on my wings.

      Alexia looks like she is arguing with herself. She looks at Jezzinta with a frown filled with desperation and I don’t need to be able to read her mind to know that she is assessing whether she is fast enough and strong enough to make it there without harming Jezzinta. I shake my head at her, feeling the truth deep inside my heart. We won’t make it.

      “We must find shelter and wait it out!” I tell her, my voice getting lost in the howling around us.

      She looks from me to Jezzinta and back. I can see when she realizes that there really is nothing she can do at the moment. Nodding her head, she closes her eyes and lifts her hands in front of her. My skin prickles as her powers surge through them and burst towards Jezzinta. Like a shield, sands lift and block the path of her powers before reaching Jezzinta. Alexia tries a couple more times before she stops, sweat beading on her forehead. Jezzinta waves her arms to get our attention, and as we watch, she pulls two more rocks around her to make a little cave big enough for her to curl up in and be safe. She pokes her head out, giving us a thumbs up, and Alexia relaxes next to me.

      “She will be safe,” I tell her, only because although useless I still want to comfort her somehow.

      She nods at me and, turning around so she can lean her back on my chest, she raises her hands, making her magick swirl to create a dome-like barrier around us that looks like frosted glass. Ice. It’s breathtakingly beautiful, just like the one who created it. The sound of the outside is muted and my body sags a little since I don’t have to fight to remain standing anymore.

      “That should do it, I think,” she says evenly.

      “Yes, I believe it will,” I tell her.

      “Let’s hope the storm doesn’t last long. We need to keep moving so we can get back as fast as we can. I need to check on Remi.”

      “Alexia—”

      “Don’t you dare say a word! I don’t want to hear it right now,” she cuts me off and I swallow the words I am about to say.

      She is still standing with her back towards me, her shoulders tense. Her breaths are coming fast like she is fighting a battle. Well, she is fighting a battle, but it’s one cannot help her with it. I can, however, make her stop thinking about it for a little while. We are stuck here, waiting for the storm to end, after all.

      “Come to me, Alexia. Let me hold you for a while.”

      “Why? I don’t need comforting, Lucifer. I need to kill something. Preferably Tiamat or Ishtar, but anyone will do at this point.”

      “If you kill me, will that make you feel better?”

      “It might …” She finally looks over her shoulder and smirks at me, but the sadness in her eyes rips my heart.

      Without a word, I pull her to me and kiss her so deeply my own mind goes so blank that all I can think about is the way she tastes on my lips.
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      Alexia…

      

      Lucifer’s presence is all-consuming as it is, but when his lips devour mine, it’s an experience all on its own. My body responds to his like two magnets: he acts; I react. It’s the only way to describe such an in-tune connection. I like to fool myself that it’s because he’s carrying my soul around his neck, but I’m adult enough to admit that he has managed to wiggle his angel ass into my heart and has no plans of leaving. The worst part about it is I don’t mind. Not anymore, anyway. I’m dead inside and he can make me feel alive—if only for a short while.

      He angles my head so he has better access to my mouth and tangles our tongues, sucking, nipping, and sipping on my lips, driving me insane. Wrapping one arm around my waist, he pulls me so close it feels like my bones will break, but all I can think about is the bulge that's poking my belly. My toes curl and my knees go weak, so I sag in his arms, unable to stand on my own. Moaning deep in my throat, I tangle my hands in his long, dark hair, enjoying the silky strands sliding through my fingers.

      “You are driving me out of my mind, woman,” he growls when he comes up for air, but I find it difficult to concentrate on his words, his face. On anything, really.

      A pathetic whimper passes my lips. I want to kick myself for it, but apparently it’s the correct sound to make, because a gleam shines from his eyes before he dives in again, kissing me with even more intensity as a rumble reverberates vibrates  his chest. It’s a sound I love, just like he loves the sounds I’m unable to stop myself from making when he isn’t kissing me. I may even do something really stupid next, like beg him to rip my clothes off right along with his own.

      When he lifts me I automatically wrap my legs around his lean hips, locking my ankles behind him. Then, kicking my sneakers off, I pull him closer to where I need him to be. This makes the slits of my dress part, leaving my bare legs around him. He groans as soon as his hand makes contact with my skin. He glides it from my knee to my hip, sliding it under my thigh and beneath my dress, grabbing my ass and pulling me onto his erection. He jerks away from our kiss and I wonder what’s wrong, but my words get stuck at the intensity I see in his eyes.

      “I’m not going to let you get away this time. I’m going to fuck you so hard you will feel me between your legs for years, even if I am not there.” His deep voice makes goosebumps spring up all over me.

      Heat pools between my legs like a furnace and my wetness drenches my panties from his words alone. My body shivers uncontrollably in his arms.

      “Promises, promises,” I mumble, panting because I will die if he actually changes his mind.

      “You’ll beg me to stop.”

      With those words, he drops my legs, grabs the top of my dress, and drags it down to my hips. With another jerk of his hand, the dress drops and pools around my ankles. I stand in front of him in my panties, my choker dancing on my collarbone because of my panting. Slowly and deliberately, he reaches for my panties. The tearing sound that follows makes my heart jump in my throat. The corners of his mouth lift into a triumphant, barely-there smile as he steps back, eyeing me up and down.

      “You are beautiful, my love,” he says hoarsely.

      “And you are wearing too many clothes,” I point out, making him chuckle.

      “So I am,” he says as he lugs his shirt over his head.

      No matter how many times I see him, I can’t help admiring his beauty. He hates it when I call him beautiful, but if I’m honest, not even that word does him justice. Defined arms flex with his movements as he removes his clothing. Broad shoulders lead to defined pecs and a six pack that makes my mouth water. A V shape points to muscular thighs and calves. Even his feet are beautiful. I realize he is already naked, standing still and letting me take him in. My eyes zero in on the erection that’s pointing towards his bellybutton and I gulp. I never really paid attention to its size. My knees go weak again. My nipples are so hard they hurt, and my insides shake as I watch it bob up and down as if it knows I’m staring at it. Lucifer makes a pained sound, and my eyes jerk to his face. He does look like he is in pain, but still I smirk at him. His face changes into a predatory mask as he inches towards me. I take an involuntary step back. His erection jerks at that and I gulp. What the fuck is wrong with me? It’s not like I haven’t seen a cock before. I’m no shrinking violet, but with him it’s different. I know everything will be different, and it freaks me out.

      I should’ve thought of that before we were naked.

      Without warning, he grabs my arm and pulls me into a kiss. As soon as we touch skin to skin, all thoughts fly from my head and only lust floods my veins like a hurricane.
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      Lucifer…

      

      I try to not move and let her take me in. I have always had pride, but never in the way I looked. Seeing her eyes swirl with lust and her breath come out in little pants when she gapes at my naked body makes me want to howl; my chest bursts with pride. I know she likes what she sees, and for the first time it’s unguarded. Clenching my fists at my sides, my cock jerks at her appraisal. Her eyes snap to my face, and I grimace. This is harder than any battle I have ever participated in. Seeing her smirk snaps my control and I do my best not to smile. She takes a step back, a panicked look in her eyes, and it throws control out the window. Grabbing her arm, I feast on her mouth.

      Husky moans come from her, driving me insane, and I devour her. I am making noises I never knew I was capable of, but I cannot think of that now. She said she was mine once, and I’ll make her understand how true that is now. Pushing her backwards with my body, I press her between the barrier and myself. I lift her and she wraps her long legs around my hips, leaving my hands free to roam. Leaving her mouth, I trail kisses down her neck, and she moves her head to the side, giving me more room. I smile against her skin. I do not think she understands how trusting this position is, leaving her neck bared to me. How submissive it makes her to me. I have no intention of telling her. Not until I’m done. My chest hurts from the emotions she stirs in my heart.

      Stepping back a little, I leave only her shoulders leaning on the barrier, which causes her body to arch towards me and brings her breasts towards my waiting mouth. I latch onto her pebbled nipple and she grabs the back of my head, holding me there. I lash her nipple with my tongue relentlessly until she is so wild with need that she releases a desperate sound from deep in her throat. My cock pulses between us, but I still have other plans first. She wiggles, trying to get it where she needs it. I slap her butt cheek to make her stop. She gasps and jerks her head up, her eyes wide.

      “You didn’t just spank me.” She growls at me, and I grin at her.

      To prove a point, I do it again on her other butt cheek and push two fingers inside her simultaneously. A gasp and a loud moan come from her at the same time, and she gushes her juices all over my hand. It makes me groan painfully and pre-cum beads on the tip of my cock.

      “I think you like it, witch.” I smirk at her and latch onto her other nipple, biting it gently and lashing it with my tongue.

      The woman in my arms goes wild. I am caught so off-guard that it takes me a second to realize what she is doing. One second I am knuckles deep in her, sucking on her nipple, and the next I am on the ground on my back, and as I attempt to raise my head to see what has happened, my cock is engulfed in the cavern of a warm mouth. My eyes roll to the back of my head.

      She pushes her pursed lips over the head and, as it enters her mouth, she sucks it in as far as it will go. Curses pass my lips. I reach for her head to pull her away, but she swats my hands away.

      “Ah, ah, ah … bad angel. No touching! It’s my turn now,” she purrs, nipping gently on the underside and making me jerk in her hand.

      “You will be the death of me,” I tell her, fighting for breath.

      “That’s the plan,” is all she says before sucking me into her mouth and all the way into her throat. I see stars.

      My hips jerk involuntarily, and I look sharply at her, worried I might hurt her. Locking eyes with me with a mischievous sparkle in them, she doesn’t look away as I watch myself disappear and pop out from her mouth. It’s so hot seeing her like this, her hair falling like a curtain all over my thighs and hips and my cock in her mouth. A loud moan passes my lips, and she slowly lifts and releases me with another pop. While she hauls herself up, she reaches below and massages my balls in her palm, making me shudder. Without missing a beat, she crawls on top of me, and before I have a chance to reach for her, she kisses me and I lose my train of thought.

      Pulling away from me, she swipes her hair over her shoulder and smiles. Panting, I grin back before I realize what she’s planning. My entire world stops when she lifts herself up and slams down, taking me inside her, balls deep in one go. It’s almost painful how tight we fit and I grab her hips, holding her still so she doesn’t hurt herself. It takes everything in me not to start pounding into her, but I need to make sure she is okay first. My hands shake where they grip her hips, and I watch her above me. Her head is thrown back, her eyes closed and her breasts trembling. Her legs squeeze my hips tight as she grinds her pelvis on mine. My balls squeeze painfully tight, ready to burst. It is the most erotic sight I have ever seen. It takes my breath away, and all I can do is stare.

      She glances down at me and smiles. It is so open, innocent, and vulnerable that it makes my throat tight. I swallow the lump that forms there. Then she moved and I forget even my own name. Placing both palms flat on my chest, she rides me with abandon. Placing both my feet flat on the ground and lifting my knees, I raise my hips to meet her. She’s like rubber in my hands, writhing on me, twisting and turning. It’s getting difficult to keep pace. Not being able to stay under her any longer I wrap my arm around her waist and flip us over.

      Grabbing onto her breast with one hand and her hip with the other, I pound into her so hard I have to move one hand to hold on to her shoulder so I don’t push her away from me. She doesn’t mind wrapping one leg around my hips while holding onto my forearm with her hand. Her body lifts and falls, matching mine, and the sounds coming from us both could wake the dead. I do not care. Slight tremors in the walls wrapped around my cock tighten my passage and I know she is close. I am grateful, because I do not think I can last much longer, either.

      “Come for me, my love, I want your channel milking me,” I growl through my teeth, not slowing my rhythm.

      I can tell she wants to, but she needs something to push her over the edge. Her magick is swirling around us out of control, mingling with my power, entwining just like our bodies are. It’s a magnificent feeling I have never experienced before. She draws her hand up and rakes her nails over my chest and abdomen, making me crazy. Without warning her, I pull out, flip her over, and slam back inside her in one breath. She turns her head and peers at me over her shoulder, her hair wild and a lustful smile on her face. Her eyes glow brightly and I double my efforts, holding onto her hips with both hands. She raises her body off her hands, twisting up and bending backwards as she wraps her arms over her head and around my neck. I glide my hand from her hip and circle it around her throat. Without my control, my other hand slaps her hard on the butt. That is all it takes. She falls apart in my arms, a loud scream bursting from her lips, and her walls grip me tight, sucking me in like she will never let me out of her. I don’t ever want to be out of her. With that last thought, my orgasm hits me so hard I roar her name, spending my soul inside her with my seed. It takes long moments for both our bodies to stop shaking. Something is happening with our powers, too. It’s very subtle, but I can sense it. Like they are melding together, becoming one. I do not mind, so I let it be.

      Breathing hard, I lean my forehead between her shoulder blades, trying to catch my breath.

      “You think Jezzinta heard us?” Alexia asks, her voice hoarse.

      “I do not think there is a living being in this realm that didn’t.” I chuckle weakly and kiss her back. “I do love you, you know,” I add softly.

      She stiffens in my arms at first but after a heartbeat she relaxes, sighing deeply.

      “I know.”

      I do not speak. I will not ever push her to say something she is not yet ready to say, but my chest hurts at her silence. I am a foolish male. I do not need her to say the words. I feel them with every curl of her lips and her every action. When she can admit it to herself …

      “I love you, too.”

      Her voice is barely above a whisper, but it hits me in the center of the chest like a punch and halts my thought process. I stare at the back of her head, stupefied. Feeling her tense in my arms propels me to open my mouth.

      “Thank you.” I hug her to me as if she’ll try to escape while I’m still inside her.

      “Don’t thank me, Lucifer. I’m not sure it’s a good thing. Everyone I love is taken from me,” she says, her voice breaking.

      “You will not be rid of me that easily, I promise you. You are part of me, my love. Where you go, I go. You must know this to be true.”

      “Are you sure?” The doubt in her voice breaks my heart.

      “I have never been surer about anything in my immortal life, Alexia,” I tell her simply, kissing her neck, and she starts moving away.

      “Where do you think you are going?” I growl at her, tightening my arms around her.

      “Oh, dear goddess. You’re still hard.” She gasps, turning to look at me over her shoulder.

      “I am immortal, my love. It comes with perks.” I smirk at her, slowly moving in and out of her and making her moan. “I haven’t even started with you. It will be a long night,” I mumble in her hair.
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      Alexia…

      

      I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept this good. Every muscle in my body feels relaxed and I stretch like a cat on Sunday morning, pointing my toes down and lifting my arms over my head. Well, I try to lift them, I should say. There is a pleasant soreness between my thighs that makes me pause. My eyes snap open when everything from before I passed out after orgasm number I don’t remember comes rushing back. My face burns when I remember everything we did. I have no idea what possessed me, but I acted like some sex goddess had possessed my body and mind. The things I did and said to Lucifer have me mortified now. I wonder if there’s any way I can get away so I don’t have to look him in the eye.

      A deep, groggy moan sounds behind me and an arm sneaks around my waist, pulling me flush to a very-naked Lucifer with my back pressed to his front and his erection nestled between my ass cheeks. My face is so hot, I bet I can fry an egg on it, and when he moves more alertly, I close my eyes and play possum. Don’t judge me. Anyone would if they’d been acting like a nympho for hours … and hours. I groan and his arm tightens around me. He buries his face in my neck, not bothered one bit by my hair. When he inhales deeply, I stiffen.

      “I can die a happy male if I wake up to this every morning,” he mumbles, his hand gliding slowly from my waist to cup my breast.

      Like something bit me, I jump, waving my arms and legs, trying to untangle myself and stand. Lucifer groans painfully. This propels him into action, too, making him jump and turn as if looking for the threat. I realize two things at once. First is the obvious: Lucifer has an amazing ass that makes my fingers twitch to grab it. Pathetic, I know. Second is the reason he groans in pain: I am lying on his wing.

      My heart squeezes in my chest because as uncomfortable as it had to have been all night, he still let me sleep on it. I forget all about my behavior and my embarrassment in this moment as I go to him, throw my arms around his neck and bury my head in his chest.

      “Thank you,” I mumble, giving him a kiss between his pecs.

      He wraps his arms around me straight away and his wings, too, but he is still looking around, confused, trying to figure out what has gotten into me.

      “Sorry, there is no threat. I just felt embarrassed when I remembered everything we did and I tried to get away from you.” I talk to his chest, unable to look at his face.

      Strong fingers curl under my chin, raising my face up towards his, and the moron that I am, I look at his nose so I don’t have to meet his eyes.

      “Do you regret it?” he asks softly and I hear the heart thundering in his chest.

      “No, I can’t say I do, no matter how much I want to,” I tell him honestly, still staring at his nose. He chuckles, releasing a breath.

      “Look at me, my love.”

      “I am looking at you.”

      “Alexia …” There is a warning in his voice, and I finally lock my eyes with his.

      A lump forms in my throat and I swallow soundly to dislodge it. His ancient eyes sparkle like I have never seen them do before. It is always unnerving to lock eyes with him because it is like he can see into my very soul, but now I’m simply lost in them. It’s like he calls to some part of me that has found a home in him, and that one look makes all the wrongs in my life right. I can almost hear the click inside me that pushes some broken part back into place. It makes it easier to breathe. As much as it freaks me out, it feels right. I also know this is not something I can fight, no matter how shitless scared I am. There are higher forces at play here, and if I try fight them I will definitely lose. I’m not sure I’m willing to deal with the consequences of that. I don’t even want to try.

      “Do you see the truth in my eyes?” He breaks the silence.

      “I see it. I see you,” I tell him breathlessly

      “I see you, too, Alexia, and I love everything I see.” He kisses me gently, just a press of lips before pulling back.

      “Let us see if the storm is over,” he says, handing me back my dress with one hand and dangling my ripped panties on one finger of the other, looking all apologetic and shit. I snort.

      “Don’t act like you regret ripping them,” I tell him, grabbing the dress and pulling it over my head.

      “I cannot say I do, as much as I want to,” He throws my words back at me and grins while picking his pants up and tucking my panties in his pocket. His trophy, no doubt.

      “Men,” I mumble, looking for my sneakers and finding them—one in each corner of our domed barrier. He laughs, a deep beautiful sound that makes me smile at him.

      “Ready to see what’s going on outside? I really want to make sure Jez is okay,” I tell him, my hands already raised and ready to lower the dome. He pulls his t-shirt over his head and nods, leaving it halfway down his torso, his stomach still visible. My eyes go there involuntarily.

      “Later you can look as much as you want, my love. Let us check on the witch, shall we?” He gives me a satisfied male smirk, and I stick my tongue out at him, making him chuckle and shake his head.

      I like this—not having the tension between us. It feels nice and natural. It makes me wonder why I fought it for so long. I lower the barrier slowly. No winds meet us when we stand out in the open. I turn towards the little cave Jezzinta made to see if it’s still standing and I’m greeted by a pissed-off witch with her hands on her hips as she glares at me.

      “Hi, Jez,” I say lamely.

      “Oh, hi, Sap. I’m so very glad you remembered me,” she says tartly.

      “Oh, come on! I just woke up and we did lower the barrier to check on you,” I tell her, frowning.

      “Of course you just woke up. I just woke up not long ago, too. And you know what? It wasn’t the wind keeping me awake,” she growls at me. Turning to the angel, she says, “What were you doing to her? Torture her? I’ve never heard anyone scream that much for that long.” She glares at Lucifer, who is grinning from ear to ear at her, unfazed.

      “Oi! He was screaming, too,” I point out, my face burning all over again.

      “Don’t I bloody know it,” she mumbles, sighing. “Sorry, sap. It’s not your fault. I’m just cranky because I didn’t sleep much listening to you two. Although I am glad you finally fucked each other’s brains out and I don’t have to deal with the tension. It was getting to be a bit too much for me, to be honest.” She ends her venting with such an innocent look on her face that I burst out laughing. She giggles and Lucifer chuckles at us, shaking his head.

      She jumps at me and I hug her tight. We just hold each other for a minute like that, and I fight very hard with myself not to let my mind go to why the rest are not here with us. I’m still not ready to deal with that.

      “Shall we go?” Lucifer asks.

      “Do we even know where we’re going? I mean, the potions decided to open a portal and we walked through it like dumbasses. What if it’s a trap?” I voice my fears, pointing at Jezzinta with my eyes. Lucifer frowns as if the thought never occurred to him.

      “Well, we can start moving forward. It’s not like Anzu is an ant and we might miss him. I have a feeling he’ll find us sooner than we find him,” Jezzinta says and starts sliding and stabbing her feet in the sand.

      We follow behind her and Lucifer takes my hand, interlacing our fingers. The angel is very touchy-feely. It makes me wonder if he is as touch-starved as I was, or as I am, I should say. It makes me feel all warm inside that he does this, always touching me as if he can’t help himself. Smiling at him, I squeeze his hand and his eyes sparkle again. We walk for a long time, talking about nonsense, and after a while we all fall quiet. This stupid realm is all desert and it looks like we are turning in place. At least there are no more winds, so we should be grateful. After maybe another hour we slow down, practically dragging our feet in the sand—not like it was easy before with our feet sinking in it.

      “I’m thirsty.” Jezzinta pants, bending down and placing her hands on her knees.

      “Let me try,” I mumble more to myself then her.

      Concentrating as much as I can from the exhaustion and the heat, I try to collect as much water from the dryness around me as I can. After cupping my hands, I realize they still have flakes of Remi’s blood on them. My heart drops to my feet.

      “Here, I’ll hold it.” Jezzinta pushes my hands away roughly in an attempt to stop me from breaking down. I give her a grateful look and close my eyes, trying again.

      I guess the air around us is not as dry as it seems. With a little effort, I manage to fill up Jezzinta’s hands and she gulps it down eagerly.

      “More?” I ask her, but she shakes her head, sighing happily.

      Turning to Lucifer, I take hold of his palms, cup them, and fill them up with water.

      “Drink.” He brings them to my lips, and I do it because the water starts seeping through his fingers and I don’t want to waste it.

      “I could’ve waited.” I frown at him.

      “Yes, I know, but I couldn’t watch you wait,” he says simply, pressing his cupped hands again at me. I fill them and watch, fascinated, as his throat moves while he drinks. Jezzinta snorts, and as soon as he is done, he grins at me.

      “What?” I glare at them.

      “Who would’ve thought I would see the day when you are smitten, sap. I didn’t think it’d ever happen.” She chuckles and skips along as if she didn’t just call me a pathetic idiot.

      “I’m not smitten,” I call after her, making Lucifer chuckle, but when I glare at him, he tries to cover it with a cough. Smart man. “What are you? Five? I’m not smitten,” I repeat to her back.

      “Aha! And I’m a Victoria’s Secret model.” Jezzinta wiggles her bouncy ass at us, giggling.

      “You could’ve been if you weren’t a midget,” I tell her, smirking.

      “Who are you calling a midget, you freckled elephant? I’m the perfect height to bite your ankles if you piss me off.” She tries to glare but gives up and starts laughing in earnest. “I crack myself up, I’m so funny.” She gasps.

      “I’m not an elephant,” I tell her, and Lucifer is laughing out loud, so I turn and point at him. “He’s the elephant. He has all the body parts to fit the description.” That stops his laughter and he looks at me like I have grown a second head. “What? It’s true.” I chuckle under my breath.

      “Holy crap! That’s more info than I needed to know, but it does explain why I wasn’t sure you’d come out alive this morning,” Jezzinta says, looking serious, and I burst out laughing. “I told you I was funny, unlike her,” she tells Lucifer, who is still looking at me, bewildered. It makes me laugh harder and Jezzinta joins me.

      “Oh, dear goddess. You’re embarrassed! How adorable.” I look at his cheeks, which are pinking a little.

      “I most definitely am not.” He glares at me, and it makes me laugh harder.

      Unable to help myself, I go and wrap my arms around him. He hugs me back begrudgingly. Lifting my head, I kiss his neck, and that makes him shudder a little.

      “It is adorable, and it makes you seem more human somehow,” I mumble against his skin, and he squeezes me closer to him

      “Okay, no hanky-panky now. We must move. You can do that after I go to sleep, not before,” Jezzinta quips as she stomps away from us.

      I laugh under my breath, but I move away from Lucifer and we continue on our way. After a bit, it gets difficult to keep going again. The sun glares at us, looking bigger and closer than I have ever seen before. Lucifer pulls his shirt off, and before I make a smartass comment, his wings come out and he pulls me and Jezzinta closer to him, bending them slightly over both of us to shield us from the sun. My heart melts at the gesture, but I keep my mouth shut. My eyes fill with tears and Jezzinta does a double take at my face.

      “So … an elephant, huh?” She elbows Lucifer in his side, and he groans painfully—from her words, not her elbow attack.

      A sob-chuckle comes from me, and I blink fast to stop the tears from coming down. I nod gratefully at her and she winks, smiling. I think that is the end of it. I am wrong.

      “What I would like to know, however, is what was the sap doing to you to get you to beg like you did? I must admit I have new respect for her, because she obviously has a hidden talent,” she says conversationally, craning her neck to look up at Lucifer, her face the picture of innocence.

      I stop in my tracks and glare at her, wanting the ground to open and swallow me whole. She blinks at me as if she doesn’t know why I am ready to disappear. We stand like that for a second until Lucifer shakes next to me, and I’m instantly on alert until I realize he is shaking because he is trying hard not to laugh. As soon as I glance at his face, he can’t stop himself. He doubles over, toppling us onto the sand with his wings. A booming laugh comes out from him and Jezzinta joins him, giggling and snorting while rolling around.

      “It’s not funny,” I mumble but I can’t stop myself from joining them.

      “It’s a little funny! I told you, Sap. I should’ve been a comedian. I’m that hilarious!” Jezzinta gasps.

      “This is crazy. We have no idea what we’re doing, and by the sound of you two, I think we’re all going nuts. Well, not me. I was nuts when we started,” I tell them after we stop laughing, holding my side. Laughing too much hurts like a bitch.

      “There is nothing left but to continue. I think we are close to something,” Lucifer says, straightening.

      He reaches for me, palm up, and I take his hand, allowing him to pull me to my feet. He does the same with Jezzinta. We head off again, and after a while, I think I’m beginning to hallucinate. There is a shape moving towards us from the distance, but it’s moving too fast. It can’t be another person. Squinting, I’m trying to figure out if it’s real or if my mind is playing tricks on me.

      “Um, you guys seeing this or have I finally lost my mind?” Jezzinta says slowly, like she’s afraid whoever it is will hear her and run away.

      “Something is approaching,” Lucifer says, and folding his wings, he pushes both of us behind him.

      Jezzinta is oblivious to the gesture, still focused on whatever is coming our way, craning her neck to look around Lucifer, but I bristle at it. I try to move to stand next to him, but he snakes his arm behind him, holding me there. Pissed off, I place both hands on his back between his folded wings and release enough energy to make him stumble a step without pushing him. He turns with a bewildered look on his face, and Jezzinta frowns at me.

      “We fuck, and I guess that gives you the right to my vagina. If I tell you I love you, it gives you right to my heart. You don’t fucking own me. I’m not an object, so stop manhandling me before I fry your balls.” I glare at him.

      “I will protect you.” He glares back, turning around to face me fully.
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      Lucifer…

      

      The witch will truly drive me insane. I have never before, in my long life, met someone too stubborn for their own good. I do not understand why she pushes everyone away to face danger on her own. I am no mortal male; I can protect her better than anyone in all the realms. Yet she pushes me away, and the harder I try, the more she resists.

      “I will protect you,” I tell her, glaring.

      “You can stand by my side if you like or get out of my fucking way, Lucifer.”

      “Alexia …”

      “Not you, too, Jez. Please. I don’t need to hide behind anyone. If I am to die, I will die staring death in the face, not cowering behind someone’s back.” At Alexia’s words, Jezzinta searches her face for a while and nods at her like she understands.

      I, on the other hand, do not and tell her as much. It does not go as I expect. It makes her angrier, but I cannot continue talking because whoever it is approaching is getting very close. Begrudgingly, I turn away from her and tense when they both come to stand next to me. I realize now that I will never understand these women no matter how much I try or how many lifetimes I spend observing them. I do not think their minds work like mine. They see things that are invisible to me, hear things in words unspoken and tempt the fates by their very existence. It is almost if they are daring the fates to go after them. After everything that has happened since Alexia opened the gate, I believe they got their wish. I do not voice it because I know it will make Alexia even more angry with me. I don’t like the feeling when she is angry at me, and that makes me the biggest fool there is.

      “It looks like Anzu.” Jezzinta gasps, bringing me back to the present.

      As whatever it is approaches, strong winds pick up, and I have to dig my feet in the sand to remain standing while holding both women’s backs, helping them stay where they are. After a second, the winds stop and, lifting my head, I see that it is no longer moving towards us. We all watch, waiting, but it seems to have no intention of coming closer.

      “I think it’s Anzu, and he is waiting on us to approach him,” Alexia says quietly.

      Something between a screech and a roar comes from the creature, but it doesn’t move. We stand unmoving, and it comes a little towards us, making us stumble from the strong winds that slam into us before it ceases and we right ourselves again. It’s like it’s trying to demonstrate that we must go to it or it will bury us under the sands.

      “It makes sense. The winds always pick up when its wings move,” Jezzinta muses like she’s talking to herself, not us.

      “Only one way to find out,” Alexia says, striding towards it without missing a beat. My heart stops.

      I hurry after her and grab her arm to stop her from geting away from me. The roar coming from the creature brings me to my knees, and I release my hold on her to cover my ears. As soon as I let go of her, it stops. She hasn’t moved away from me, and I look up at her. She frowns and reaches for me with her hand. I tense, expecting another earsplitting sound, but silence remains.

      “Your ears are bleeding.” She glances at her fingers with a frown before turning her head towards the creature.

      “He wasn’t trying to hurt me. He is afraid you will hurt me and he wants to protect me,” she says as if she’s standing next to it.

      I am about to tell her it can’t possibly hear her soft words, but a rumbling purr shakes the ground, like the creature can hear her and it approves of what she has said. I press my lips together, my mind running through scenarios as I focus on it. Could it be that the creature is protective of her? She did tell me that Enlil said she helped Anzu steal the tablets from him. Is there more to this story? My mind spins, but she is walking again, and automatically my hand latches onto her arm to stop her. I tense, but again no sound comes from the creature. I lift myself off the ground and go with her, not releasing her arm. She stiffens but doesn’t say a word. Jezzinta comes next to me on the other side and we approach the creature.

      The closer we get, the more uneasy I am. The creature towers over us like a small mountain. Its eagle-shaped head doesn’t move, but its eyes track Alexia’s movements, ignoring the rest of us completely. I decide the creature must not be very bright if it dismisses me from its list of potential threats. We amble forward until we can see its face. I will be the first to admit that the creature is intimidating this close. The beak looks big enough and sharp enough to split me in two. If it goes after the women, there will be nothing left of them. I look at Alexia and see her squinting at the creature’s face.

      “Can you not see it?” I say softly, trying not to startle it by speaking louder.

      “Oh, I can see it, but my mind is trying to bring up a memory of him,” she mumbles distractedly, still staring up at it.

      Before we realize what she is doing, she strides up to it with her hand raised. I’m about to spring after her when Jezzinta stops me by jerking on my arm.

      “Look,” she says, pointing with her chin. My mouth opens and closes few times but no words come out.

      Alexia is standing with her hand elevated, and the creature slowly and very gracefully lowers to the ground on all fours, making sure its wings don’t move. It drops its head gently, allowing her to run her hand over the side of its face so close to its eye she can poke it if she means it harm. It’s a sign of so much trust that all I can do is stare openmouthed. As much as I would like to believe I know everything about Alexia, I realize I have barely scratched the surface. The witch is a puzzle that will take more than a millennium to solve.

      “You are beautiful,” she coos, and it purrs like a housecat.

      I do not blame the creature; I feel like purring, too, when she gives me her full attention and touches me. But it sure is a sight to behold that this monster acts as if it’s the most harmless thing in all realms under her hand. Jezzinta tightens her hold on my arm in anticipation, and I do not think she is breathing. I jerk my arm slightly, and she gulps air, nodding her thanks before turning towards the scene playing out in front of us.

      “Do you know why I’m here?” Alexia asks Anzu, and that makes the creature move.

      I tense as it lifts the head and the screech-roar sound bursts from his beak, making me grab my ears. The witches do, too. Two seconds after the sound dies, a slight wind picks up. Before any of us can move, the winds get so strong I cannot get to Alexia and Jezzinta can barely hold on to me. A shadow covers us, and I do my best to look up to see what it is. My heart stops when I see Anzu open his huge paw and wrap Alexia in it. The next moment, Jezzinta and I are pressed together, held in his other paw. As I am about to unleash my power on the creature, Jezzinta’s words stop me.

      “I don’t think it’s trying to hurt us.”

      “How would you know? Are you an expert on the creature?”

      “Don’t be an ass, Lucifer, it could’ve crushed us by now, yet here we are chatting. Well, I’m chatting and you are being an ass.”

      My reply is cut off as we are gently dropped on the sand. I roll away and jump to my feet, ready for anything. Alexia is standing where I last saw her, unharmed, and I can breathe again. I frown when I realize she is not looking at me but behind me. Turning around, I jump back when my eyes land on huge paws. I turn my head towards Alexia and I see Anzu still sitting there.

      “There are two of them?” Jezzinta’s words enter my brain and I glance back at the new creature.

      “Apparently,” Alexia says simply, still looking at the new one.

      I’m disgusted with myself. It is like living in a different reality, because I jump around at every sound or movement like a woman, while Alexia is standing still like nothing is happening. By now, I would’ve leveled everything around me, but worrying about her and making sure she doesn’t get hurt makes me act out of character. After straightening up, I move to her and grab her hand. If they decide to eat her, they can eat me, too, and I tell her that. She looks at me and starts laughing.

      “Oh, dear goddess. You’re serious.” She bends over, placing her hands on her knees.

      “I cannot see how this is funny, witch,” I growl at her and it makes her laugh more.

      “Come on, Lucifer. They could’ve killed us, but they’re just sitting here. I know Anzu; I can sense him in my heart. I just didn’t know there were two of them. I don’t even know the other one’s name,” she says, looking up at the new creature apologetically. That makes it purr, and I shake my head. Unbelievable!

      “Now what? Do we invite them for a cuppa?” Jezzinta chuckles.

      “I’m here for the tablets. You know where they are, right?” Alexia glances at Anzu.

      Instead of Anzu, the new creature moves, lifting its front paw and opening it. There in the center the stone tablets with glowing golden symbols sit peacefully like they haven’t been the reason for so many lost lives. Jezzinta gasps but Alexia doesn’t move, only stares at them like she is worried they might bite her.

      “You want me to take them?” I ask her, and she shakes her head, her eyes still on them.

      “Sis?” Jezzinta says the word like a question.

      “I got it,” Alexia answers and, releasing my hand, she strides right up to the open paw and reaches with both hands to pick up the tablets.

      As she steps away, she gasps, and her body jerks like it’s been pulled on both sides. The tablets glow with a brilliant white light for a second and, as I get into motion to push them off her hands, they disintegrate into a fine sand that enters her skin without a grain falling on the ground. She drops and I grab her in my arms. Her soul is burning a hole in my collarbone and it’s pulsing wildly. I stare at her, trying to think of anything I should do when writing in many languages pulses all over her skin. Words and names appear and disappear in white lights while her body shakes uncontrollably like she is having a seizure. Her eyes move rapidly behind her closed lids and I hold her tight to my chest.

      “If she is hurt, I will kill you both,” I roar at the creatures, but they only stare at me with their unblinking yellow eyes.

      After what feels like a lifetime, she stops shaking and the words disappear from her skin. I hold my breath, and Jezzinta kneels next to me, wringing her hands and biting her lips as if she is physically preventing herself from screaming. I share the sentiment. Alexia still hasn’t moved.

      “Please, my love. Wake up,” I implore her.

      Her lashes flutter and she opens her eyes. Those deep oceans bore into mine, searching. I release the breath I am holding, hugging her to me and burying my face in her neck. It is terribly embarrassing that I want to cry from the relief coursing through me.

      “What happened?” she says, running her fingers through my hair, but I just shake my head, unable to answer her.

      “The tablets turned into sand and went inside you.” Jezzinta does not beat around the bush.

      “What?” Alexia jerks in my arms, and I release her only because as long as I see her moving, I know she is okay.

      “You don’t remember?” I frown at her.

      “No.” She drags the word out like she’s unsure. “I remember taking them in my hands and then feeling like I was pushed into a twister. Everything was spinning …” she trails off, looking at her hands. Lifting her eyes to mine, she takes a deep breath. “I saw crystal cities floating off the ground, pyramids like I have never even read about. There was a small bright sun pulsing with pure energy and water. So much water everywhere. Then I opened my eyes and I saw you,” she tells me.

      “It does not matter what you saw. What matters is that no one is going to know this happened. Am I clear?” I growl at everyone around me.

      “Why not?” Alexia frowns at me. “I need to tell Inanna.”

      “I said no one! Even the walls have ears. Tiamat has gone to great lengths to get these tablets. When she knows they are inside of you, what do you think is going to happen? You will wish for death, I assure you. Even if we deal with Tiamat, there will always be someone stupid enough to want them. And by default, you,” I tell her. “We tell no one!” I repeat, and Jezzinta nods at me.

      “Little late for that don’t you think?” a male voice echoes around us and I look behind both women at the male staring at us with his arms crossed over his chest.
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      Alexia…

      

      Looking over my shoulder, I do a double take. The man standing there looks so familiar my heart skips a beat but I can’t place him. Deep in my bones I feel like I know him, but I don’t think I’ve ever met him before.

      “Who are—” I start but Lucifer cuts me off.

      “Enki! I should’ve known you would not sit this one out. What do you want?” He hikes towards the man.

      “Enki? As in the God of waters?” I frown at Lucifer’s back.

      “The one and only, my dear,” Enki answers, his arrogant tone making me look like an idiot for not knowing straight away so I just want to slap him.

      “Well, good for you,” I chirp with a cheerfulness I don’t feel, making him raise an eyebrow at me. He looks down his nose as if I’m a stain on his shoe.

      “What do you want?” Lucifer is not the one for small talk.

      “What is rightfully mine. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      While they talk quietly, I observe Enki. I still have that feeling that I know him. He is tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired, and just as disgustingly handsome as the rest of them. I mean really! Is it too much to ask to see an ugly god or goddess? His voice is deep and melodic and I can almost feel the power behind his words when he speaks, like he is trying to trick your mind into doing anything he tells you. Too bad for him that shit doesn’t work on me. Judging by the heated conversation, it doesn’t work on Lucifer, either. I look at Jezzinta from the corner of my eye, and she’s as cool as a cucumber. Good! It doesn’t work on her, either.

      His expressionless face is covered with a long beard, braided and tied up nicely down to his collarbone, but it doesn’t make him look wild. It makes him look wise and respectable. I snort at the thought, and his eyes land on my face. Giving him the most innocent look I can muster, I blink at him. He narrows his eyes at me like he can see through my charade, and my lips twitch. Well with everything spinning out of control, I figure if I go, I’ll go with a bang. Screw all these assholes and their self-righteousness.

      His lips press into a thin white line betraying his displeasure, and I finally grin at him. Well, bare my teeth is more like it.

      “What have you done to her?” He cuts off whatever Lucifer is saying.

      Lucifer frowns, looking back at me, and I smile at him, shrugging one shoulder.

      “We have done nothing but help her and protect her. You should go have that conversation with Tiamat,” he growls, getting into Enki’s face.

      “She is different,” Enki tells him, waving off his comment like it’s nonsense.

      “And how would you know?” I ask him in hopes he will say something to make me remember where I know him from.

      He takes a step back like I actually slap him and looks incredulously at Lucifer as if the angel will tell him I’m crazy or something. That actually makes me look at Anzu. I wonder if he knows Enki, too, and that’s why he didn’t warn us of his approach. My heart skips a beat when I see Anzu and the other one, whose name I don’t know, still like they’re frozen in place with a blueish shimmer around them.

      “What did you do to them?” I snap at Enki.

      “They’re fine. I just didn’t want them getting involved in this.” He sniffs.

      “They’re not fine, you asshole. How dare you?” I yell at him and lift my hands to remove whatever he has placed around them.

      As I remove it, it forms again in the same second. I frown and look at Enki. His hand is raised, too, and he’s smirking at me.

      “Release them!” I say through clenched teeth.

      “We can’t have a conversation if I do. It seems like they are protective of you,” he says the last words like that idea disgusts him.

      “There is nothing for you here. You should leave.” Lucifer grabs Enki’s arm and propels him away from us, making him stumble.

      “Oh, I don’t think I’m going to do that, angel. The tablets were mine before Inanna played her tricks and stole them from me. I’m taking them. You don’t think she exists only because I had nothing better to do, do you?” He points at me and my entire existence halts.

      My mind, my heart, my blood … everything stops at those simple words. I stare at him, not breathing as I search his face. He looks at me and gives me the biggest grin I have ever seen. I still can’t breathe and I’m starting to get lightheaded. Black spots dance in the corners of my eyes.

      “Oh, sweet goddess,” I whisper through numb lips, unable to take my eyes off him.

      “Alexia, breathe!” Lucifer’s words make me take a much-needed breath.

      “He made me, didn’t he?” I still don’t take my eyes of Enki even though I’m talking to Lucifer.

      “Yes, I am your creator—or your father. However you wish to regard it is fine with me,” Enki says arrogantly.

      Faded memories from when I was a child play in my head. That’s why I remember seeing him. He was around for a little while before he disappeared and left me with my mother. I think I’ve had way too many shocks the last couple of days because my entire insides are shaking.

      “Okay, Darth Vader, cut the shit! We get it!” Jezzinta snaps angrily at Enki, making him look at her with a frown. “See? You’re nothing to her if you don’t understand what I just said. She’s a nerd and you’re not.”

      She says it so matter-of-factly that you would think she just performed a DNA test and announced, “Enki, you are not the father.” Lucifer looks confused, too, and that is all I need to snap out of my shock. I look at Jezzinta gratefully. She nods her head as if that means mission accomplished. In a way, I guess it does.

      I look at Enki with new eyes. This man, god—whatever you want to call him—is the one that made me. The one who gave me life. I’ve spent my entire life begging silently to whoever would listen to let me meet him. I don’t know what I was hoping to achieve, but I wanted it so bad it overtook a part of me I never recovered. Now here he is, standing tall and proud in front of me, as arrogant as anyone I’ve ever known, and I have Lucifer around me twenty-four-seven. I have no idea what I expected. For him to hug me, to tell me he missed me, or even loved me. Whatever it was, he falls short. His first words are about the tablets and only the tablets.

      “Oh. Are you disappointed, Alexia?” His look and words are so patronizing, anger bubbles up in my chest.

      “I’m just a tool to you,” It’s not a question, it’s a statement.

      I don’t think he can read the turmoil in me, because he smiles as if I just told him he won the lottery, then he sighs. Or maybe he expected more drama.

      “That is why you were created, yes,” he tells me proudly. I stare at him.

      “She is not a tool!” Lucifer punches him in the face, making him fall to his side in the sand. “She will never be a tool, not if I can help it!” he yells down at him.

      I stay where I am and stare at him. Enki starts chuckling and wipes the blood from his lip with the back of his hand. His eyes sparkle with laughter as he looks up at Lucifer almost like he is lounging, waiting for us to feed him grapes. He is bare-chested and the blue fabric wrapped around his waist has lifted enough that his muscular things are in plain view. Luckily his dangly bits stay covered. I don’t think I can survive that image.

      “Oh, this is getting better and better by the moment.” He keeps chuckling “Lucifer is in love with my creation.”

      With that, he throws his head back and laughs so hard tears slide from the corners of his eyes before he flops on his back, pounding his fists on the sand. Lucifer’s anger blasts me. The hairs on my arms and neck stand straight, and I see Jezzinta rubbing her hands over her arms, but she says nothing. The longer Enki laughs, the more painful the prickling on my skin gets. My legs start moving without my permission, and when I reach Lucifer I lean my body into his side wrapping an arm around his waist. Like a switch, the prickling stops and I kiss his chest.

      “He isn’t worth it,” I tell him, and he searches my eyes to see if I’m telling him the truth.

      I let him see it all. The hope, the expectations, the disappointment, the pain, and the acceptance of it all. And I really do accept it all. His eyes soften and he pulls me closer, giving me a gentle kiss on the lips.

      “You are not a tool,” he tells me.

      “I’m not?” I snort ungracefully.

      “No. You are not. He may be your creator, but he knows nothing of who and what you are, my love. We all know nothing. He may have planted a seed, but he did not know what would come of it apart from it being a tree. If it would grow to be an oak …” He kisses me again. “Or an apple tree,” he finishes quietly, brushing his fingers on the apple shaped brand at my wrist.

      I search his eyes, my mind whirling to figure out his cryptic words. Can he be telling the truth? Can I truly be more than what I have been told I am my entire life, or lifetimes for that matter? His ancient, star-filled eyes watch me, unblinking, with so much love and acceptance, it makes me want to cry. I want to believe his words so badly that my hands start shaking around him.

      “I have been a blind fool for many lifetimes. I do not care who or what you are, Alexia. I love you for it all. Everything that you are, everything that you will become. All of it. Whatever that is, it is mine and I will fight to keep it. Even if I have to fight you for it.”

      “How sentimental! Unfortunately, I don’t have time for this. Come along, Alexia, we are leaving.” Enki’s bored voice breaks whatever magick Lucifer has been weaving with his words. Unfortunately for Enki, everything the angel says takes root deep in my core.

      “And where exactly are we going?” I ask him.

      “Back to my realm, where you belong. The tablets are mine and they will stay with me.” He speaks slowly like I’m stupid.

      “Oh, okay, then. I’ll get right on that!” I shake my head at him.

      “In all seriousness, you should just go home and reflect on your choices,” Jezzinta says to Enki and I turn to look at her. She’s been standing there watching everything quietly.

      “You are coming with me!” He snaps at me, and I take a step away from Lucifer.

      “You’ll have to make me,” I tell him simply and push fire as hard as I can out of my hands towards him.

      It engulfs him completely, and for a second, I sag with relief, at least until he steps out of it, steam coming off his skin but otherwise unharmed.

      “You can’t fight me; I made you,” he says through clenched teeth.

      “Maybe she cannot, but I can.” Before the last word leaves his lips, Lucifer’s power slams into Enki, propelling him into the air and tossing him away.

      Like an acrobat, he twists his body in the air and lands on one knee thirty feet away, making a cloud of sand and dust puff out around him. He lifts his head slowly, his hair wild around his face as he gives Lucifer a feral smile.

      “I haven’t had a good brawl in a long time,” he says.

      He stands up and a powerful blast of water comes out of him, hitting Lucifer in the chest and surrounding him like a bubble. I can see him struggling to push out of it, his wings making it more difficult to twist and turn in the water. I reach a hand inside it, pulling the water to me and away from him. Turning around, I send it back to Enki. He frowns at me as if he thinks I’m betraying him or something. The arrogance of these entities is mind-blowing. Lucifer doesn’t hesitate. His rage is almost palpable, and he sends his power towards Enki at full force. It’s almost too painful to stand this close to it, and I hear Jezzinta gasp as she drops to her knees. I lift my hands, placing a barrier around her to protect her from it all. Thunder and lightning split the sky, which was, a second ago, light blue with not a cloud in sight. In the middle of all the noise, there’s a strong ripple in the veil between realms, like a rubber band has snapped, but I can’t concentrate on it because I’m almost done placing the protective bubble around my sister.

      The thunders are getting louder, the blood rushing through my veins pounding in my ears, making it sound like I’m standing on the coast of the ocean in the middle of the storm surrounding me, but I ignore it all. She will be protected before I join Lucifer. Just as the dome closes around Jezzinta, she lifts her head to look at me and her eyes widen at something behind me. As I’m about to turn, a clawed hand as big as my body wraps around me, squeezing the life out of me.

      “Stop!” The booming voice makes my ears pop and all the noise stops the same second.

      My eyes go straight to Enki and, as our eyes meet, his widen before they narrow, as if I have done something wrong to him. Warmth drips down my body and I glance down to see my blood flowing freely where the claws are digging deep into me.

      At this very moment, I understand why they say, “be careful what you wish for, you might just get it.” I used to think, what a load of crap. Why would I be careful if I want it? Well … sometimes what you wish for at the time is not what you want. I know it now that I’m staring at his face and see my life flash before my eyes while my blood soaks the dirt at my feet. A self-deprecating smile tugs at my lips and I close my eyes, surrendering to the darkness that is too happy to take me into its embrace, thinking how uneventful my death is after everything.
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      Lucifer…

      

      Seeing Tiamat in her dragon form, holding Alexia like a toy in her claws while her head, arms, and legs are dangling overwhelms me with so many emotions I am frozen in place, empty of everything. There is no anger, joy, rage or … anything. Emptiness overtakes me and I stand, staring at nothing in particular. I hear Enki panting next to me but it sounds muted somehow so I ignore it.

      “Where are the tablets?” she booms, shaking her hand holding Alexia, making blood spray all over the sand. Saplings start growing immediately.

      I look at Enki, and he presses his mouth in a thin line, saying nothing. A blinking light gets my attention and I see a barrier that Alexia must have placed wink out of existence around Jezzinta. It’s like the final nail in a coffin. I don’t need to see it to know her connection with the light workers no longer exists. They will soon leave the realm of the living as well.

      I still cannot move, overcome by the silence in me. Anzu and the other creature are the same. Like stone gargoyles, they don’t even blink.

      “We don’t know and you better end me, too, you bitch, since you just took my sister!” Jezzinta speaks bravely or stupidly, I cannot decide which, while making boulders fly from under the sand towards Tiamat.

      Tiamat’s huge head twists to look at her, and in a swift move, she grabs Jezzinta, stabbing her body with her claws as she flings her away like she is a pebble.

      “Where are they?” she roars, shaking Alexia’s limp body at us. The only thing I can think of is how much Alexia will hurt when she sees what happened to her last remaining sister.

      “You should not have done that.” My voice is so soft and hoarse I can barely hear it myself.

      Enki jerks his head towards me like I have screamed the words, and widening his eyes, he takes a step away from me. I do not know why; I still feel nothing. The silence in me after everything Alexia woke in me is deafening. Tiamat stops shaking her hand and leans her head down, closing in on my face.

      “And why should I have not, angel?” Her voice hisses, her calculating eye zooming in on my face with clearly-visible glee.

      “She will hurt when she sees her sister is gone. She has suffered much. I do not like it when she hurts. It makes me want to destroy things.” I still speak softly and evenly, wondering how I am even capable of speech.

      Enki takes another step back but Tiamat is still too focused on me. I move my eyes from Alexia’s body to look at Tiamat’s eye, which is looking at me, her head tilted to the side so she can see me clearly. Her vertical pupil expands and contracts, scrutinizing me. I stare at it numbly.

      “You mean to tell me you care about this thing and not the tablets of destiny?” She lifts, waving Alexia in my face.

      Her hair swings around, sending the smell of jasmine and roses to my nose. I take a deep breath. There is pressure in my chest, like she is squeezing me with her claws, not Alexia.

      “I do not care about your damned tablets, or any of you for that matter. Give her to me!”

      “I don’t think so, not until you tell me where they are.” She pulls her hand close to her body.

      “They were not here.” Enki speaks for the first time.

      “You lie!” She hisses in his face

      “I don’t lie, Mother. They are not here. No one knows where they are,” he tells her, and if I had not known better, I would’ve believed him.

      “You all lie! You killed my consort and stole them, greed for power fueling your hatred. Didn’t you think you would all pay for your actions?” Tiamat gets her face close to Enki, hiding Alexia from my view, and that is when something breaks inside me, like someone has broken a bone.

      With a roar louder than any sound that has ever come from my chest, I grab Tiamat’s head and twist, flipping her entire body over. She lands on her back. As the ground shakes from the impact, I pull her claws, breaking them apart. Then I bring Alexia to my chest, dropping on my knees where I stand.

      “Open your eyes, Alexia. Look at me … please.” My voice cracks and I clear my throat.

      Her eyes are closed, like she is sleeping, her dark lashes casting crescent shadows on her cheeks. Her lips are slightly parted, and she looks so peaceful I cannot help it when I bend my head and kiss her. Her lips don’t move. They are soft like petals but there is no life in them. They stay as they are. I watch for any sign that she is still with me. I hear Tiamat move and Enki starts fighting her, but I cannot think of why, or whether they will turn on me next. Smoothing Alexia’s hair from her face, I wrench her closer to me still.

      “Come on, my love. Open your eyes. Look at me,” I beg her, but her eyes stay closed and the color on her face fades a little. For a moment, her face turns blurry and I panic, only to realize it is because tears are falling down my face. I do not care. Blinking fast, I clear my vision, because it feels like she will disappear if I’m not looking at her. If the tears of an angel are a curse, then let me curse all the realms and everything in them. My heart beats painfully fast as I continue holding her limp body. The sounds of battle rage around me but I am frozen in time and space, unaware of anything.

      Then I remember the ruby around my neck, tugging it out of my top. It has faded in color and I can barely sense it vibrating, but it’s not empty. Hope blooms in my chest and I lift my head, looking for Tiamat. I see her fighting Enki in the distance. He must have led her away from us. I cannot concern myself with his motivations, so I concentrate on the woman in my arms.

      Calling on Inanna is easy, and she appears in front of me within seconds. When she sees what I’m holding in my arms, she drops on her knees next to me.

      “No! This can’t be!” Her shocked voice stabs me more deeply than any blade.

      “Stop talking like she is gone! She’s not; I feel her!” I snap, dangling the ruby in her face.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Lucifer!” she says angrily.

      “I know exactly what I am talking about,” I say through clenched teeth. “And you are going to help me.”

      “I’m not going to the abyss. You are on your own.” She rocks back on her knees. “This shouldn’t have happened,” she adds as if she is talking to herself.

      “Don’t you think I know that!” I yell at her face, my powers erratic and out of control.

      A ripple through the veil stops our arguing as another entity joins the fight between Enki and Tiamat. In the meantime, hordes of demons have enlisted in the chaos, and it looks like they will overpower Enki at any moment, no matter how much he tries to keep them at bay. It is almost as if we are in a realm of our own while the battle is all around us.

      Inanna squints at the newcomers and sucks in a sharp breath. “What is Marduk doing here?” she mumbles.

      “The city god of Babylon? I don’t know and I don’t care, Inanna. Will you help me or not? She has done everything for you; you owe her this much!”

      “I can’t go, Lucifer. I did that once and disrupted many things. As much as I love her, I will have to let her go until she is born again,” she says sadly. “I truly didn’t think this would happen.”

      “Well, I am going and I …”

      A thunderous roar shakes the ground, flinging us into the sand, and I curl my body protectively over Alexia. A shadow covers us and Tiamat’s head sits above me with a spear sticking from her forehead right between her brows. The spear is glowing bright as it embeds deeper. She has lost and she knows it, but there is still some fight left in her. Her eyes are almost unseeing and I smile a feral smile in her face. Inanna screams my name and, in slow-motion, I watch as one clawed hand hits me in the head and another grabs Alexia from my arms. A portal opens next to Tiamat and, with a satisfied smirk, she flings Alexia’s body through it. Anzu and the other creature fly through it after her, but before I move, it blinks out of existence. As she releases her last breath and drops onto the sand, a roar rips from my chest, bursting my wings from my back. It goes on forever. I believe I hear Inanna scream and there are some male voices, but all I see is red. There is pain in my back like it’s on fire but I ignore it. It’s nothing compared to the pain in my heart. Everywhere I turn, rivers of blood flow over everyone and everything. Burning pain intensifies at my shoulders but I welcome it. Then silence.

      “I will not be the devil for humanity. I shall be the devil the gods will fear.” I do not even recognize the voice coming from me.

      “Oh fuck!” Marduk says. My head swivels in his direction and he lifts his hands in surrender. “I came as fast as I could. I am sorry,” he tells me.

      “I do not need your sympathy,” I snap at him, then turn to Inanna. “You will stay away from her from this day forward”

      “Your wings …” she points towards me, shaking her head, but I have said all I have to say.

      With one last look at Enki, who nods gravely at me, I open a portal and go into the abyss to fight a battle I am not sure I can win.
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      The abyss

      Alexia…

      It’s all darkness around me and I feel peace like I’ve never known before. The strangest thing is that I have no body and it’s like I’m everywhere and everything. It’s a little overwhelming at first, but I get used to it.  All the inner turmoil and conflict I battled my entire life is gone and all I know is love, contentment, and peace. It’s beautiful and all-consuming.

      I have no idea how much time has passed since I’ve been like this. It could’ve been a second or hundreds of years, but I realize it doesn’t even matter. I’m complete. It’s like home.

      Some unwanted feeling nags at me, trying to get my attention, but I ignore it. Nothing can compare to this bliss. I’m not a tool here. I have no one I need to protect and no one needs to protect me. Everything is as it should be. I don’t even know why I still think of myself as Alexia. I have no name; I am all names and none of them at the same time.

      That nagging feeling is getting persistent and it distracts my peace. I try to will it away but the harder I try, the more annoying it becomes. Something is trying to push me into tight confines but I won’t let it. I’m infinite; I can’t be contained. A tugging feeling starts somewhere on my non-existent body and, even as I struggle to free myself from it, it sucks me in like water through a straw. Bright light blinds me and I close my eyes to stop the headache that it causes. I freeze. I have eyes? What the fuck!

      Blinking rapidly, I do my best to clear them so I can see where I am. What on Earth happened? One moment, I am looking at Enki, and the next I’m here. I have this feeling inside that I’m infinite, but it fades so quickly that I convince myself I imagine it. Finally, the light is bearable and I slowly open my eyes.

      It’s not bright at all. I’m standing in a huge round room with only one big ass chair—like a throne—in the middle of it. I’m also alone. I’m debating if I should go sit on it to see how fast someone will show up to claim it. I snort. If I know the arrogance of gods as well as I think I do, I bet it’ll be less than a second.

      “What is funny?” A beautiful, melodious voice reaches my ears, and I twist around to see who spoke. There is no one there.

      “I was thinking of sitting on your throne to see how fast you’d show up,” I say truthfully. “Obviously very fast, since just thinking it made you speak,” I add for good measure.

      “Go on then. Sit,” the voice says.

      “Ummm, I don’t think so. There’s always a catch. I’m good standing, but thanks for the offer.”

      “You think I need tricks to get what I want?” it asks.

      “Isn’t that what you are doing now? Hiding while talking to me?” I ask without a trace of sarcasm. I’m so proud of myself.

      “Very wise indeed,” the voice says, and I can hear the swishing of fabric right before I see who has been talking.

      I can’t tell if it’s a male or a female. The body looks like the universe has been given a shape. It’s dark with stars sparkling all over it. Tiny planets move around it and galaxies pop in and out. But it has a body, along with arms, legs, and long, dark blue hair flowing to its feet. It also has eyes that are scary as fuck because they look like two pebble-sized suns staring at you, glowing. My knees go weak, and without my control, I drop onto them like I’m worshiping whatever it is that’s standing in front of me now.

      “Oh, stand up, child. There is no need to kneel before me. Not after you wished to sit on my throne.”

      “I don’t want to sit on it. That is all yours, thank you. I was just thinking of a way not to wait too long for someone to show up.” I talk to the ground because I don’t seem to be able to lift my head.

      “You are in a rush, then?” it asks me.

      “Well, I did leave my sister in the middle of a fight and she might get hurt. Plus, I think Lucifer needs me, too. Otherwise he and Enki might kill each other.” I have no fucking clue why I’m rambling but I can’t stop the words from spilling out of my mouth.

      “And why did you all find yourselves in that predicament, child?”

      “Because of some stupid destiny, that’s why. Gods play games and humanity has to pay for it.” My word-vomit continues, spilling everything that comes to mind.

      “Hmm. You speak of the tablets of destiny?”

      “The very same, yes. We had no other option but to find them,” I say angrily. “It was my destiny,” I add.

      “You always have options; you just chose to follow that path.”

      “Really? That’s the best you’ve got? I always had options? You think I chose to see my grandmother get killed? Or my sisters sacrifice themselves so we weren’t hunted like animals anymore? Or maybe you think I chose for my own mother to hate me and call me a freak while my so-called father, or creator as he calls himself, tells me I’m a tool? Are those the options we are talking about? If that’s the case, why don’t you pick an option, too? Let’s say pick a fucking gender so I know how to address you. It’ll make shit a helluva lot easier,” I finish my rant, breathing hard like I am sprinting. As soon as I’m done, I wish I can take everything back, because I don’t even know who this is, and I just insulted it. The silence is deafening.

      “You want to say that you don’t want to possess the tablets?”

      “What do I need them for? I’m neither a god nor a goddess.”

      “But you are something else. Are you not?”

      “The vessel,” I tell it dejectedly.

      “You almost sound as if you wish you were not, when many would do everything to have a clear path in front of them.”

      “I don’t want it when it comes with losing everyone I love.”

      “Ah, I see. You think this whole thing was about you.”

      “Well, it happened to me, so yes, it kinda is about me.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I thought you didn’t need manipulations,” I snap at it, my anger getting the better of me.

      “Okay. Let us see then if this was about you.” With those words, the fabric moves again, then it sits on the throne.

      “Can you at least tell me if you are a she or he? I don’t know what to name you, and calling you ‘it’ doesn’t sound very nice,” I tell it. Tinkling laughter echoes around me, making me smile involuntarily.

      “I am both and none of them. But let us see what this was all about, shall we?”

      Bright light blinds me for a second, forcing me to close my eyes. When I open them, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. It takes me a second to recognize him. Lucifer looks like a man possessed. His hair is wild, sticking out this way and that all over the place. His clothes look like he has been walking through thorn bushes, ripped in so many places I wonder how they still stay on his body. His wide, bloodshot eyes glow yellowish and they are too big for his face. Most of all, I can’t take my eyes away from his wings. His beautiful wings are pitch black, shimmering in the dim lighting with blood-red tips on every single feather. They are as beautiful as they are terrifying.

      What the hell happened to him? I gasp.
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        * * *

      

      Lucifer…

      

      It feels like an eternity that I have been searching, and still there is no sign of Alexia anywhere. I cannot stop. If I stop, I will destroy everything in my path, including the humans for which she gave her life. Rage and anger suffocate me, and the only thing keeping me sane is the ruby around my neck that slowly fades but still holds a spark. I do not know how much time has passed, but I must find her.

      Out of nowhere, the ruby flares to life so fast the bright red light from it blinds me. I wrap my fist around it, my heart beating fast like it will break through my chest. Something is happening, and I shall go mad if I don’t have something go right for me finally. A bright light blinds me and I stumble into a big round room. A gasp makes me turn around and my knees go weak when I see Alexia kneeling on the ground looking up at me. I drop down, opening my arms to her. Without missing a beat, she crawls towards me and throws herself at my chest. I take a breath for the first time in what feels like an eternity.

      “I found you,” I say hoarsely, burying my face in her neck and breathing her in. My hands are trembling but I squeeze her tight to my chest. “I’m never letting go of you again,” I tell her.

      “Okay, don’t, but I can’t breathe,” she wheezes, and I loosen my hold—not by much, though. I’m not ready for that yet.

      Pulling her head back, she searches my face, and I drink in her face with my own eyes. Her eyes are open, the blue orbs glowing brightly as she is looking at me. That is all I want.

      “Jezzinta?” she says the name as a question. Closing my eyes for a second, I shake my head slowly. She moans but doesn’t say or do anything.

      “Hello, Lucifer,” a voice speaks, and I jump up, pulling Alexia flush to my back. “There is no need to fear. I am the one who brought you here.”

      “Nyx?” I frown, not sure that it is her.

      “I have been known by that name, yes.”

      “The goddess of the stars?” Alexia pokes her head around my shoulder. It makes me warm all over to see her animated even when she still won’t let me protect her as I want to.

      “One and the same.”

      “Can I call you that? It’s much easier,” Alexia says, and I wonder if she has been here the entire time I was searching.

      “If you wish. Naming things is human nature. We are boundless and endless. We don’t need labels.”

      “How very nice for you,” Alexia quips, and a laugh bursts from my chest, startling me. I did not think I would ever hear myself laugh again.

      “You are here for a reason, Lucifer.” Those glowing eyes settle on me.

      “Yes, I know. I am here because I am taking Alexia with me.”

      “That will be a little difficult.”

      “There is nothing to discuss; she will come with me because that’s where she belongs.”

      “Is that so? And where does she belong, angel?”

      “With me!” I say with everything in me. “I will either take her with me or follow wherever she goes. It is that simple!”

      “Are you so desperate for power you will do anything to keep the tablets of destiny?” The entity before me watches me with so much intensity the tiny hairs on my body stand on end.

      “The tablets? I do not care about your god-forsaken tablets. If you can take them from her, it will be better. She, however, comes with me.”

      “I see.”

      “Listen. I don’t know what you have heard or what you think you know, but Lucifer has helped me a lot throughout this whole damn thing. He is not trying to keep the tablets, of that I am one-hundred percent sure,” Alexia says as she steps out from behind me, and I want to weep from the conviction I hear in her voice.

      “Very well,” the entity says, and Alexia crumbles at my feet. The weight of the ruby becomes lighter around my neck.

      “No!” I scream and drop down, pulling her to me “Bring her back,” I say desperately.

      “Did you not say you don’t want the tablets?”

      “But I want her! I need her!” I whisper, lifting Alexia’s head and pressing her under my chin.

      “Even if she is mortal?”

      “Yes!”

      “Even if she is human and has no power?”

      “Yes!”

      “Even if she does not remember you when you take her back?”

      “Ye—wait, what?” I frown.

      “Will you want her back if she doesn’t remember who and what you are to her?”

      I look down at Alexia’s face. I cannot let her go. I will not let her go, even if that means she has to get to know me and trust me all over again.

      “Yes,” I say as I bend down and kiss her, one tear trickling down my face. Who knows how long it will be until I can do that again?

      “And what will you give me?”

      “Making her powerless, mortal, and not remembering me is not enough?”

      “What will it be, angel?”

      “Anything. Everything. Take anything you want but her!”

      “That was all you had to say. Only the one willing to sacrifice everything for love can be the keeper of the tablets. She was always willing to do that. You, on the other hand, were not—not until now. The tablets were always meant to be in her. She is a woman, after all. A vessel for the feminine. Their words are written in her DNA and in her bones. Her destiny was to bring you back to your heart, for you, as a vessel of the masculine, had lost your way. She has succeeded in that, very impressively if I may say so, even when she had to suffer to achieve it. Your destiny begins now, however. You must bring her the light. It will be a difficult path but I do have faith in you. Until we meet again, Lucifer”

      With those words, a force pushes me through the veils, and I tighten my arms around Alexia, not chancing that she may slip away. When the spinning ends, I see that we are in Alexia’s house. It’s empty and quiet. I hope she will not hurt too much when she awakens, but I promise myself I will be there every step of the way. An ear-splitting scream makes me cringe and my mouth drops open when Alexia flails her arms and legs in her haste to get away from me.

      “Alexia, please. I mean you no harm.” I lift my hands in surrender, praying silently that she does not ask me to leave.

      She pants, holding her hand on her chest over her heart. Frowning, she glances around.

      “I didn’t hit my head, Lucifer. I know you don’t mean harm. I had a feeling I couldn’t breathe,” she huffs. I stare at her dumbfounded. “What?” she asks.

      “You remember me?”

      “Did you hit your head? It’s been you and me against everyone for a long time. Of course I remember you! Why? What happened? And how did we get here?”

      “Nyx said you wouldn’t remember me if I took you back. At least you remember all of us. That’s a good thing”

      “Huh? All of who?”

      “Your sisters, me …” I trail off as a look of confusion crosses her face, blood trickling slowly from her nose, and my heart squeezes painfully in my chest. “Remi? Jezzinta …” I stop talking because she looks more confused.

      I see now what I have waiting for me. Nyx erased the memories of her sisters, and I feel in my soul that it is my path to make her remember—to make her hurt again by doing so. I cannot face that for the moment, so I change the subject.

      “She said you will be mortal and have no power.”

      She flicks her wrists and a flame pops up in one palm as a bubble of water forms in the other. Lifting an eyebrow, she looks at me. I shrug my shoulder. I could not care less about any of it as long as she breathes.

      “I was told it was never about me. What else happened?”

      “I was asked what I was willing to give to have you back.” At my words, Alexia gasps. “I told her what I was willing to give.”

      “And what was that?” she whispers.

      “Everything,” I tell her simply, and she jumps in my arms kissing me so deeply my entire body heats up.

      “I love you,” she says, looking into my eyes. I can see it there and it makes my chest hurt.

      “As I love you, Alexia.”

      “Don’t ever leave me, okay?” she says solemnly.

      “Never! Not in a million years will I let you go.” I close my lips on hers, sealing my promise.

      
        
        THE END

        …OR IS IT ??

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello rebels,

      The story of Alexia and Lucifer will continue. I personally would love to see what the angel is planning to bring Alexia’s memories back. Enki also developed paternal feelings and will not be easy to get rid off, much to Alexia’s dismay. If you like to keep up with new releases and other goodies, sign up for the newsletter.

      Fill up this form

      Check out my other series too. There are angels, demons, vampires, Fae and shifters to keep you entertained. And don’t be shy, drop me a line. I love hearing from all of you.

      The Broken Halos Series

      Daywalkers Series

      New Blood Rising Trilogy

      

      Happy reading!

      

      Maya xxx
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