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The palace nestled in the rolling hills of Insontia was hardly the fanciest place Lux had ever been, and to be honest, it disappointed him. Everything tried too hard to be opulent and lavish, and even when it succeeded, the effort was all too apparent. 
Lux had gotten through the gate with an invitation to the party, courtesy of his boss, and he’d been ushered down to the ballroom. Instead of going in, he waited just outside the gilded doors, spying on the masquerade ball with disdain. 
The ballroom was filled to capacity. He hadn’t expected that many people to attend a tacky affair like this, but once again, Lux had overestimated the human race. All the girls wore flowing gowns, and their faces were hidden by glittery masks. A brunette caught sight of him hiding in the doorway, and she lowered her mask to get better look at him. 
Lux wore a perfectly tailored suit with a black shirt underneath, the top few buttons left undone. His blond hair had been pushed back, so it lay straight, except for where the curls formed at the base of his neck. He had the kind of smile, that when used correctly, got him nearly anything he wanted, but it never quite reached his blue eyes. 
There had been a time when all of this appealed to Lux. This anniversary party for a Lord and Lady he’d never met would’ve held some entertainment for him, even with its faux splendor and forced extravagance. The dance floor would’ve been a treat, full of beautiful women on which to dine, but he could barely muster the effort to smile back at the brunette. He’d grown bored with this all.
If he hadn’t been sent, Lux would never have come here. His instructions were to attend this ball for a job, and everything would be explained once he arrived. After years of this, he’d gotten used to vague orders, and it suited him better when he didn’t know what his boss was doing. 
A waiter offered him a flute of champagne, and Lux swallowed it down greedily. He considered leaving the palace entirely, hopping on his black horse, and racing off to meet Gula at a bar where they could eat and drink too much. 
But he knew better than to disobey his boss, so he settled for wandering away from the masquerade. He needed a moment to let the champagne hit him before he dealt with the crowd in the ballroom. 
Lux went down a long hallway, following a deep red carpet away from the ball. Eventually, he found himself in a rotunda, the sounds of the party a faded din on the other side of the palace. 
A massive chandelier hung from the ceiling, its crystals dangling like stalactites. The walls were papered in off-white with gold designs. A wide marble staircase curved up from the center of room, leading to the second story twenty feet above him. 
Lux put his hands on his hips and sighed. The red velvet rug underneath his feet was worn in places, the paper on the walls peeled in the corners, and several of the candles in the chandelier were missing. 
None of this made any sense. What could his boss possibly want with a Lord and Lady and their fading glory in a forgotten place like Insontia?
“Are you lost?” A soft voice came from the top of the stairs, sending a warm shiver through him, and Lux turned to see a girl.
Her long dark hair hung down her back, decorated simply with diamond clips, and her sparkling white dress revealed her slender shoulders. Her skin looked pale and smooth, like snow, and her lips curved into the most delicate of smiles. 
For a moment, he was struck completely mute by her beauty, and that response to her startled him. 
“Are you alright?” she asked, a nervous undercurrent to her words. Her hands on the banister, she leaned forward to see him better.
“Yes, I’m fine.” He suppressed his unnatural reaction and flashed his infamous smile, and she returned it easily and her shoulders relaxed. “I needed some air.” He stepped toward the stairs, feeling oddly drawn to her, but stopped himself before going farther. “What about you? Are you lost?”
“No.” She gave a small laugh and lowered her eyes, her hands twisting absently on the railing. “I know my way around here quite well.” 
“You’re not enjoying the party either?” Lux asked, staring up at her from the bottom of the staircase. 
She shrugged. “I always feel out of place at these things. I feel silly shouting down to you. Shall I come down to meet you?”
“Yes,” Lux replied before she’d even finished the question.  
She descended the stairs in a startlingly elegant way, as if she glided down them. Her fingers trailed along the banister, and her gown flowed out behind her. Something about her was terrifyingly captivating. He didn’t trust himself to even look at her, so Lux ran a hand through his hair and pretended to admire the chandelier. 
“Do you like it?” she asked when she reached the bottom.
“What?” Confused, Lux allowed himself to glance over at her. Up close, she was even more stunning, and he had to remind himself to breathe. 
“The chandelier.” She gestured to it.
“It’s… nice,” Lux said noncommittally, afraid of offending her. 
“Lady Scelestus commissioned it after her wedding,” she said, and Lux noticed a sadness in her tone. “She wanted to leave her imprint on the palace.”
“Well, she certainly has,” Lux muttered, letting his derision seep into his words. She laughed, a light sound that rippled through him. “Sorry. I don’t even know your name.”
“Lily,” she smiled, and he would’ve sworn he’d never seen anything quite so radiant. 
“I’m Lux.” 
When he said his name, she held out her hand, and he took it, a warm electricity running through him. He bent down and kissed the back of her hand. Her skin was cool on his lips, and her cheeks flushed ever so slightly. 
Lily quickly pulled her hand back from his. She took a step away, and he stepped after her. 
“The ball doesn’t suit your either?” she asked.
“No. I’m not much into parties,” Lux lied. He’d spent the majority of his existence partying, but he’d say anything to please her. 
“There are too many people.” Lily linked her hands together in front of her, resting them on the embroidered bodice of her dress.  “And I have nothing to say to them.”
“I’m sure you have plenty to offer.” He took another step closer to her, so close that he imagined he could smell the sweet fragrance of her skin. “If I may be so bold, you look lovely in that dress. In fact, I would say that no one has ever looked more lovely than you do right now.” 
“That’s not true at all.” She shook her head, making her dark waves sway around her. The rose on her cheeks deepened, and her smile turned shy. 
She lifted her head to look at him, maybe to protest further, but as soon as her eyes met his, all her words died on her lips. His heart pounded in his chest. Unable to deny the pull inside him any longer, Lux moved towards her, pressing his lips to hers before he could think about what he was doing. 
She kissed him back, timid at first. He wrapped his arms around her, barely restraining himself from pushing himself on her. She threw her arms around his neck, and then, as she kissed him, she wrapped the curls of his hair around her finger. 
That simple gesture did something to him he couldn’t explain, and he froze. He had no idea how to act. He wanted her in a way that he had never wanted anyone before, so instead of taking her the way he normally would, he stopped. His heart even ceased to beat.
“What?” Lily had noticed his abrupt change and stopped kissing him. Her ice blue eyes, welling with nervous tears, searched his. She moved back from him, and even though he wanted to hold her to him, he couldn’t make his arms work. “I’ve done something wrong.”
“No,” Lux shook his head, but his word came out feeble. 
“I’m such a fool.” She put her hand to her forehead, as if in pain, and her cheeks blanched. “I hope you’ll accept my humblest apologies. I had no idea what I was…” She trailed off, stepping away from him as she spoke.
“No, you’ve done nothing wrong.” He held at out his hand to her in an empty gesture. He wanted to comfort her, but to the best of his recollection, he’d never comforted anyone before. 
“I should get back to the ball.” Her words came out in a hurried jumble, doing a poor job of masking the quiver. “I do hope that you’ll forgive my parents for raising such an obscene child.”
“You’re not –” He didn’t have a chance to stop her before she lifted her skirts and dashed out of the room, running down the hall towards the ballroom. 
Lux could’ve gone after her. He even considered it, but he had no idea what was happening. Everything felt so unnatural. His heart beat erratically and his blood felt electrified, as if her touch had literally shocked him. His hand went to the back of his neck, gingerly touching where she had twirled her fingers. 
When his hair got a bit long, it tended to curl where it touched the top of his spine. He’d been with so many girls, and one of them had to have played with his hair. It had to have happened, at least once. 
But nothing had ever struck him as forcefully as when Lily had done that. 
Before he could ponder things further, a small man interrupted. He came out of a doorway hidden in the wall, pushing it open so soundlessly that if Lux hadn’t been looking, he wouldn’t have noticed him at all. 
The man was very tiny, almost impish, with slender arms and high cheekbones. His gray eyes appeared too large for his dirt smudged face, and scraggly hair fell across his forehead. 
He limped towards Lux, favoring his right leg, and Lux instinctively took a step back. The small man looked as if he’d be carrying the bubonic plague. 
“You are the one they call Lux?” The man looked up to inspect Lux. 
“I am.” Lux tilted away and raised an eyebrow. “I’m to have business with you?”
“Not with me. With my mistress,” he clarified. “I’m merely her servant, Jinn.” 
“I see,” Lux said, but he still wasn’t convinced that his boss would want anything from people like these. Admittedly, Lux had done business with far worse people in far worse places, but it was always for a very good reason. Here, he couldn’t see what any of them had to offer. 
“Come along, then,” Jinn waved Lux on, hobbling towards the grand staircase. “She’s expecting us, and she doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
“No, I suppose not.” Lux gave Jinn a wide berth before following behind him up the stairs. 
Jinn smelled of frogs and toadstools, a common nasty side effect of having a sorceress for a mistress. If Lady Scelestus was a sorceress, that made a bit more sense. Sorcery was something Lux’s boss had a hand in. 
Thanks to his injured leg, Jinn walked slowly, but Lux made sure to lag behind him. He didn’t want any of his clothes to smell like the dirty little servant. At the top of the stairs, Jinn took a left down another long hallway. They went past several closed doors before Jinn pushed open a secret door hidden behind a painting of a dark horse. 
Jinn held the door open, offering a grin that revealed a missing tooth, and Lux slid past him into a secret chamber room. Black silk draped the walls to give it a more elegant feel. Iron sconces were dotted amongst the drapes, bathing the room with dim yellow light, and two red velvet couches with gold claw feet rested against the walls. 
It was the massive mirror on the far wall that caught Lux’s attention. That, and the table below, lined with vials and pouches and sealed jars. A black cauldron sat next it. The room reeked even worse of toadstool and potions, so Lux presumed that this must be where the magic happened. 
Lux was about to ask Jinn where his mistress was when he saw a shimmer in the black silk hanging along one of the walls, and he realized that wasn’t the drapery. Her gown blended in seamlessly, and he had a feeling that had more to do with a cloaking spell than it did with her designer.
She turned to face him, the dark folds of her dress billowing out. Her bodice clung tightly to her thin frame, pushing up her low-cut assets. Her black hair had been pulled back severely, and despite the heavy make up on her pale skin, time had obviously begun catching up with her. Not that there wasn’t something strikingly beautiful about her. If Lux hadn’t been so flustered by his recent encounter with Lily, he’d most certainly have attempted to seduce the sorceress. 
“Lux, I presume.” She smiled at him, her lips blood red. Something was so wicked about it, it nearly ignited something inside him. It should have, but he couldn’t shake the taste of Lily from his lips. 
“At your service.” Lux flashed her a dazzling smile, and he was pleased to see it had some effect on her. Not much, but she was a far wiser woman than he usually pursued. 
“I am Lady Scelestus, and this is my home.” She gestured expansively to the area around her, but she did it with a sneer, and his interest in her grew. “I trust you found the ball satisfactory.”
“Very satisfactory,” Lux replied dryly. 
Scelestus threw back her head and laughed that perfect evil cackle he’d always been partial to.
“It was my husband’s idea,” she said darkly and sat back on one of the sofas, spreading her gown out around her. “He is such a bore. As if ten years in this palace is anything to celebrate.” 
Jinn hobbled across the room to where a cantor and several glasses sat on a small table. He poured something dark into tall glasses, and brought a glass over to the Lady first, then Lux. 
He took it willingly, but before taking he drink, he sniffed. It smelled of Scotch, but that only meant that he couldn’t smell any poison, not that there wasn’t any. 
“You don’t trust me.” A corner of her mouth curved up as she watched him inspecting his drink. “I like that.” In response, he threw back the drink in one quick gulp, and she laughed loudly. 
“Thank you.” He handed his empty glass back to Jinn, then sat down on the sofa across from Scelestus. “Shall we get down to business?”
“Yes, I suppose we’d better,” Scelestus agreed reluctantly. “I have to get back to that dreadful party before they notice I’m missing.” With that, she finished her own drink. “Did your master explain to you what you’re to do?”
“No, he was very secretive about the whole thing.” Lux crossed his leg over his knee and settled more deeply into the couch. The Scotch hit him warmly, and the beautiful sorceress across from him had him almost forgetting the earlier kiss entirely. 
“Good.” She twirled the glass absently in her hand, watching as the light refracted through it. “It’s very important that we keep this all quiet, at least until everything is finished. My husband must never find out. I told Valefor to send the one he trusted the most, and he sent me you.”
“For good reason,” Lux smiled, feeling a hint of pride at being chosen by his master. “I keep my secrets.”
“Excellent.” Scelestus looked at him fully. “I’ve made an arrangement with Valefor. You are to take my step-daughter to him.” 
“That’s all?” Lux raised an eyebrow. He’d been expecting a task far more difficult. If there was one thing he could do, it was getting a girl to leave a party with him. “I don’t need to return anything in exchange?”
“No, Valefor will take care of that part himself.” She smoothed out the silk of her dress and sat up straighter. “It’s absolutely imperative that he get her as soon as possible, and he get her in mint condition.” 
She stressed the mint part, and while that might be a bit of inconvenience for him, he could manage. He didn’t have to sleep with every pretty girl with a pulse.
“Done.” Lux shrugged. “Now how should I find this lucky girl?” 
“Her name is Lily.” 
For a second, Lux didn’t breathe, but he forced his expression to stay even. His hand wanted to go to the back of his neck, to touch the hair she’d been twirling her fingers in, but he made it stay down on his down at his side. 
His mouth felt stiff and dry, and he couldn’t understand what had come over him. The mere mention of her name, and he fell to shambles. 
“Is there a problem?” Scelestus eyed him suspiciously.
“No, of course not.” He smiled and shook his head. “How… how will I know her?” 
“She’s down in the ball somewhere, probably hiding in a corner. She keeps to herself.” Scelestus didn’t even try to hide the disgust in her voice. “She has on a white gown, long dark hair, and her skin is as white as… well, a lily. She’s quite pretty, I’ve been told, not that she ever has any suitors. She’s as scared and timid and dull as a field mouse. She is an absolute bore, just like her father.” 
“It shouldn’t be too hard to get her away then,” Lux heard himself saying, and he was grateful that his words sounded normal and didn’t belie the panic he felt. 
“I wouldn’t think so. She’s a half-wit, at best.” The sorceress shrugged. “Be sure you don’t make a scene. I thought a party would be the best way for her to slip out unnoticed. By the time her father realizes what’s happening, it will be too late.” She smiled again, a sight that had been pleasing to him seconds ago now revolted him. 
“What does Valefor want with her?” Lux asked. He shouldn’t even be asking. He always made a point of not knowing the things his master did. It made his life so much easier that way. 
“I’m not sure exactly. Whatever it is he wants with any young girl, I suppose.” Scelestus shook her head, as if it hadn’t even occurred to her why someone like Valefor would want her virginal step-daughter. “You know better than I the things that your master wants.”
“That I do.” Lux breathed deeply and tried to remind himself that this didn’t matter. That she didn’t matter. His purpose in life had nothing to do with a silly girl or her well-being. 
“I should return to the ball,” Scelestus sighed and got to her feet. “And you should retrieve Lily before the attendance starts to dwindle.”
“Yes, of course.” Lux stood up. 
“Do you know how to get back to the ballroom? It’d be best if we didn’t return together.” She smiled, attempting something seductive, but it fell short. 
“Yes, I do,” Lux nodded, but he didn’t feel certain of it. 
He didn’t feel certain of anything. In the course of half an hour, his entire world felt tipped upside down. He wanted a moment to collect his thoughts, but he didn’t have the time. Scelestus expected him to do his job, and more importantly, so did Valefor. 
Valefor was the last person on Earth he wanted to upset. That meant he had to do what he was told, the same as he always had. 
Lux would’ve liked to say that he had felt uncomfortable about the things Valefor had asked him to do in the past, but he hadn’t. Since deciding to serve him, Lux hadn’t second-guessed anything. Some of things he did weren’t pleasant, but that was the price he paid, the price he had chosen to pay. 
As he walked out of Lady Scelestus’s secret chambers, Lux found himself thinking that, for the first time, he might not be able to go through with his orders. All because a ridiculous girl had decided to wrap his hair around her finger, and he couldn’t get her out of his head.
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In the ballroom, everyone twirled in time with the music. The gowns flowed out around the girls, shimmering and swaying in the light. They linked arms with their dance partners, using their free hands to hold the masks in front of their faces, while the spectators on the fringe watched with fascination. It all seemed a little too entrancing, and Lux wondered whether a spell from Scelestus had anything to do with their fervent interest.
He stood at the edge of the room, debating what to do, and he couldn’t believe he was even debating. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Scelestus sitting at the head of the room, next to her husband. Lux had been hoping that the Lord would sense something was amiss, but he watched the dancing with the same foolish grin as everyone else. As if what they were doing were magic instead of a glorified waltz. 
Lux’s real focus was on Lily. As soon as he’d walked into the room, he’d spotted her, his eyes drawn to her. She tried to stay hidden on the far side of the room, all but pressed up against the wall. Her eyes were on the dance floor, but her expression had a blank faraway look, as if her thoughts were elsewhere entirely.
No matter what he decided to do, Lux couldn’t stay away from her any longer. Something inside him seemed magnetized to her, and it was exhausting fighting it. He plummeted into the crowded ballroom floor, clumsily pushing through the dancers to get to the other side. Going around the sides of the room would be easier, but it wouldn’t be as fast. 
As he pushed people to the side, they swore at him, and he created a small scene. His gaze still fixed on Lily across the room, he noticed the instant she saw him. Her eyes widened, her lips parted, and an embarrassed shade of crimson highlighted her cheeks. She looked like she wanted to run but hadn’t mustered up the nerve yet, and Lux quickened his pace to get to her. 
When he finally made his way out of the crowd, to the empty space on the side of room where Lily hid, he stopped. She was only a few feet in front of him, and he took deliberate, slow steps to her. By the sounds of the dancing behind him, everyone had forgotten about him already. Lux and Lily were alone, without an audience to witness or care what they did. 
“You’re not dancing,” Lux said when he reached her.
“Neither are you.” She tried to keep her voice even, but the heavy rise and fall of her chest gave her away. It’d be easy to mistake her reaction as fear, but when he looked into her eyes, he saw an emotion he was far more familiar with. 
“I didn’t have a suitable partner.” He smiled at her, and she lowered her eyes again.
“I’m sure you could find one.” 
“I think I have.” Lux held out his hand to her, not that he meant to dance with her. He had no idea what he meant to do, but he’d feel better once he had her hand in his. 
She shook her head demurely and didn’t take his hand. “I don’t dance.”
“You don’t like dancing, you don’t like parties. What is it that you do like?” He smiled and moved closer to her, so she could feel the imposing sense of his body. “You’re unhappy here. Why don’t we go somewhere that you can be happy?”
“Where?” She looked up at him, her eyes unabashedly hopeful, and it pulled at something inside him. 
“We’ll decide when we get there.” 
Lux offered her his hand again, and this time, she took it. Her hand felt small and cool in his, her skin softer than satin. He would’ve been content to simply stand there and hold her hand forever, and that thought frightened him into motion. This time, he couldn’t risk a scene, so he stayed to the sides of the room, walking along the walls until they could slip out the doorway. 
She followed him without question, and her naivety upset him. Normally he liked anything that made his job easier, but anything that innocent wouldn’t last long with Valefor. He pushed the thought from his mind and quickened his steps. She hurried along behind him, lifting the length of her dress to keep from tripping. 
When he stepped outside through the front doors, he signaled the valet to fetch his horse, and it startled him how cold the night air had gotten. He looked over at Lily, her bare shoulders dimpling from the chill, and he nearly offered her his jacket before he stopped himself. 
His slick black horse rounded the driveway in front of them. Lux let go of her hand to help her up onto the horse. He’d expected to feel some relief at that, but instead he felt pain at the separation. He was already looking for an excuse to touch her again. 
It occurred to him after he’d climbed on the horse with Lily’s arms wrapped tightly around his waist and he’d sped off down the road – this all had to be some kind of spell. Maybe Scelestus put one on him to make him more dutiful. 
But that didn’t make sense, since he had the urge to protect Lily from his master, and that was the opposite of what Scelestus wanted. Maybe Lily had done it.
When her arms tightened around him, his stomach swirled with something warm. 
Yes, that had to be it. She dabbled in the same dark arts as her step-mother, and she concocted a plan to protect herself. She kissed Lux and put some kind of spell on him, so he’d want to save her instead of taking her to his master. 
That didn’t explain why Lux felt drawn to her the second he heard her speak, or how innocent and uncertain she looked. If she had put a spell on him, why bother with the pretense? She could drop the act and simply order him to help her, and he’d follow. 
“Where are we going?” Lily asked, her soft words in his ear. 
“You can drop the act,” Lux blurted out, hoping to startle her into admitting she cast a spell on him. 
“What?” 
“I know you put a spell on me.” 
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lily stammered and her arms loosened around him. “I’m not sure what’s happened to you, but I’ve had nothing to do with it. My step-mother might know something about it. Maybe she will help you.”
 “Drop the innocent act.” He rolled his eyes, trying to hang on to some anger and irritation, but he didn’t have any. At least not for Lily. “You kissed me the second you met me and then ran off into the night with me. That’s not something a virtuous girl would do.”
“You’re absolutely right.” Lily lowered her head. “I have no idea what came over me. I’ve never kissed anybody before.” 
“You mean you’ve never kissed anyone like that before.” Lux slowed the horse and felt a strange ache inside him because he was upsetting her. 
“No. I’ve never kissed anyone. Ever.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know how foolish I am. Please. Just take me home.” 
Lux swallowed painfully. He couldn’t take her back home. Scelestus would find a new way to get rid of her, and Valefor would send someone else after her and after Lux. He definitely couldn’t take her to Valefor. He would eat her alive, probably quite literally. 
But Lux had nowhere else to take her. What few consorts he had were nearly as bad as Valefor, and he couldn’t leave a girl like Lily with them. Nor could he go on the run with her. She stood a better chance without him. She was just one stupid girl, but Lux had vowed to serve Valefor. If he went astray, Valefor would send everything after Lux until he was destroyed. 
“Damn,” Lux cursed and pulled the horse to a sudden stop. It snorted with irritation, and Lily squeezed onto him tighter to keep from falling off. 
“I’m sorry!” Lily said, assuming his anger was with her. “I never meant to bother you!”
“No, no, you’re not. You’re…” Lux trailed off. Once again, he felt the urge to comfort her, but he had no idea how, so he stopped. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Just let me think.” 
“Think?” Lily asked, trying not to let his outburst get to her. “About what?” 
“I don’t know.” He glanced around, looking at the blur of dark trees around them. “What is that?”
“What?” Lily looked over at the forest next to the road. All the branches hung leafless and bare, the way they always had. “It’s the Necrosilvam.”
“The cursed forest,” he murmured, and slid off the horse.
“What are you doing?” Panic edged into her voice. “Why are you getting off the horse?”
“Do you trust me?” Lux looked up at her seriously. Whenever his eyes met hers like that, he found it hard to think clearly or breathe or do anything that didn’t involve pulling her close to him. 
“I know that I shouldn’t,” Lily said quietly. 
“True enough,” he allowed, and he held his hand out to her. “Get down.”
“What?” She stared at him without climbing off the horse.
“I need you to trust me on this.” 
“What are we doing?” Lily took his hand and let him help her to the ground. The woods behind them echoed and groaned, as if waiting to swallow them up. 
“You can’t go home,” Lux told her. “I mean that. You can never go home.”
“Why not?” Lily asked.
“You just can’t.” He was unwilling to explain his role, how he had conspired with her step-mother to kidnap her. “You need to go into the forest and hide out for a few days. Then go. And keep going, but never go home.”
“I can’t go in the forest!” Lily looked appalled. “I’ll be killed.” 
“No, it’s your only chance of survival!” Lux told her forcefully. 
Valefor was very good at tracking things he wanted, but other magic clouded out his. The Necrosilvam should have enough in it to block Valefor’s usual methods long enough for him to grow bored. 
Lux would’ve offered to go with Lily, to try to protect her, but Valefor would grow more suspicious. He’d maintain his interest longer, and Lux would amplify her signal, making them easier for Valefor to find. It’d be far better for her to go it alone. 
“I don’t know what I’ve done to upset you so!” By then, Lily had begun crying. She thought that Lux meant to leave her here to die. “I’m sorry! Please don’t make me stay here!”
“Listen to me!” Lux put his hands on her shoulders, steadying her before she got hysterical, and her skin felt like ice under his fingers. Touching her sent a surge of electricity through him, but it seemed to calm and focus her. “Whatever is in that forest is far better than what awaits you if I take you with me. Keep watch at night and sleep during the day. Stay to the ground in the dark and the trees during the light.”
“I don’t understand.” A tear slid down her cheek, nearly breaking his heart, and he let go of her. 
“I know.” He slid off his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. “Promise me you won’t go home.”
“Why?” She stared up at him, the moon glinting off the tears in her eyes.
“Promise me,” he repeated.
“I promise,” Lily said. 
Even though she’d only known him an hour, and he was abandoning her in the cursed forest in the middle of the night, he knew that she’d follow through with her promise. She trusted him. 
Lux watched her a moment longer. He wanted to kiss her, but he knew if he did he would never leave her. He got on his horse without saying a word, and he glanced back at her only once. She stood on the side of the road in her white ball gown with his jacket wrapped tightly around her, and then she turned and disappeared into the forest. 
Lily stood a much better chance against some cursed trees than she did against Valefor. Lux raced off into the night, surprised by the ache in his chest that only grew larger the farther he got from Lily. He ignored it, though. He had more important things to worry about. 
He didn’t even know what Valefor wanted with her. Lily was just a girl. She wasn’t even a princess. Lux could easily find some other girl and pass her off as Lily. Since Valefor was probably just using her in some kind of ritual or simply for fun, any girl would do. Lux had no problem getting a girl for his boss. Just not Lily. 
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Lily slid her arms through the sleeves of Lux’s jacket, the cuffs hanging over her hands. The dead trees around her seemed to breathe and reach their branches for her.  She crouched low to the ground, trying to escape their grasp and convince herself that it was all in her imagination. Trees didn’t assault and kidnap young girls, no matter what superstitions said. 
Her mother had always told her to never be afraid of anything, and while that sounded like good advice, Lily couldn’t help but believe it was that kind of thinking that had gotten her in this mess in the first place. Any reasonable girl would’ve been afraid of a mysterious stranger swooping into a ball and taking her away in the middle of the night. Lux was a very attractive stranger, but that hardly counted for much.
But something about his smile, the way he looked at her, had enchanted her completely. His eyes were the palest shade of blue she’d ever seen, crystal clear and sparkling. As soon as she’d laid eyes on him, something had taken over her. She’d nearly run down the stairs to meet him. And then, despite every convention she’d been taught, she kissed him. 
And oh, that kiss! Even thinking of it now, while nearly crawling on the ground of the Necrosilvam, her skin flushed warmly. It’d been more magical than she thought anything could ever feel, but she pushed it from her mind. It was that sin, which had seemed so small and slight, that had led to her to this. One little kiss, and she’d been abandoned here to die. 
Lily knew she should be angry at him for taking her and leaving her like this, but she wasn’t. Despite everything, she trusted him. She didn’t understand what was happening, and it upset her that Lux didn’t think he could tell her. But the insistent look in his eyes before he left made her believe he was doing this for her. He was trying to protect her from something, although none of it made any sense to her. Especially since the Necrosilvam was so horrible. 
The stories about the Necrosilvam were some of the worst, since it ran right along the end of Lily’s father’s land in Insontia. Past the rolling green hills, the foggy moors, and the pristine rivers, the dark shadows of the wood stood like tombstones in an overgrown cemetery. 
Legend was that long ago a curse had been put on the trees so their limbs never had leaves, but they could never die. They were left haunted and possessed, only attracting creatures of a similar nature, and any man that entered, never came out of it alive. 
Lily’s mother, Iris, had never been one for gossip, and when she heard the servants carrying on about all the horrible things that happened in the Necrosilvam, Iris would chastise them. Whenever her mother wasn’t around, Lily would hide down in the scullery closet and listen to them talk. They told the most fantastic stories about good and evil, and the cook in particular knew every superstition known to man.
Lily had yet to see anything terrible, but she could hear things scurrying about. Sometimes, she’d catch a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned to look, it was gone. She tried to tell herself it was all in her in head, but the insistent panic in her demanded otherwise. 
One of the branches tangled in her long dark waves, and she jerked her head back, trying to pull it free, but it only caught more. When she turned back behind her, she could see the branch in the moonlight, making a fist to grab onto her tighter. All the trees around her were leaning in, moving in closer to her, their wood creaking and groaning as they bent at her. 
Screaming, Lily ran forward. She managed to escape from the branch’s grasp, but only by leaving a few strands of her hair with it. Running ahead did no good, since trees were all around her. The wind whipped through them, sounding all too much like laughter. 
Seeing no real way to get away from them, Lily fell on her knees. The ground felt wet and mossy, and it’s dampness seeped through her gown. She pulled Lux’s jacket up over her head, protecting herself the only way she knew how. She could feel the branches, running like claws down her back. Gritting her teeth, she steeled herself for whatever attack they might have. 
But abruptly, everything stopped. 
The trees groaned as they fell back into place, standing upright. Lily peered out from under the jacket, looking uncertainly at the woods. She waited a beat, suspecting some kind of treachery, but when there was none, she slowly lowered the jacket, letting it hang back on her shoulders, and got to her feet. 
The forest had fallen silent around her. Nothing groaned or breathed. Even the wind had stopped. The scurrying creatures in her peripheral vision had disappeared. 
Lily turned around slowly. The moon cast light on everything around her, and while there was still a sense of foreboding at even being in the Necrosilvam, everything had shifted. She didn’t understand it, but the imminent danger she had felt before had dissipated. 
Pulling Lux’s jacket more tightly around her, Lily started walking forward. Whether things wanted to kill her or not, it wouldn’t do her any good to wait around. She had no intention of living in this cursed place forever, and she had to get somewhere she could rest and eat. 
When she had tried running from the trees, her shoes had slipped off. She considered going back to look for them, but all the trees looked the same. She couldn’t tell where she’d lost them, or where the road was, or even if she’d been here before. Her only plan was to keep moving until she couldn’t move anymore. 
The ground squished underneath her bare feet, and sometimes, she swore she felt it move. A shiver ran down her spine, and she walked faster. She had been a stupid, careless girl for going off with Lux. The temperatures continued to drop, her feet were covered in muck, and she just wanted to go home. 
Her father would notice she was gone and start worrying soon. Her step-mother probably wouldn’t care at all, but Lily couldn’t bear to worry her father. She had to get back to the palace as soon as she could figure out where she was. 
But as soon as she thought it, an icy chill stopped her heart. She had promised Lux she would never go back home, and she couldn’t renege on the vow. More than that, he’d made her promise for a reason. Regardless of everything to the contrary, she still trusted him. 
Once she decided to listen to him, to listen to her heart, the chill faded, and she started walking again. She let her mind wander back to the brief but intense kiss she’d shared with Lux, since it seemed to be the only thing that warmed her, instead of paying attention to the ground in front of her. 
Her feet slipped in something wet, and Lily stumbled forward. She put her hands out in front of her to break the fall, and the palm of her hand caught on a gnarly root that poked out of the ground. Her knees landed softly in the mud, but the root sliced open her palm. She winced, holding it up in the moonlight to see a thin line of blood sliding down her skin. 
 Almost instantly, Lily heard the flurry of things moving about. She got to her feet hurriedly, once again sensing the motion of things that she couldn’t quite see. She held her hand up, pressing the jacket against her cut to stop the bleeding, and tried to keep her eyes on the shadows that moved around her. 
At least the trees weren’t reaching out for her again. They remained stoic, watching her spin around. 
“I know you’re out there!” Lily shouted as if it were some kind of threat. 
The sound of wings flapping echoed off the trees around her. She looked back to see a dark creature descending toward her. At first, it appeared to be a simple crow, but the closer it got to her, the more she saw how little it resembled any bird she’d seen before. 
It had a long bony beak filled with tiny, jagged teeth. At the bend in its wings were leathery hands with long, sharp claws. A wriggling, serpentine tail whipped the air, and dark, mangy fur covered its body in place of feathers.
Lily ran as the horrible beast flew at her, its voice sounding like a cross between a caw and a growl. It got close enough to beat its horrible leather wings at her, so she covered her head with her arms. Its claws scraped at the back of her jacket, and like the trees, as soon as the beast touched it, it fell back. 
Unlike the trees, it didn’t completely give up its pursuit. It merely faltered for a moment. 
She tripped again, and Lily couldn’t help but believe the trees had done it on purpose this time, raising their roots so she would fall to the ground. The creature landed on the ground behind her, giving its wings one final flap for good measure, and she turned to face her attacker. 
It crouched on the ground, looking as if it meant to pounce on her, and it looked even more monstrous close up. A long, narrow tongue flicked out of its mouth, meaning to taste her, but she pulled her feet back just in time. 
“I’m not afraid of you!” Lily lied. Her hand scrounged behind her as she scooted her butt backwards on the ground. Her fingers finally found a heavy stick on the ground, and she wrapped her hand securely around it. 
The creature stepped towards her, its talons stepping lightly on the mud. Before it could get any closer, she swung the stick out. It collided hard with the creature’s head, but it only knocked the thing over. It lay on its back for a moment, dazed by her attack, and Lily hurried to her feet. It shook its head, then hopped back up on its feet.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Lily said, holding the stick out in front of her. “So please, go away. Don’t make me hit you again.” 
The creature sized her up, staying out of the range her stick, and then it lowered its head and let out a horrible squawk. Lily wanted to cover her ears, but she needed to stay vigilant against the horrible little monster. She shook the stick at the thing, hoping to shut it up, but then she heard the flurry of wings. 
She looked up to see them settling in the branches all around her. This bird-like thing had called all of his friends. About a dozen of them had circled around her, sitting in the trees, their beady eyes glowing red in the moonlight. Some of them hissed at her, flicking their slithering tongues. Worse still, the creature on the ground seemed to be the smallest of them, and it was at least three times the size of a housecat. 
“I don’t want to hurt any of you! But I will! So I suggest you all just fly away!” Lily yelled. Her voice quavered a little, but she hoped they were too stupid to pick up on it. 
The creature on the ground folded up its wings, then put its hands on the ground so it stood on all fours. It narrowed its eyes, and then leapt at her. She swung the stick at it, hitting it in the head again, but before it’d even hit the ground, the other ones flew from the tree at her. She swung the stick erratically over her head, trying to hit as many as she could as she stepped backwards. Claws and beaks stung at her arms and neck. 
“Be gone with you!” A voice echoed through the trees behind Lily, followed by a weird crackling sound. Blue sparks flashed around her. 
The creatures started to scatter. They all squawked and hissed their disapproval, but they didn’t seem willing to fight it. A few of them lingered, hoping they still stood a chance at getting a piece of Lily, and blue sparks snapped out again. 
Finally, they all flew away, their tails flapping angrily behind them, and Lily turned around to see her savior. 
At first, Lily could only see the dark brown cloak that covered her, and the slender arm holding a twisted rod. Lily had seen one before – when she had been snooping in her step-mother Scelestus’s things – but she knew a magic wand when she saw one. This one looked far more knotted and less elegant than the one Scelestus possessed, but it had done the trick. 
“Thank you,” Lily smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along.”
“You shouldn’t be in the woods,” the woman said, the cloak still hiding her face. “You should get home.”
“I can’t go home.” Lily shook her head. 
“I suppose right now, you cannot.” The woman sighed resignedly. “Follow me.” Without waiting for a response, she turned her back to Lily and walked in the opposite direction. 
Deciding it better to not question the only one helping her right now, Lily went after the woman. Lily didn’t say anything as they made their way through the brambles. They pushed through a nasty patch of elderberry bushes, and then Lily could see the soft glow of firelight through windows. A small cottage sat in the middle of the clearing. A thatch roof sat on top, with smoke coming of the stone chimney, and a twisted apple tree grew in front, the only thing in the whole forest with leaves. 
“You live here?” Lily gasped. “In the Necrosilvam?”
“It’s quiet,” the woman said, as if that answer made sense, and went on to the house.
Lily went through the small wooden door and found the one-room cottage surprisingly cozy. A fire burned brightly in the fireplace, a small black cauldron sitting over it. A wooden table with two chairs sat by the front door, along with a row of cupboards and a wash-basin that served as the kitchen. A bed rested in the corner, much smaller than the one Lily slept on at home. Vials and jars and pouches littered every shelf that lined the walls and every spare inch of the counter. The whole place smelled of her step-mother’s servant Jinn, but she didn’t know exactly what it was. 
“Thank you so much for rescuing me,” Lily said, shutting the door behind her when she came in. 
“What were you doing out there?” The woman slipped off her worn cloak, tossing it absently on her faded bedspread.
 She went over to stir the cauldron, keeping her back to Lily. Her long cinnamon hair had been pulled back in a loose braid, but most of it had come loose, falling in a frayed a mess about her head. Her dress was dirty and baggy, looking almost as old as the woman herself. 
“I’m not sure exactly.” Lily looked down at her hands, touching absently at the scratch on her palm. 
“You’re not sure?” The woman finally turned to look at her, surprising Lily with her appearance. 
She was younger than Lily had thought, not even as old as her stepmother, and underneath the dirt smudges and tangles of hair, she was quite beautiful. Tall and thin, she had an elegance she had hidden under the cloak. Her features were delicate, and her skin looked smooth and flawless. 
“Not exactly, no.” Lily shook her head. 
“You’re hurt,” the woman sighed. She scooped water from the cauldron into a small bowl and grabbed a cloth, then walked over to Lily.  “Take off your jacket and sit down, so I can tend to your scratches.”
“Thank you,” Lily said again and slipped off Lux’s jacket. She meant to set it down somewhere, but the woman’s nose wrinkled in disgust.
“This reeks of brimstone!” the woman snapped and snatched the jacket from Lily. She sniffed it more carefully to be sure. “Where did you get this?”
“I-I didn’t smell anything,” Lily stammered, unwilling to tell her about Lux after a reaction like that. 
“Of course not. You’re not attuned that sort of thing.” She shoved the jacket back at Lily, who took it uncertainly. 
Lily held it close to her and breathed it in, but she didn’t smell any brimstone, not that she really knew what that smelled like. All she could smell was the way Lux had smelled, soft and sweet like sandalwood. She breathed in more deeply, and warmth flooded over her. 
“Don’t smile like that,” the woman said. Lily had unwittingly started grinning at the thought of Lux, and she hurried to erase it. “Whoever gave you that jacket doesn’t deserve a smile like that.” 
“Sorry,” Lily mumbled. The woman gestured for her to sit down, and Lily sat at the table, with the woman sitting across from her. 
“The brimstone does explain why you hadn’t already been eaten alive by the charuns.” She touched tentatively at Lily’s hand, cleaning her wound of dirt. Lily cringed, expecting it to sting, but the hot water from the cauldron only soothed her pain. “The jacket deterred them until the scent of your blood overrode everything else.”
“Charuns?” 
“The bird-goblin creatures that attacked you in the forest.”
“What does brimstone do to them?” Lily asked.
“Nothing. They just know better than to bother with people who smell like it.” She had finished cleaning the cut on Lily’s hand, so she turned her attention to the claw marks on her neck. She tilted Lily’s head, wiping the cloth along her skin, and then studied Lily’s face for a moment. “You live at the palace, don’t you?” 
“Yes.” Lily tried to look at her, but the woman held her face at an angle. “I mean, I did.”
“You’re running away from something?” She lifted her eyes to meet Lily’s, then dropped them instantly.
“No.” Lily sighed, unsure of how to explain what happened. She didn’t understand what was going on, and she didn’t want to talk about Lux, not after how the woman had reacted to his jacket. “I mean, yes. Kind of. I never fit in there. So I decided to run away.” 
“You ventured through the Necrosilvam because you didn’t fit in?” She stopped cleaning Lily’s neck and looked at her with suspicion. 
“No. It’s hard to explain.” Lily gave up on a proper explanation and squirmed uncomfortably. 
“You’re Iris’s daughter, aren’t you?” 
“You knew my mother?” Lily’s eyes shot up, and she gaped at the woman, who took her own turn at squirming. 
“We were friends for a time,” the woman nodded. She pulled absently at the dirty cloth, having sufficiently cleaned Lily’s wounds. 
“What’s your name? Maybe I’ve heard of you,” Lily said excitedly. 
“I doubt your mother spoke of me,” she said dryly, then she saw Lily’s expectant gaze and sighed. “My name is Wick.” 
“Wick?” Lily furrowed her brow, thinking. Her mother had been dead for eleven years, and it’d been so long since anybody even talked about her. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember.”
“I think she kept me secret.” Wick gave her a wry smile. 
“Because you’re a witch?” Lily asked. 
“Mainly that, yes,” Wick nodded tiredly. 
“How did you know my mother?” Lily leaned forward, excited for any drop of information. 
“Oh it was so long ago.” Wick leaned back in her chair. “I don’t think I even remember anymore.”
“Oh please!” Lily begged. “It’s been so long since anybody’s spoken of her! My stepmother has all but banished her name!” 
“There’s not much I can say,” Wick began, but she relented under Lily’s hopeful gaze. “Iris was very kind and an eternal optimist.” Wick stared at the bowl of water, absently running her finger along the brim. “Far too trusting, though. That was her downfall.” 
“I suspect that will be mine as well.” Lily looked down at the jacket in her lap, the one she found herself clinging to regardless of all logic. 
“Not if you learn from your mistakes,” Wick said. Then sighing, she pushed her chair back and got to her feet. “But it’s getting late. That’s enough talk for tonight. You need your rest for your journey home in the morning.”
“But I can’t go home!” Lily insisted.
“We’ll talk about it in the morning.” 
Wick threw the cloth in with a pile of rags and dumped the bowl back into the cauldron. She told Lily to take the bed, and though she tried to decline, Wick insisted. Lily slipped off her dress and so she only wore her slip. The bed felt lumpy and rough, as if stuffed with straw, but she didn’t complain. She slid underneath the tattered quilt, feeling only relief at having a warm, safe place to lie. 
Though her eyelids were already getting heavy, Lily watched as Wick lowered the fire and locked up the cottage. She moved about, straightening things absently. There was no other bed, and Lily didn’t know where she planned on sleeping. She meant to ask her, but found herself asking something else entirely.
“How did you know I was my mother’s daughter?” Lily asked, suppressing a yawn.
“You look just like her.” Wick looked over at her. “Now get some rest.”
Lily pulled the covers more securely around her, feeling warmth at the implied compliment, and drifted off to sleep. 
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The Lord didn’t notice his daughter was missing until the morning, and that was actually more than Scelestus had hoped for. She had put a spell on the ballroom last night to keep everyone from noticing Lily slipping out with Lux, and it had worked too well. 
The ball lasted far longer than it should have because everyone was having such a good time, including the Lord. When it finally ended, it was so late, and he was so exhausted that he immediately went to sleep, without checking on his beloved child. 
He slept in late, feeling hung over from her spell, and he might not have noticed Lily’s absence until the afternoon if one of the maids hadn’t gone in to fetch her for breakfast. The staff were mostly leftovers from Iris’s reign as Lady of the house, and they cared too much for Lily. Scelestus had tried firing them all on several occasions, but the Lord was far too loyal. 
Still, Scelestus knew she should be grateful for the time she had. Based on what Valefor had said and Lux’s appearance, Lux seemed to be the right man for the job. He had to have Lily out of the Lord’s range by now. Really, anything on the other side of the Necrosilvam was beyond his grasp anymore, and that was only a few hours’ ride. 
Scelestus no longer shared a bed chamber with her husband and hadn’t since their first year of marriage. She could hardly stand being in the same room as him anymore, but it would look strange if she stayed away during a crisis like this. 
After a maid nervously came into Scelestus’s room, telling her of the events, she had thrown on her dressing gown and rushed to the Lord’s chambers. She smeared her makeup first to look like she had been crying. It’d be impossible for her to muster real tears over that infernal child. 
On the other hand, her husband was beside himself. His room had been torn apart, as if stripping the linens from his four-poster bed would bring his daughter back. His bedroom windows were cracked, letting the cool morning air seep in, but they had been that way for a while. The whole palace had fallen into a state of disrepair, but of course, he didn’t notice that. 
He spent the entire morning dispatching men to search for Lily and trying to contact anyone who had been at the ball. Nobody remembered seeing her or Lux, but nobody could seem to remember anything except the spectacular dancing. 
Scelestus felt some pride in knowing that she still had it. When Lux lumbered across the dance floor like a drunken idiot, she thought for sure he’d leave an imprint, but her spell was even more powerful than she’d thought. 
When the Lord had sent the last of his men away, leaving the two of them alone in his bed chamber, Scelestus realized sourly that she’d have to do something. He sat on the edge of his bed, his silk robe tattered around the edges. His graying hair stood up in manic tufts, and he looked older than ever before. 
Scelestus stood by a window, staring out at the fog rolling in, and trying to make herself look as sad and concerned as the situation called for. 
“Did I do something?” he asked wearily. 
“Whatever do you mean, darling?” Her voice sounded syrupy, and she hoped it had just the right amount of concern in it. She pulled herself away from the window and walked over to where her husband sat on the bed.
“Did I do something bad to be cursed like this?” His red-lined eyes stared up her, filled with despair. “First my wife, then my daughter. Why is everyone I care about taken from me?”
“You still have me, Gabriel.” Scelestus smiled thinly at him and placed her hand over his. He didn’t pull it away, but she was beginning to suspect that he felt almost the same about her as she did about him. Their marriage hadn’t been a sham from the start, at least not on his part, but her spells eventually wore off. She wasn’t all powerful. Yet. 
“I am glad for that.” He squeezed her hand once, then pulled his away.
“Besides that, I’m sure Lily wasn’t ‘taken’ from you.” She looked away from him, finding it too difficult to look sad when she felt so thrilled. Inside, she was as giddy as a school girl. Everything she had ever wanted was about to come true, thanks to that dreadful child. 
“What do you mean?” Lord Gabriel looked up at her hopefully, but she had her back to him, walking slowly around the room. She could pass off worried pacing more easily than she could worried conversation. 
“I’ve said it before. ‘Taken’ sounds so dramatic, but you’ve always had a flair for the dramatics.” Scelestus waved her hands, trying to downplay his fears. “Lily is of an age now where she wants to explore the world for herself. She can’t live in this palace forever.” Every time she said the word palace, she had to swallow the bitter taste it left in her mouth. As if this place could even laughingly be referred to as a palace anymore. 
“Why not?” He turned, his eyes following Scelestus. “I never moved out of here.”
“Of course not, my Lord, but you’re a man.” She smiled at him, the way one might smile at a small, feeble-minded child. “This is your land that you were going to rule over. You had no need to leave.”
“She’s going to rule here,” he pointed out. “I have no other heirs. This is her kingdom.” Scelestus coughed to cover up her automatic scoff at the word kingdom. A few acres of uninhabited land did not count as a kingdom. 
“No, her husband will rule,” Scelestus clarified. “For a woman to have any power, she must have a husband.” The painful truth of that stung too close to home, and for once, her face held legitimate sadness. “Lily hasn’t had any suitors yet.”
“She’s never shown any interest!” Gabriel blustered, defending his daughter’s innocence. 
“Not to you. Not to her father.” Scelestus smiled at him. “And I may not be her mother, but I see things. She confides in me. She knows what society requires of a Lady, and she also knows what her heart yearns for.” 
“You think she left to find a boy?” He raised an eyebrow, looking shocked, worried, and hurt all at once.
“I’m merely saying that she hasn’t found a boy here.” She gestured to the palace around them. “Perhaps she thought it best if she explores her options elsewhere.” 
“I would’ve brought suitors here, if I had known she was looking for one.” His shoulders slacked, and he looked away, feeling as if he’d failed his daughter. 
“I know, darling.” Scelestus walked over and rubbed his back, hoping he found the gesture comforting. “You’re a good father. But she’s young, impetuous. She needs to make her own way in the world.” 
“I hope you’re right,” he said sullenly.
“When will you learn, Gabriel?” Scelestus asked. “I always am.” 
He acquiesced easier than anticipated. She had a few potions brewing in her room to calm him if this failed, and to be honest, Scelestus was surprised how quickly he’d been willing to think his daughter ran away. Scelestus had been trying to banish that little brat to boarding school for years, but Lily would never do anything wrong. She’d never so much as lied to her father, but when she disappears, he believes she’d been scheming to escape. 
Well, the Lord had never been a bright man. That is how Scelestus had managed to dupe him all these years. 
A small knock came at his chamber doors, and Lord Gabriel summoned the visitor before he had a chance to request admittance. He assumed that every knock, every call, every sound would be about his daughter, and so it would be for the rest of his life. Fortunately, by Scelestus’s counting, that should only be a matter of days. 
“Excuse me, my Lord,” Jinn said meekly, sliding in through a slit in the door. He never opened doors very wide, and Scelestus wasn’t sure whether it was out of habit from being sneaky, or if he wasn’t strong enough to push them all the way. “I don’t mean to disturb you in your time of need.”
“No, it’s quite alright.” Gabriel had already settled back down on the bed. He had never liked Jinn, and Jinn spoke to him as little as possible. 
“I need to speak with the Lady for a moment.” Jinn looked at her.
“Now?” Scelestus kept her voice even, but her eyes shot daggers at him. She didn’t want to leave her husband’s side for fear that someone would come in and talk sense in him, reminding him that Lily would never run away. 
“It’s of grave importance,” Jinn said emphatically, his gray eyes meeting hers.
“Is it about my daughter?” Gabriel perked up, hearing the insistence in Jinn’s voice.
“No, no.” Jinn answered too quickly, and Scelestus was already moving away from Gabriel. She didn’t wanted Jinn saying too much.
“Excuse us, my Lord, I’ll be right back.” Scelestus didn’t look back at him and hurried out the door before he could say anything. As soon as the door shut behind her, she hissed at him, “What is it?”
“Not here.” Jinn eyed the area around them suspiciously. “The walls have ears.”
The servants were notorious for eavesdropping, especially on Scelestus. Any gossip about her was worth her weight in gold, it seemed. She hurried Jinn along as fast as he could go and practically shoved him into a secret passage way. Once she was certain they were safe, she crossed her arms and glared at him.
“Well?”
“I am very sorry.” Jinn bowed his head, wringing his heads together. Whatever news he had, he was too afraid to even look at her when he delivered it. “I’ve just received word from Valefor.”
“That my package has arrived on time, in one piece?” Scelestus asked through gritted teeth.
“No, my Lady, I am very sorry,” Jinn repeated, his voice getting quieter. “She never arrived. Valefor doesn’t know where she, or the delivery boy, is.”
“You mean that horrible fool Lux has run off with her?” Scelestus had to use all her might to keep from yelling. She balled her hands into fists at her sides, her long nails digging into her skin. 
“I’m not sure, my Lady.” He shook his head. “Valefor did not know, and I haven’t had a chance to investigate myself. I came to you immediately, for your wishes.” 
“Valefor doesn’t know where his errand boy is?” Scelestus sneered and shook her head. “Maybe he’s not as powerful as I thought, if he can’t keep tabs on one stupid boy and one even stupider girl.” She exhaled deeply and unfurled her fists. She rubbed a hand on her temple and breathed again. “No matter. I’ll find them myself. And when I do, I’ll slaughter them both.” 
“Would you like me to get your grimoira?” Jinn asked, looking up at her. 
“No. I’ll use my cauldron to find Lily. All I need is a lock of her hair, and then I’ll be able to go out and retrieve her.” Scelestus smiled wider as she thought of something. “And maybe I’ll find that idiotic boy who thought it wise to double cross me.” 
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Ever since he’d met that girl, nothing seemed to be going right for Lux. He’d left her in the woods the night before with the full intention of finding a replacement girl for Valefor and returning to his normal life. Unfortunately, he’d been unable to obtain a girl. 
Every time he met a suitable one, he’d feel this weird knot in his stomach when he thought about taking her back to Valefor. He’d never felt anything like it, at least not that he could remember, and he wondered if it was guilt. That seemed to be a common affliction among humans. 
Valefor hadn’t tried contacting him yet, or at least as far as he knew. Lux had been avoiding his usual haunts, including his home. He didn’t want to hear what Valefor had to say about all of this, not until he had something better to give him than a lame excuse. 
The night had felt long and exhausting, and he’d rented a room just so he could wash up and get some sleep. But sleep never really came. He tossed and turned, feeling a weird anxiety spreading over him. No matter what he did, he couldn’t get comfortable or shake the feeling of dread. 
His solution to this was his solution to all of life’s problems: find a beautiful girl to help him pass the time. Lux didn’t even care about finding someone for Valefor anymore. He just needed someone to calm his nerves, to take the edge off the way he felt. He dressed to the nines in a new suit, his hair slicked back, and set out to find someone to do the trick.
Then Lux discovered a disturbing problem he’d never had before. He couldn’t do it. He could see a beautiful girl, even go up and talk to her, but the nauseated pit in his stomach only intensified the more he interacted with her. As soon as he’d lean in for a kiss, all he could think about was kissing Lily. Her lips had been cool and tasted of peppermint, and nothing would ever be as sweet. The hair on the back of his neck tingled. 
And just like that, the very thought of kissing another person disgusted him. He tried three different times with three different girls, but he could never bring himself to kiss them. He could charm them as much as he wanted, but he got no pleasure from it. In the end, if he couldn’t have more than a conversation, he didn’t see the point. 
At the very edge of Insontia, buried in a cave on the side of the cliff, was a dank little bar called the Devil’s Knee. The lights were dim, the patrons were ugly, and it smelled of wet dog and urine, so it was the kind of place that Lux never frequented. That made it perfect for avoiding Valefor, but that’s not why he went. On any given night, at any given time, he could find Gula seated there, getting sloshed on stale mead and eating barbecued goblin wings. 
Lux didn’t really have friends. His lifestyle didn’t allow for that, but Gula was the closest thing he had to one. He’d known him the longest since they’d joined Valefor around the same time, and Gula had to be the friendliest of the peccati. In fact, out of the seven peccati, only Lux and Gula seemed interested in interaction on any level. The rest were happier doing their business and keeping to themselves as much as possible. 
When Lux pushed open the door to the bar, a hunchback with one arm tried to trip him. Lux knocked him down without a second thought and looked for Gula. He always had the same booth, near the back under a broken lantern that flickered just above his head. Most of the patrons were horrible, sniveling looking men, if they were even human, and Gula stood out like a sore thumb. 
Gula was a massive man, easily weighing a quarter of a ton, and well over six-feet-tall. Lux had never seen Gula come or go, so he could never understand exactly how he fit into the booth. His dark hair hung just past his shoulders, and his green eyes were always smiling. Lux had always suspected that Gula would be an attractive man underneath the rolls of fat, but he’d never had the chance to see him that way. 
Thick red barbecue sauce covered his mouth, hands, and face. Even when he wiped it clean, his skin had a perpetual stain from being covered in it so frequently. A platter on the table overflowed with the greasy, fat goblin wings, and their brittle bones littered the floor where Gula discarded them. An amber pitcher of mead sat at the table, its edges marked with barbecue lipstick from where he drank from it. Gula had no need for tableware of any kind. 
“How are the wings tonight?” Lux smiled and slid into the booth across from him. He leaned as far back in the booth as he could, afraid of getting splatter on his shirt.
“Lux, my good man!” Gula’s face spread into a happy grin. “I didn’t see you come in!” He hadn’t seen him because he never bothered to look up from his food, not unless it was gone. 
“I’m quiet as a mouse.” Lux looked away from his friend and motioned for the bartender to bring him a pitcher. 
“Well, that’s probably very good about now.” Gula wiped off his chin with the back of his arm.
“What do you mean?” Lux slipped off one of his rings and bobbed it back and forth over his knuckles. He did it mostly to busy himself, since he hated watching Gula eat. Few things in life were less appetizing than watching him slam down wing after wing. 
“You know.” Gula looked around and lowered his voice, then leaned across the table as much as his gut would let him. “Our boss.” 
“What are you talking about?” Lux stopped fiddling with his ring and looked at him sharply. 
“You don’t know what you didn’t do?” Gula’s face scrunched with confusion. 
“No. I don’t even know what that means.” Lux shook his head. The bartender dropped a pitcher and a glass on the table, making them clank loudly. Lux barely glanced at him, preferring to study Gula’s reactions. 
“What did you do last night?” Gula asked, still keeping his voice quiet. 
“This is about the job?” Lux knew it was about the job, but he wanted to know how much Gula, and Valefor, knew about all of this, so he played dumb. He also had no intention of telling anyone about Lily, or what he’d done with her. 
“Did you do the job last night?” Gula asked.
“I picked up a package,” Lux replied evasively and poured himself a glass of mead. The glass was still dirty, so he wiped at the rim with his sleeve before taking a drink. “Why? What did you hear? How do you even know about it?”
“How do you think?” Gula gave him a hard look and bit into another wing. 
“I don’t know what you do or how you find out what’s going on.” Lux stared down at the glass on the table, turning it absently. “I mean this as inoffensively as possible, but I’ve never understood the point of you. As far as I can tell, you only sit here, eating and drinking.”
“I do more than that,” Gula said jovially. “I do whatever the boss asks of me, but this is the point of me. We’re all supposed to spread our part, and luckily for me, my part is eating and drinking as much as I can.” He took another huge bite, and with a mouth full of food, he continued. “Your part has always been women, which is why they suspect you have a hand in this.” 
“What are you talking about?” Lux looked up at him and wiped at spittle that had landed on his forehead. “And please don’t talk with your mouth full, Gula. This is a very expensive suit.” 
“You have more suits than I have goblin wings.” Gula rolled his eyes and gulped down the rest of his food. “Last night, were you sent to pick up a girl?”
“I was.” Lux took another drink of his mead.
“That girl never arrived at her appointed destination,” Gula looked at him seriously. “And I don’t want to know where she is or what happened. The boss wants me to find out and report back to him, but he won’t come out here to speak to me, so …” He shrugged. 
“Can’t he just get another girl?” Lux asked. “There’s nothing special about this one.” 
As soon as he said it, he knew it was a lie. He couldn’t place it, but there had to be something about her. He couldn’t stop thinking of her, and he’d disobeyed Valefor for the first time in his long tenure of service. 
“I don’t know,” Gula shook his head. “He wants this one, but he isn’t saying why. She’s very valuable to him.” He lowered his voice even more, afraid of who might be overhearing. That’s why he never used Valefor’s name in public, lest someone be listening. “You need to bring him that girl.”
“What if I can’t?” Lux asked.
“Did you kill her?” Gula’s eyes widened with shock.
“No, you know I’ve never been fond of murder. It’s far too messy.” He took off his ring so he could roll it over his knuckles again and stared off at an empty point on the wall. “I just… I can’t give her to him.” He sighed heavily, unsure of how to explain it. “For one thing, I don’t have her. But even if I did … she’s put some kind of spell on me. I can’t stop thinking about her or worrying, and I can’t let him destroy her.”
“You know what your problem is?” Gula asked. “You’re too pretty. You’ve always been too pretty, and you get everything you want. You can’t always get it, Lux. You can have nearly everything, but you can’t have the things that belong to our boss.” 
“I’ve been afforded all the same opportunities in this life as you,” Lux shook his head. “And that’s not what this is about. It has nothing to do with our boss.” 
“I don’t understand what’s going on with you. But he will kill you,” Gula said. “I’m telling you this as a friend. You need to bring him the girl before he destroys you. I like you, and I don’t want to learn to deal with some new jerk because you let a pretty girl dazzle you.”
“I can’t do it.” The pain in his chest and stomach intensified and Lux squirmed uncomfortably. “I don’t care what he does to me. I can’t bring her to him.” 
“You’re putting her needs in front of your own?” Gula asked skeptically.
“It appears that way,” Lux sighed and rubbed his temple. He’d never put anyone before himself, and it was such a horrible time to start. 
“You’re freaking me out a little bit,” Gula said. 
“It’s freaking me out,” Lux admitted drearily and took another drink of his mead. “So what am I to expect from him? Total and utter destruction?
“I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” Gula exhaled.
“Telling me what?” Lux cocked his head at him. 
“He’s going after the girl.” He rested his burly arms on the table and leaned in. “He’s not concerned with you, at least not right now.”
“What do you mean he’s going after the girl?” Lux moved in his seat, facing Gula more face on. “He’s personally going to find her?”
“No, not yet, but he’s using everything he has,” Gula said. “He’s sending Ira and the canu after her.”
“Ira? The canu?” Lux asked incredulously. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” 
Gula was taken back his response. “I didn’t realize it was so important.” 
“I’ve got to go.” Lux finished his drink in one quick swallow, relishing the way it burned bitterly down his throat, and got to his feet. “Thanks for your help.”
“Where are you going?” Gula looked up at him, getting more shocked and confused. 
“I can’t let them find her. You know what they’ll do to her.” Lux shook his head and backed away to the door. “I have to get her first.” 
Gula stared after him, his eyes wide and confused. As soon as he’d heard Ira’s name, Lux’s stomach had twisted painfully. The canu were bad enough, but he should’ve expected them. Ira, on the other hand, had a temper far worse than Valefor’s. Even if Valefor commanded Ira to bring Lily to him alive, which Lux wasn’t even sure was the case, it would be more likely that she would upset him, and Ira would kill her or hurt her. 
The sun had already started setting, meaning Lux would have to go into the Necrosilvam in the dark to look for Lily. He didn’t care about the creatures in there, since they could do little to hurt him, but she’d be harder to find. Assuming she’d made it alive through the first night. 
As he raced to the forest, he cursed himself for leaving her alone like that. What had he been thinking? The Necrosilvam was no place for a young girl, especially not one who’d had the peccati after her. He should’ve known that Valefor would send them after her. Truthfully, Lux was just lucky he hadn’t summoned all of them yet, and that his attention was focused on Lily so far. 
That made him nervous, too. What was so special about Lily that Valefor wouldn’t even waste his anger on Lux for betraying him? 
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Throughout the day, as Lily helped her gather things from the forest, Wick had repeatedly said that she should take Lily back to the palace. For as often as she threatened it, though, she never made a move to make good on it. She’d just mumble it under her breath while Lily gathered toadstools, and that would be that. 
Lily’s gown had been ruined from falling in the dirt, and Wick let her wear one of her faded dresses. The forest felt only slightly less terrifying in the warm light of the sun as they gathered supplies. Mostly it appeared to be things for Wick’s potions and spells, but a few things were for them to eat. Sometimes, it was hard to tell the difference, and Lily found that a little unnerving. 
As soon as the sky started to redden from the setting sun, Wick demanded they go back in doors. Just because she could fight the night creatures didn’t mean she wanted to. Lily could already hear the rumblings of the forest coming alive, but everything felt eerily silent and still as soon as they reached the clearing around Wick’s cottage. 
“Nothing bothers you here, does it?” Lily asked as they walked up to the cottage. 
Wick carried a basket under her arm, filled with the treasures from their day’s work. Her cloak draped over her shoulders, but she left the hood down today so Lily could see her face. 
“Nothing but lost princesses.” Wick looked back over her shoulder, giving Lily a small smile to let her know she was only teasing. 
“I’m not a princess,” Lily muttered, but her attention had already wavered from the conversation. 
The apple tree Lily noticed outside the cottage last night, the only living tree in the woods, was even more peculiar than she had originally thought. Wick had already opened the door and gone inside the cottage, but Lily paused outside to admire the tree. 
The narrow trunk and branches were twisted and wound around, like thread in a rope, and the bark looked almost black. The green leaves were shaped like tear drops and stood out against the barren backdrop of the forest. But most strange were the apples that hung precariously from the branches, all of them a bright shade of violet. 
“Are these really apples?” Lily reached up and touched one gingerly, as if she thought the color might rub off and reveal the normal red skin underneath. 
“Of sorts, yes.” Wick set the basket down on the dining table and slipped off her cloak. She’d left the door open for Lily to follow. “Come inside and shut the door.”
“Can I eat one?” Lily asked.
“It won’t hurt you, if that’s what you’re asking.” Wick moved about the kitchen, putting everything away. She added things to jars or filled up pouches, making sure everything was in its proper place. 
“What kind of apples are these?” Lily plucked one from the tree, then took a bite. It tasted bitter and sweet, like vinegar and honey. She wrinkled her nose and went into the cottage, dutifully closing the door behind her. “They don’t taste very good.”
“They’re not supposed to taste like anything. They’re not really for eating.” She wiped her hands on the front of her smock and watched Lily mull over the fruit. “They’re what keep the charun and trees from bothering my cottage.”
“They’re magic apples?” Lily’s eyes widened when she looked at Wick.
“In a way.” Wick gave a small laugh. “I put a spell on the seeds, and everywhere the roots touch, the creatures will never come around. It’s not a very strong spell, but it’s good enough for what lives in this forest. Anything too powerful wouldn’t have any trouble getting in, but I keep to myself, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
“Hmmm.” Lily set the apple on the table, not sure what to make of it. It tasted horrible, but it was beautiful and magic, so it seemed like a waste to toss it aside. “Do you need help with anything?” 
“No.” Wick touched at her hair, watching the way Lily stared at the apple. “You’re probably hungry, aren’t you?” She hadn’t eaten anything all day, but that wasn’t unusual for her. 
“I could eat,” Lily admitted shyly. 
Wick didn’t have much in the way of food. She lived alone, dined alone, and often busied herself too much with magic and potions to remember to eat. Rummaging through her cupboards, she found an old loaf of bread, and she whipped up a simple broth. Adding a handful of red berries they’d picked that day, and Wick had made a rather presentable supper. 
Lily sat on a stool by the fire, dipping her bread into the broth to soften it, while Wick sat at the kitchen table. While Lily ate, Wick munched absently on berries and pulled out her grimoira, cataloguing everything in detail in her spell book. She kept careful record of everything she collected and used because she was always trying to improve or create new recipes for magic. 
“Thank you for taking me in. I really appreciate all of your hospitality,” Lily said between bites of her food. Wick mumbled something but didn’t look up. “I know my mother would be very grateful to you for this.” 
The mention of her mother made Wick stop writing. She stared down at the page for a moment, remembering a friend she hadn’t thought of in years. Guilt washed over her, knowing that’s not how Iris would feel at all. Iris would be angry with her for not doing a better job of watching out for Lily all this time, and Wick hated knowing that she’d failed the only friend she’d ever really had. 
Wick lifted her head, wanting to say something meaningful to her about her mother, but something else caught her attention – the jacket hanging on the chair across from her, the way it had been all day. She’d spotted it from time to time, the scent of brimstone wafting from it ever so slightly. She kept meaning to bring it up, but she always got sidetracked. This time, she’d stick to it. It’s the least she could do for Iris. 
“Where did you get that?” Wick asked.
“What?” Lily asked, swallowing down a chunk of bread.
“The jacket.” Wick turned back to look at her, and Lily lowered her head. “Who gave it to you?”
“A … friend,” Lily answered quietly. She stopped eating her bread and resorted to tearing it into small bites to busy her hands. The harsh tone in Wick’s voice made Lily afraid to say anything about Lux. Besides that, she didn’t really know what to say about him. 
“Whoever gave you this jacket is nobody’s friend,” Wick told her firmly. Lily didn’t say anything and stared down at her lap. 
“He’s not really a friend,” Lily admitted softly. 
Her mind went back to Lux, the way it always seemed to whenever it had a chance. Her heart swelled inside her chest, and she flushed with warmth as her pulse quickened. When he’d left her in the woods, it’d been confusing and painful, but everything else about him felt wonderful. The way he looked at her, the way his hands were hot on her skin, the way he smelled and tasted and felt. 
“Lily!” Wick snapped, pulling her out of her thoughts. “How did you come by this? Did he… did he do something to you?”
Lily shook her head. “No, no, it’s nothing like that.” 
But what was it like, exactly? As tremendous as all her memories and feelings were about him, very little that had transpired between them had been good, and they’d only know each other a very short while. 
“I met him at the ball,” Lily said at length. “He…” She trailed off, not wanting to tell Wick about the kiss. She’d only react with disappointment. “We talked. He made me feel … like nothing I’ve ever felt before. He asked me to leave with him, and he took me to the Necrosilvam. He told me to go in the woods and hide out, and made me promise to never go home again.” 
“He just left you here?” Wick’s forehead crinkled with confusion. “Why didn’t he want you to go back to the palace?”
“He didn’t say. He just told me that whatever waited in this forest was better than what waited for me anywhere else.” Lily shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know what he meant by that but … I know this all sounds crazy, but I know he was trying to protect me.” 
“Did he make plans to meet you again?” Wick asked. 
“No.” A pain tore through her heart as she realized she might never see him again. The thought had occurred to her as soon as he’d left, but she hadn’t let herself worry about it. It hurt too much. 
“You think he rescued you?” Wick asked, bewildered and unbelieving. 
“Yes. I suppose he did.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” Wick shook her head and looked back at his jacket. “I’m not sure it’s even possible. They’re incapable of altruistic actions.” 
“They?” Lily stood up, setting her bowl on the floor before walking over to Wick. “What do you know about him? Why don’t you trust him?”
“I don’t know anything about him personally,” Wick clarified. She lowered her head and attempted to go back to writing in her grimoira, or to at least look like that’s what she was doing. 
“But you know something.” Lily looked at her plaintively. “Wick, please.” She pulled out the chair and sat down across from her. 
“All I know is that his jacket smells like brimstone.” Wick wanted to forget the conversation and wished she’d never brought it up at all, but Lily stared expectantly at her. Sighing, she set her pen inside her book and pushed it aside. “Did your mother ever tell you about irins and daemons?”
“My mother refused to talk to me about anything like that,” Lily shook her head. “The only things I know I overheard from the servants talking.” 
“They’re not the most reliable of sources.” Wick pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ears and looked down at the table. “I suppose Iris planned on waiting until you were old enough to explain all of this, but she died before she had the chance. I can’t fault her for that, but she’s left you so unprepared.” 
“Unprepared for what?” Lily asked. 
“Our world.” Wick smiled thinly at her. “Before the Earth belonged to man, good and evil lived openly, locked in an eternal battle with each other. Their immortality made them weary of the same fights, so they devised a wager to settle it forever. Whoever won would have complete reign over the Earth, and whoever lost would be banished for all of eternity.” 
“So they created man to settle a bet?” Lily raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“So the story goes,” Wick nodded. “The most cunning daemon was chosen on the side of evil, and the most valiant irin was chosen on the side of good. They were granted powers and privileges to help them, and while one of them was immortality, it came at a price. They had to make sacrifices to stay alive. For the irin, that meant a chaste life, free of any human pleasures, but for the daemon, that meant something far more deviant.”
“What do you mean?” Lily rested her arms on the table, leaning in closer to Wick. She hung on every word. “I don’t even really understand what an ‘irin’ is.” 
“They’re angels meant to watch over the Earth, to help mankind in the pursuit of good.” 
“Each of the irin and the daemon were allowed seven minions to help them on their conquests,” Wick continued. “While the minions were essentially created equal, so each side would be matched perfectly, they had one difference; daemon minions were turned from men, but irin minions were born.” 
“So the irin minions are children of angels?” Lily asked.
“Yes, originally,” Wick nodded. “In order for them to be pure of heart, they had to be descended from an irin. Daniel, the leader of the irins, had seven offspring, called virtus. The virtus are here to serve him and help him in his quest to save the Earth.” 
“So the virtus are immortal, too?” 
“Yes, and no,” Wick said. “They can give up their divinity if they choose, rescinding their immortality and servitude for a human life, but to do so, they must bear a child to take their place.”
“Why? Why can’t Daniel conceive more children?” Lily asked.
“He can’t partake in Earthly pleasures,” Wick explained. “That is his sacrifice. He can’t have any more children, and there must be seven virtus on Earth at all times.” 
“Why seven?” Lily shook her head, unable to understand. 
“Each of the seven represent a virtue; castimonia, humilitas, caritas, humanitas, sophrosyne, patientia, and industria,” Wick said, and Lily stared at her. “Its Latin, the language of old, but it means chastity, humility, charity, kindness, temperance, patience, and diligence. Virtus go by their Latin names.” 
“They don’t have real names?” Lily asked.
“No. When you are under the service of an irin or even a daemon, you don’t have your own name or an identity. Your only wants and needs are that of your master. Your purpose in life is singular – serve and spread the meaning of your title.” Wick watched Lily intently, and Lily stared thoughtfully at the table. 
“So, if you’re the patience virtus, what do you do? You go around and wait for things?” Lily asked.
“No, you try to teach patience,” Wick said. “You give people the opportunity to be patient, and help them through their strife. While your strength is your own virtue, your mission above all is to help people stay good and true,” Wick said. 
“And for every irin there is a daemon counterpart?” Lily asked. “Does that mean for every virtu there is an equal and opposite daemon minion?” 
“Yes, unfortunately it does, although they are not offspring of a daemon the way virtus are offspring of an irin,” Wick said. “Evil doesn’t need to be pure to work effectively. Daemons wish only to corrupt, so their minions are humans who have given their allegiance to them. They choose to serve the daemons in exchange for immortality, but like the virtus, it can be given up or taken away.”
“I don’t understand the point of all of this,” Lily shook her head and leaned back in her seat. “The concept of angels and demons and their minions running about the Earth. All for what?”
“For the Earth itself. They have two sides, evenly matched in every way, to see whether good or evil will conquer mankind,” Wick said. 
“How will they decide a winner?”
“At the end of time, man will stand and be counted, his allegiance tallied, his sins weighed against his virtues,” Wick explained. “No one knows when it will all end, not even the daemons or the irins. It’s those left in the heavens watching that make that decision.”
“What does this all have to do with me?” Lily realized that there had to be a reason Wick had brought all this up. She didn’t seem the type to go on an existential tangent without merit. 
Wick thought for a moment, deciding how to answer her. Suddenly, she felt something – a tremor in the air, almost imperceptible, and she might have ignored it completely if the apple hadn’t begun to move. The violet apple that Lily had taken a bite out of sat discarded on the dining table, and it started spinning, gaining momentum. 
“What’s going on?” Lily asked, her eyes widening as she watched the fruit. 
“Shh!” Wick held up her hand to silence her, and the apple stopped moving. 
Wick didn’t get up, but she stared out the mottled glass windows, straining to see something in the dark. The apples and the tree were the source of the protective spell around her cottage, and when something tried to enter, they reacted. Usually a small rustling of the branches would signify a charun trying to get through, but the spell itself usually deterred them. 
This time, it felt different. Something slightly more powerful, more sinister, had tried getting in. 
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Jinn had actually succeeded in making it past the edge of the clearing. Scelestus had given him an enchanted cloak before sending him into the Necrosilvam, and that had been the only thing that allowed him to get past. His own power rated lower than a charun’s, and he never would’ve stood a chance against Wick’s spell. 
Jinn hobbled through the clearing, doing his best to be sneaky. His bad leg wouldn’t let him crouch low to the ground, but the cloak had some invisibility properties. If someone looked at him directly, they’d see him, but it helped him blend in more with his surroundings. It also had the ability to ward off the trees and most of the vile creatures in the woods, or he would’ve been eaten alive already. 
As soon as he’d seen the cottage, he sensed that he’d found the right place. He had no magical gifts of his own, but he’d always had a strong intuition about things. That and his unfailing loyalty were the only reasons Scelestus kept him on all these years. 
Standing on his tiptoes, Jinn put his bony fingers on the windowsill and peered inside. The glass had been hand-blown, making it mottled and blurry, and he almost had to press his face to it to see clearly through the window. A woman had her back to him, her long brown hair tied in a fraying braid. 
But sitting across from her at the table, that beautiful young girl had to be her. Her flawless pale skin, rosy lips, long waves of hair, and dark lashes framing her blue eyes – it could only be Lily. 
The older woman with Lily glanced back over her shoulder, and Jinn ducked down quickly. She might’ve seen him, but he didn’t care. It was too late. He’d already found Lily.
 Jinn scurried away from the house, delighted at finding her. He wasn’t strong enough to haul her off into the night, but he didn’t need to be. His mistress had given him an opaque glass ball with which to summon her. All he had to do was hold it up and say a few words, then Scelestus would be able to find him and appear. Jinn went just far enough away from the cottage where they wouldn’t be able to hear him when he spoke to Scelestus. 
The cloak and the dappled glass would have blinded Wick to Jinn. In fact, she never ever even saw him. Just his dirty fingernails pressing hard against the windowpane as he peered inside.
 The tremor of the apples combined with the sight of human fingers, and Wick knew they were in real trouble. Along with that ominous warning Lily had gotten from her mysterious friend, Wick had a terrible feeling that whoever it was, it was coming for Lily. 
“You need to go,” Wick said in a hushed voice as soon as she saw the fingers disappear from the sill. She didn’t know how much time they had, but she had to get Lily out of here. 
“What? What’s happening?” Lily’s skin blanched, but Wick didn’t have time to explain.
“For your safety, you need to escape while you can.” Wick pushed her chair back and grabbed her cloak. Lily got to her feet more slowly, confused by the sudden shift in things, and Wick draped the cloak around Lily’s shoulders, tying it around her neck. “This has some magical properties, not a lot, but it should be enough to protect you through the night. Hopefully.”
“Why do I need to go?” Lily looked at her with wide frightened eyes. She looked so innocent and so young, and so much like her mother. Wick touched her hand to Lily’s cheek in a rare moment of sentimentality before dropping it.  
“Someone is here, looking for you.” 
“Why aren’t you coming with me?” Lily asked, looking at Wick with concern. 
“I promised your mother I’d look after you, and so far, I’ve done a poor job of it. This is my chance to make things right.” Wick smiled wanly at her and went over to the window on the other side of the cottage, opposite from where she’d saw Jinn spying on them. “Now hurry, while I still have a chance to do some good.”
“Where shall I go?” Lily bustled up the ends of her dress so she could climb out the window.
“You need to be resourceful,” Wick said, helping boost her out of the window. Lily hung onto the frame and dropped to the ground with a silent grace that made Wick a tad envious. “I’ll come for you if I can. But if I don’t, keep moving. Run as fast and as far as you can.” 
“Thank you.” Lily stared up indecisively at her. She wanted to say more, to do more than leave a friend to fight her battles. But she didn’t know what else to do, and Wick kept insisting that she leave. She didn’t want to hold Wick back, and she didn’t know how to fight at all, let alone who she was fighting against. 
Reluctantly, Lily pulled the hood up over her head and darted across the clearing. Her feet made no sound as they padded along the mossy earth, and she ran into the trees of the Necrosilvam, unsure of what awaited her or how’d she meet it. 
Wick gingerly picked up her wand, a gnarled twisting piece of what appeared to be bronze, but really, it came from a deceased unicorn. She had many things around the cottage that could be used to create some very powerful potions, but she didn’t have the time to make them and had only a few actual completed potions. 
She went over the vials on the shelves, rummaging through them. Most of them were innocuous things like sleep aids and wound healers, and she knocked a blue vial of plant growth serum to the ground. It shattered, liquid splattering everywhere, and almost instantly, a small white flower grew from between the floorboards. 
“Impressive. For a novice witch.” Scelestus’s voice echoed through the small space, and Wick whirled around to see her standing in the middle of the cottage. An iridescent dark blue gown flowed around her, making her take up more space than she needed. Without a sound or a puff of smoke, Scelestus had appeared in her home. “But you’re not a novice witch, are you?”
“I’m not as practiced as I used to be.” Wick straightened her shoulders and did her best to hide her startled reaction to Scelestus’s entrance. “But don’t be fooled by my appearance. I know a few things about magic.” 
“Yes, I can imagine.” Scelestus glanced derisively around the cottage. Wick raised her wand at Scelestus, and while it was puny enough to make the sorceress laugh, Scelestus bit her tongue and smiled sweetly at her. “There’s no need for that, at least not yet. I’m looking for someone who belongs to me, and as soon as you return her to me, I can be out of your hair. No harm done.” 
“There’s no one else here,” Wick said honestly. 
“I’m sure that’s true.” Scelestus looked around again. “There isn’t enough room here to hide anything. But I’m certain that you know where she is.”
“I don’t know anything, and I can’t help you,” Wick told her evenly.
“Now listen here, you pitiful wench, I want what is mine.” Scelestus swirled her hand in front of her, waggling her fingers until a ball of fire appeared in the palm of her hand. “I will burn this place down, destroying every last bit of this little haven you’ve made for yourself, if you don’t tell me where the girl is.” 
“I don’t know where she is!” Wick shouted. “And if you burn this down, I’ll destroy you.” 
“Destroy me?” Scelestus threw back her head and cackled, and the sound sent chills down Wick’s spine. The instant she heard it, she realized exactly who Scelestus was. 
“You’re that horrible gypsy woman!” Wick’s hand trembled, and she had to fight to keep the wand steady on her. “Your clothes are nicer, your makeup is better, but you’re still that haggard old woman underneath it all!”
Scelestus narrowed her eyes at Wick, taking a moment to place her. It had been more than ten years since she’d lived as a traveling gypsy, practicing her sorcery in dirty rags in dark alleys. She had struggled for so long, until she met the lovely Lady Iris walking through the town. Scelestus did a simple trick for her, and Iris had been so pleased, she paid her with a ruby. It was then that Scelestus decided she would have the Lady’s life, even if it meant that she had to take her life to get it. 
“You’re Iris’s confidant?” Scelestus smiled wider. “You’re the one she went to, to save herself when she realized that I was coming after her. That’s how she got that ridiculous bag of parlor tricks that did nothing to help her.” Scelestus laughed again, growing louder and more delighted. “She went to you for help, and you gave her nothing. She died because you weren’t strong enough to help her!”  
“No.” Wick gritted her teeth and gripped her wand tightly. Already, she was drawing her energy up, calling everything she had and building it inside her. “She came to me, and I told her how to stop you, how to kill you, but Iris would never resort to that. She refused to stoop to your level. You took advantage of her innocence and her charity. But I am not nearly as kind or forgiving as she would be.” 
“You failed at preventing me from killing her, and now you’re going to fail at preventing me from killing her daughter.” The fire ball in her band burned brighter, and Scelestus raised her hand, preparing to throw it and burn the cottage down.
Before she had a chance, Wick’s wand glowed blue and shimmered. A beam of light flashed out of it, enveloping Scelestus, freezing her in place. She struggled against it, her mouth contorting in rage and pain, but Wick was using all her might to hold her. 
“Invictus evictum!” Wick shouted and flicked the wand. 
Scelestus went flying through window, shattering glass and splintering wood. Her body slammed hard against a tree several yards from the cottage, and she slumped down on the ground. Jinn ran to her side as quickly as he was able, and at first, he thought she was dead. Scelestus lay immobile, her eyes shut, with a thin line of blood dripping from her mouth. 
“My Lady!” Jinn wailed, touching her shoulder, and Scelestus’s eyes shot open. “Thank the gods that you’re alive!”
“Of course I’m alive, you dimwit!” Scelestus struggled to get up and snapped her fingers at him. “Help me up!” She put her arm around Jinn, and he helped her to her feet. 
“What happened?” Jinn asked carefully. “Did you find the girl?”
“Does it look like I have the girl?” Scelestus wiped at the blood on her lips and glared back at the cottage.
“No, I’m sorry, Mistress.” He bowed his head in shame. “Did you destroy the witch?”
“No. Not today.” She turned away from the cottage and walked in the other direction, toward the palace. 
Wick had drained Scelestus of her power, and all of her muscles ached and burned. It would take all of her strength to get them home, and she’d have to wait a few moments before she could recharge her magic enough to do that. It had been far too long since Scelestus had battled with anyone. 
She considered going back to finish Wick, since the fight had undoubtedly drained her too, but Wick didn’t have the girl. In a few days, when Scelestus successfully recaptured Lily, she would have more than enough power to do away with Wick, and anyone else who crossed her. But for now, she was old, tired, and painfully mortal. Her time would best be spent back in her chambers, using the cauldron to track down Lily. 
Wick had used all of her energy to cast Scelestus out of her cottage. She had wanted to kill her, but she had never done well with the dark arts. As soon as she’d sent her away, Wick went to her grimoira, looking for a spell to destroy Scelestus. 
She had to drag herself to the table. Her muscles felt weak like jelly, and her mind had gone hazy. Even her vision blurred, and she found it hard to see the words on the pages. She cursed herself for growing stale and complacent living in the woods. Most of her practice went into potions and holistic cures, and it’d been years since she had used actual magic like that.
All her attention was focused on trying to find a way to kill Scelestus and get revenge for Iris’s murder. She had entirely forgotten how this had started until she heard the howling. To the layman, it sounded like wolves, but more menacing, like a howl mixed with a mad man laughing. That was the calling card of the canu. 
The canu were a pack of hybrid demon dogs, and they worked for Valefor and his peccati. Scelestus would be the least of her worries if Valefor had gotten involved. Too late, Wick realized the canu were howling happily, the way they did when the caught their prey. 
“Lily.” 
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Lily ran through the forest, Wick’s cloak billowing out around her. She heard the sounds of the forest around her, groaning and yearning, and the branches scraped against the cloth, but none of them touched her. The moon had been huge and full, but clouds rolled over it, blotting out its precious light. She could hardly see in front of her and narrowly missed running smack into a tree several times. 
The flap of wings echoed in the sky above her, but she kept her course as straight as possible. She didn’t know where she was going or what she would do when she got there, but she knew she had to keep going. Wick had possibly sacrificed herself for her, and Lily couldn’t let that be in vain. 
The only time she stopped was when she heard a booming sound behind her, coming from the cottage. She’d already gone too far to see the cottage itself through the trees, but she turned around anyway. Dazzling blue light spiraled through the sky, and Lily watched with awe for a moment before it disappeared. 
She didn’t know what it meant, but when Wick had saved her from the charuns, her wand had cast out blue light similar to that. It had been on a much smaller scale, of course, but she had to believe that Wick had vanquished whoever came looking for Lily. 
Staring in the direction of the now darkened cottage, Lily chewed her lip and tried to decide what to do. If Wick had done away with the assailant, then she had no reason to continue running away. On the other hand, if Wick hadn’t, Lily might walk into a terrible situation and only make things worse. But she maybe could help Wick if she went back. Or if she kept going, she’d be out of Wick’s hair and stop being a burden to her. 
Then the decision was made for her.
Lily had grown accustomed to the sounds of the horrible little monsters that scurried about the forest floor. She rarely saw them, but she knew their grumbles and chirps and padded footsteps. When she heard the sound of heavy ragged breathing, she knew immediately that it was something else entirely. 
The enclosure of the trees made it hard to tell how far away they were, or even how many, but it sounded like a lot to Lily. Even their breathing was angry, and it was often interrupted by growling or the sounds of teeth of gnashing. The air smelled faintly of burning, like the scent after a flame had been extinguished.
She soon realized that they weren’t breathing heavy; they were sniffing, searching for something. Her heart pounded in her chest and her hair stood up on the back her neck. If she could smell them that meant that they could probably smell her. 
One of the beasts howled, a deep, resonating sound mixed with a strange cackle. The sky was filled with the sound of charuns flapping their wings, dispersing into the night. Even they were frightened of the beasts. In the shadows, Lily couldn’t see much of anything, but she knew they were there – she sensed the shift of movement, the heavy sound of their feet pounding the ground, and their excited breathing as they approached. 
Lily turned and ran for her life.  
Her legs moved as quickly as they could, churning underneath her, but she knew it wasn’t fast enough. They howled again, and it sounded much closer than it had before. She heard their feet pounding, a rabid pack of movement, and she darted around trees, trying to make her path as confusing as possible. 
She rounded a tree, and there the beast was, right in front of her. Her feet skidded on the muddy ground, and she nearly flew right into it, stopping mere inches from its growling muzzle. The clouds parted enough for the moon to shine down on them, the light glinting off the massive incisors in its jaws. 
It vaguely resembled a dog, but it was much too large, standing almost as tall as Lily when it was on all fours. The beast was hairless, and its skin appeared to be charred leather. The paws were as large as her head, with opposable toes and claws, like a cat’s, so it could hold or tear things apart. Its long tail moved like a monkey’s and had a forked end. The eyes were pure black, without any white rimming the pupil. 
Lily stepped back, and she felt hot breath blowing on her cloak. Another one of the dogs was behind her, and when she turned around, she realized that four of them had surrounded her. She had nowhere to run, not that she could outrun them. 
“Easy.” She held up her hands palm out to them, moving in a slow circle so she could keep her eyes on all of them. “Please, let’s all just stay calm.” One of the beasts growled and stepped toward her. “Stop!” 
She wrapped the cloak more tightly around her, hoping that some of its magic would ward them off. They hadn’t torn her to bits yet, but other than eating her, she didn’t know what else they could possibly want with her. 
The beast kept walking forward, and Lily had no choice but to step back. The one behind her moved to the side so she could get by. They moved together, walking as a pack in front of her, so she’d keep walking backwards. They were herding her along, and she stumbled over branches and tree roots, refusing to take her eyes off them. Unlike the charun, they acted like they knew what they were doing, like they wanted her to do something or go somewhere.  
Her heart raced in her chest, and she knew she didn’t want to be a part of whatever they had planned. They snarled and growled as saliva dripped from their teeth. They looked ravenous, and her instincts told her they wanted nothing more than to eat her alive. But for some reason, they didn’t. Their muscles trembled with restraint as they sniffed and huffed at her. 
Lily decided that her only chance of survival was trying to make a break for it. She wasn’t as fast as they were, but she was much smaller. If she darted and weaved enough, going through small crevices in the trees, she might be able to lose them. As she walked backward, grabbing onto trees to keep her balance, she noticed a hollow log on its side. Maybe she could hide in there, or at least get a head start crawling through it. 
As soon as she thought she was close enough, she turned and bolted toward the log. She’d barely made it four steps when a giant paw slammed into her back, knocking her to the ground. Its claws tore the cloak and ripped into her soft flesh, not enough to maul her but enough to send pain shooting through her body. She would’ve screamed, but the weight of the beast pushed her face into the mud. She breathed dirt, and she couldn’t even cough it up. 
Just before she became certain she’d suffocate in the ground, the weight lessened on her body so she could lift her head up. She could still feel the paw, holding her in place should she try to run, but she could breathe again. Lily coughed hard, causing her body to spasm painfully. Her back screamed at her, but she tried to push herself up anyway. The dog growled and dug his claws in deeper, reminding her that he had control. 
The scratches on her back burned, like her skin had been set on fire, and she screamed. Not for help or mercy, but simply because she couldn’t help herself. Her veins started burning, sending a searing sensation through her entire body. The beast had venom in its claws, and it was sending poison through her. 
Her mind started feeling hazy, so she couldn’t be sure of what was happening at first. A gust of wind blew over her, and she craned her neck back, surprised to find the beast missing from her back. The pain blotted out most of her other senses, but her fear gave her some amount of clarity. She struggled to sit up and saw one of the beasts fly into a tree, as if it had been thrown. 
Then she saw him clearly. Lux stood in front of the dogs, and he didn’t look the slightest bit ruffled. He held a giant stick in his hand, so long and thick it looked almost too heavy for Lily too hold. Three of the beasts growled and crouched in front of him, looking as if they wanted to rip his head off. The fourth one had been thrown into the tree, and he hurried to get back on his feet. 
The dog charged and hurled itself at Lux, but he raised the stick and impaled the dog in the side. It yelped, and then fell to the ground. It lay a few feet away from Lily, twitching and whimpering on the ground, and even through her fiery pain, she felt sorry for the beast. 
The other three dogs snarled and looked uncertainly at Lux. Since he no longer had a weapon, she expected them to tear him to shreds, but they did nothing more than look at him. He held his hand up, his palm facing them, and the beasts all began to whine, as if in pain. One of them yelped, then turned tail and started running away, and the other two quickly followed. 
The dog Lux had impaled struggled to get to his feet, whimpering sadly. Lux walked over to it, and the beast cowered before him. Lux grabbed the stick and yanked it out, making the dog howl in pain. He raised the branch, meaning to finish the job, but Lily stopped him.
“Wait!” Lily held out her hand and tried to push herself up more. It hurt to breathe, and a weakening paralysis had started setting in her body. It wouldn’t be much longer before she’d be unable to move at all. “Don’t hurt him!”
“He’s a canu!” Lux said incredulously. 
He wanted to argue with her about the merits of saving a demon dog, but when he saw the stricken look on her face, he knew she didn’t have the strength to argue. His stomach twisted up when he realized how much pain she had to be in, and it made it even harder for him not to destroy the beast that had done it. 
Reluctantly, Lux dropped the stick and pointed away, signaling the canu to leave before he changed his mind. The dog slowly got to his feet and gave them both a confused look, unsure why it had been spared. Lux had already turned his attention fully to Lily, and the dog hobbled away without any more notice. 
“Don’t move,” Lux said, rushing to her side. He reached out, wiping the mud from her face, and the warm electricity he got from her was still there, although it was dampened by his anxiety. She could barely breathe, and he found it hard to swallow, knowing the agony she had to be in. 
“What are you doing here?” Lily stared up at him, and her arm gave out, so she fell backwards. Before she hit the ground, she felt his arm around her, holding her safe. 
“Don’t worry about it.” He held her in his arms and moved the cloak, so he could see the gashes down her back from the canu. “You’re infected with canu venom.” He looked past her, his mind racing. “I can fix this.” 
Lily tried to say something, but she’d already grown too weak to speak clearly. He got to his feet, still cradling her in his arms, and hurried towards the creek. He wanted to relish the weight of her body, the feel of her with him, but he couldn’t. 
On his way to find her, he’d passed a babbling brook, and that would be his only way to save her. Clean the wound to get out as much venom as possible, then burn it to destroy the rest, and pack it with cool blue moss to ease the pain. It was a rather easy cure, but he had to get it in time. 
The venom was only beginning to spread through her, and once it hit her full force, she would be in unbearable agony. 
She mumbled something into his chest, and Lux ran faster, listening for the sounds of the brook. His heart pounded painfully in his chest, and he didn’t know what he’d do if something happened to her. 
Relief washed over him when he saw the brook, the water reflecting the moon in the night. He skidded down the embankment, holding Lily carefully in his arms so she wouldn’t get hurt further. Gingerly, he laid her on her stomach on the soft mud and reeds next to the water. He took of her cloak and opened the back of her dress so he could have better access to the claw marks. 
Lux cupped his hands, filling them with ice-cold water before spilling it onto her back. She twitched and made some kind of moaning sound, but he hadn’t even started cleaning the wounds yet. Using the edge of the cloak and the water, he scrubbed at the scratches, making the venom burn deeper, and Lily screamed. 
The poison glowed in her wounds, so at least he could see it. He mumbled apologies, but he doubted she heard him over her cries. When he was certain he’d got out as much as he could, he ran his fingers down her gashes. Flames licked out from the tips of his fingers, one of the few tricks Lux had. The air smelled of burning flesh as the fire seared and cauterized her wounds, and Lily shrieked even louder. 
Her cuts were cleaned and sealed, but between the venom and the fire, she was in incredible pain. Lily stopped screaming, but she sobbed loudly, her whole body shaking from the intensity of it. 
Lux scrambled to his feet and looked around, knowing that blue moss had to be nearby. It loved water and death, and this area of the Necrosilvam was full of both. Lily lay on her stomach with the back of her dress torn open, and he didn’t want to leave her exposed like that, but he couldn’t leave her in that much pain either. 
He jogged a short ways down the brook, still close enough to hear and see her, and thankfully, he found blue moss growing on the underside of a log lying across the stream. He had to wade through the water to get it, soaking his new shoes and pants on the way, but he barely even cared. Lily was in pain, and he’d do anything stop it. 
“This will be over soon,” Lux promised her when he reached her. He knelt on the ground next to her and smeared her wounds with the moss. 
Almost instantly, the burning stopped, replaced with a cool numbness. The haze in her mind started ebbing, and most of the aches in her body dissipated. Not entirely, but she felt much better. Sniffling, Lily wiped at her tears and sat up. The night air felt cold on her bare back, and she tried straightening out her dress, but the back had been shredded. Lux handed her the cloak, which held up much better because it was stronger, and Lily wrapped it around herself.
“Thank you,” Lily said, feeling embarrassed about crying so hard. She wiped at her face with the cloth, trying to get rid of the mud and tears that stained her skin.
“You're welcome.” Lux sat next to her on the embankment, watching her with an unbridled fascination. Even with dirt on her cheeks and twigs in her hair, he doubted he’d ever seen anyone more beautiful. 
“What are you doing out here?” Lily asked. 
She stared down at her hands, playing with a loose thread on her dress. She wanted to look at him, to make sure he was real and really there with her, but she felt too ashamed to look at him fully. 
“I was looking for you,” Lux said honestly. 
“Why?” Lily asked, her forehead wrinkling in confusion, although her heart quickened happily.
“I never should’ve left you alone in these woods.” Guilt washed over him, and he looked down at the water. She’d nearly been killed because he hadn’t stayed with her. He thought she’d be better without him, but the only way he could protect her was if he was with her. 
“How did you find me?” Lily asked, daring to look at him from the corner of her eyes. 
“I heard the canu.” Lux only half-lied. 
He tracked the canu using another one of his tricks. A benefit of his job was being able to use the canu, and he could psychically link with them. He could see what they saw, but so could any of the other peccati or even Valefor, if they chose to check in with this pack. Anyone of them could find out that he’d intervened to save Lily. 
They really ought to start moving, but she was too exhausted to go on the run right now. She needed to rest, and he’d worry about what Valefor made of everything when the time came. For now, her safety was his top priority.
“What are the canu?” Lily looked at him curiously. 
“Demon dogs,” Lux replied vaguely. He didn’t want to explain them to her, how they served his master, and even Lux himself. The canu tracked and hunted anything the peccati or Valefor wanted, and canu protected them from their enemies. 
“How did you chase them away?” Lily asked.
“Magic,” Lux smiled at her, hoping to distract her from realizing he hadn’t really answered the question. “How are you feeling?”
“Much, much better. Thank you.” She smiled then looked away. “I must look frightful.” 
“No, you look beautiful,” Lux said seriously.
“I doubt that!” Lily laughed, a wonderful sound that sent warm shivers all through him. She knelt down at the brook’s edge, splashing cold water on her face to clean herself up. 
“Do you feel well enough to walk?” Lux asked once she’d finished washing her face and arms. 
“I think so,” she nodded. 
Lux stood up first and held his hand out to her to help her up. As soon as she touched him, that same wonderful feeling rolled through him. She stood in front of him, staring up at him with her dark blue eyes. Her skin always felt so cool against his warm hands. A strand of hair stuck to her damp cheek, and he brushed it back, letting his hand linger there. He wanted to kiss her more than anything, but he was afraid if he started, he’d never stop. 
“We should get going.” He dropped his hand from her cheek and stepped away from her. He still held her hand so he could help her up the embankment, but he had to put some distance between the two of them. He’d never utilized restraint before, and he didn’t know how well he’d do with it. 
“Yes, of course,” Lily said, like she understood what he meant. 
She slipped a few times climbing up the embankment, but Lux blamed it on the muddy incline. When she got to the top, he started walking forward, and she nearly collapsed, falling heavily into his arms. Her knees just gave out underneath her. 
“Sorry,” Lily whispered, leaning against him. She smelled of flowers and fresh spring water, and Lux held her in his arms for a moment before steadying her and helping her stand on her own.
“You need to rest,” Lux said, and looked up. 
The moon sat high in the sky, so it was still several hours before dawn. He’d bought them some time by chasing the canu away. It’d be a few hours before they got back to Valefor, and then he’d have to mount a counterattack. They could use the time to get a jumpstart, but Lily was too weak, and he had to do what was best for her. 
“Come on.” Lux kept his arm around her waist and led her over to a massive tree. “You need to get some sleep before we can continue.” 
“Are you sure that’s safe?” Lily looked around. 
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Lux assured her, and he meant it. 
“I know.” Lily smiled at him in a way that melted his heart. Sleeping in the Necrosilvam in the middle of the night sounded deadly, but somehow, she felt safe with Lux. 
The roots of the tree sprung out of the ground, creating a perfect little nook. Lux took off Lily’s cloak and spread it over the dirt like a blanket. He slipped off his jacket, then sat down on the ground, leaning back against the trunk of the tree. Lily curled up next to him, laying her head on his chest and draping her arm over him. He took his jacket and covered her up with it. When he wrapped his arm around her, she nestled into him. 
In that moment, Lux felt complete for the first time. He hadn’t even realized anything was missing until he met her, but now, with her curled up in his arms, her hair tickling against his chin, he couldn’t imagine existing without her. 
Within moments, Lily fell sound asleep, comforted and content in the safety of his embrace. Lux forced himself to stay awake for much longer, savoring every second with her. 
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His neck hurt from the way he’d been sleeping, and he yawned and stretched out his arms. It wasn’t until he felt the empty space beside him that he realized something terribly important was missing. Lux opened his eyes to the morning sun, and she was gone. 
“Lily?” His heart had already beat itself into a frenzy. He jumped to his feet and looked around, but he didn’t see anything. No sign of her, of canu, of anything. “Lily?” 
His mouth felt dry, and his stomach twisted in knots. He ran a hand through his hair and tried not to think the worst. He never should’ve slept. He never should’ve closed his eyes. Lily had become the most important thing in his life, and he fell asleep while Valefor had come and stolen her.
“Lily!” Lux didn’t even trying to hide the panic in his voice. 
“I’m right here,” Lily said, sounding like a beautiful melody to his ears. 
Her head appeared over the embankment as she climbed up it, her arms full of red berries. As soon as he saw her, Lux started to run toward her, but realizing he looked like a maniac, he settled for a brisk walk. She wore his jacket, with the sleeves rolled up to keep them from drowning her hands. She had tied her long dark waves in a loose braid and wound small white flowers through it.  
“I went to collect berries for breakfast.” Lily gave him a perplexed look when he reached her. “Why do you look so frightened?”
“I don’t know.” He smiled, breathing a sigh of relief. He put his hand on her shoulder, just to make sure she was real. “I couldn’t find you.”
“Well, I’m right here.” She smiled at his concern, looking so beautiful and sweet and happy, his heart seemed to swell and grow. 
“So you are,” Lux said quietly, and she laughed. 
He couldn’t contain himself any longer. He put his hand on her waist and pulled her to him, then pressed his lips to hers. Her mouth tasted of cold berries, and her body felt soft against his. She dropped the fruit and wrapped her arms around his neck. He kissed her hungrily, fighting to keep himself in check. 
Lily could actually feel his restraint, the way his muscles tensed, but she felt no control herself. She kissed him fervently, standing on her tiptoes to taste him more deeply. A fire burned inside, spreading a fresh wonderful heat all through her. 
Her hand found the curls on the back of his neck, and she wrapped them around her finger. It was something she did, almost without thought. She just wanted to pull herself closer to him, but it made Lux weak. It was like he felt too much – too much happiness, too much pleasure – and he could hardly stand. 
Lux stopped kissing her, but he held her in his arms still. She untwined her fingers from his hair and rested her hands against his chest, staring up at him as they both struggled to catch their breath. His skin trembled.
“You’re shaking,” Lily said, sounding concerned.
“So I am.” Lux smiled at her. 
“Are you alright?” 
“I’m better than I’ve ever been,” he assured her, and she smiled up at him. 
He pulled away from her before he couldn’t resist kissing her again. They had wasted enough time sleeping. She had needed it, but he had to get her somewhere safe soon, not that he even knew where somewhere safe might be. But keeping her on the move was his best for now. He didn’t know of anywhere that Valefor couldn’t go if he wanted to, but Lux knew staying in the same place would make them easy targets. 
“I’ve dropped all the berries.” Lily’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and she bent to pick them up. 
“It’s alright. I’m not very hungry anyway,” Lux said. He surveyed the area around them, trying to decide which way to go, but it was hard to think clearly after that kiss. 
“Are you certain?” Still crouched on the ground, she looked up at him. “Because I could find something other than berries, if you don’t want any of them.”
“No, I’m fine, but we need to get moving.” 
“Oh.” Lily looked hurt, afraid she’d done something to offend him, so he held out his hand to her. She took it, and he helped her to her feet, but he didn’t let go of her hand. 
“This way.” Lux gestured to the west. The palace lay to the east of them, and Valefor’s lair to the south. 
“Are we going somewhere?” Lily asked as they started walking, and then realizing how silly her question sounded, fumbled to clarify. “I know that we’re going somewhere, but is it somewhere in particular?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Lux said honestly. 
“Because I have a friend in the woods, or at least I think I still do.” Her face crumpled when she thought about Wick. “I don’t know what became of her last night.”
“What happened?” Lux asked, looking over at her.
“Wick sensed something coming. She’s a witch, but a good witch, and she knew something was after me. So I left out the window, and she stayed behind. Then the canu chased after me, and you found me.” Things started occurring to Lily, and she stopped walking so she could look at Lux straight on. “What are we running from? Why didn’t you want me to go back to the palace?” 
Lux avoided her gaze. “It was just a gut feeling I had.” 
“No, it wasn’t. It was more than that,” Lily insisted. “You were trying to protect me. From what?”
“I don’t know.” He swallowed hard and wouldn’t look at her. 
He couldn’t tell Lily what he knew because he’d have to tell her how he knew. And it was more than just being a part of her kidnapping. He’d have to explain exactly what he was, and he knew he’d lose her forever. She’d be disgusted and hate him.
“You took me out to the woods on a whim?” Lily looked at him with disbelief. “You abandoned me here in the middle of the night only to come rescue me the next night, and you don’t know why?” 
“Your friend Wick, she senses things?” Lux grasped at anything, looking for any explanation that would keep her from discovering the truth. “I can do that too. I sensed something horrible and…” He trailed off, knowing how empty his words sounded. “Do you trust me?” 
“Yes,” Lily said.
“Everything I’ve done has been to protect you,” Lux said, and he felt better knowing he was being honest. “Since I’ve met you, I’ve only tried to make sure that you were safe and happy. And I can’t explain the things that are happening, but… I need you to just trust me.”
“I believe you,” Lily looked up at him, her eyes searching his. “But why can’t you tell me? If something dangerous is going on, I should know about it.” 
“Please,” he pleaded with her. “Just trust me for now. I promise you’ll understand everything later. But for now, can you just trust me?”  
“Fine,” Lily relented, but only because he looked so pained. “But we should go to the cottage to see if Wick is alright.” Lux looked in the direction she pointed and shook his head. 
Wick’s cottage was closer to the palace, and Lux didn’t want to head that way. He wasn’t sure how powerful Scelestus really was, but he didn’t want to deal with her. More importantly, something had found her at the cottage last night, and while he wasn’t certain it was Valefor or another of the peccati, the canu had found her too. They needed to get away from here, fast. 
“We need to keep going,” Lux looked at her apologetically. 
“But she helped me survive until you got here,” Lily insisted, and guilt stung through him. He never should’ve left her alone, and he’d never forgive himself for that. “The least I can do is make sure she’s fine or see if she needs any help.”
“She sent you away last night while she stayed behind to fight?” Lux asked, and she nodded. “She didn’t sacrifice herself so you could go back and get yourself killed today. Whatever happened back there, it’s not safe for you, and she’d want you to go on.” 
“Maybe,” Lily said, her face scrunching up. “But I don’t feel right leaving her like that.”
“We need to go, Lily.” Lux looked at her seriously and squeezed her hand. “Please.”
“Once you’re sure we’re safe and this – whatever this is – is over, I’m going back to repay my debt to her,” Lily said firmly. 
“I will be more than happy to take you,” Lux said, but he wasn’t sure that this would all be over. He didn’t know if Lily could ever be truly safe. 
Once they started walking again, Lux felt better. Moving quickly through the trees felt like he was actually doing something, although he wasn’t sure how much it would really accomplish. At first, Lily seemed upset. She felt guilty for abandoning her friend, but her mood lightened the longer they walked. He couldn’t be sure, but he had a feeling it had to do with him holding her hand. 
They walked most of the morning saying very little. Lux would’ve loved to talk with her, but he was afraid she’d press him for information. The Necrosilvam seemed to stretch on forever, but soon they’d be reaching the edge of it. 
A swamp lay just on the other side of the forest, called the Weeping Waters. A mixture of filthy water and thick mud like quicksand, it was filled with sea dragons and flesh eating fish. Unlike land animals, the fish did not listen to anyone, even peccati like Lux. 
A log had fallen across their path, and Lux helped Lily over it. His thoughts were on how they would get past the swamp, not on the log, and the rotted wood gave out under Lily’s foot. He caught her just before she fell to the ground, and he held her in his arms for a second before setting her gently on her feet.
“Sorry,” Lily said. 
Lux shook his head. “I should’ve been paying more attention.” 
“I’m not a complete invalid, you know.” Lily smiled demurely at him. “I can manage walking without a guide.” She amended her statement with a laugh. “Usually.” 
Lux laughed and took her hand, preparing to lead her forward, but she stopped short. He heard a mewing sound, similar to a kitten or a frightened rabbit, and Lily had heard it too. He tried to keep going, but she pulled away from him and went back to the log, to the source of the sound. 
“Oh my!” Lily gasped, peering into the fragmented wood. 
Lux looked over her shoulder and saw what he’d already suspected. A giant furball surrounded by three smaller furballs sat inside the rotted log. They were almost perfectly round and covered in plush, golden fur with small round ears like a squirrel, a tuft of a tail like a rabbit, big sad eyes like a puppy, and a pink nose like a chipmunk. Their feet were hidden entirely under their fluff, pressed close to their chubby bellies. 
“Auratus,” Lux sighed. 
“It’s a mama and her babies,” Lily said. 
The auratus had made a nest in blue moss inside the log, until they’d come along and disrupted it. The mother tried to stand in front of her babies, but they kept running around her, mewing. Lily reached in and scooped up a baby in her hands. The mother barked but didn’t bite or snap at her.
“What are you doing?” Lux asked and watched as Lily sat down on the sturdier part of the log, cradling the baby auratus in her hand. 
“Checking to make sure they’re alright.” Lily carefully petted and inspected the baby. “It’s my fault if any of them are hurt.” 
“So you just stick your hand in a tree filled with wild animals?” Lux tried to sound exasperated, but watching her coddle the auratus made it hard for him to be. 
“You wouldn’t let me do anything to get hurt,” Lily said, then held the baby out to him. “They’re so soft! Feel!” Lux reached out and tentatively petted the top of its head, and its fur did feel like downy silk under his hand. 
“They sure are,” he said. They also tasted really good, but he didn’t think that was the kind of information Lily would want to hear. “Are they checking out okay?”
“I think so.” She put that one back in the log and picked up another. This one sat timidly in her hand, not moving around like the first one, and it didn’t seem to be mewing at all. She stroked its back, hoping to illicit some kind of response, but it just sat quietly in her hand. “Oh no. I think something’s wrong with this one.” 
Lux wanted to tell her to just put it back, let nature take its course so they could get on their way, but when he saw her face, he couldn’t. She looked utterly destitute thinking she had hurt such a creature. He crouched down in front of her.
“Let me see.”  He held out his hand, and gingerly, she gave it to him. 
Lux had no tricks for this. What little power he had had never been used for healing, or good of any kind. He only hoped that he could coax the little guy into feeling better. He pet it gently, and within a few moments, it started rubbing against his hand and purring. And Lux, despite himself, felt happy and relieved, and not just because he knew it would make Lily feel better. He hadn’t wanted to see the auratus suffer. 
“How did you do that?” Lily looked awestruck. 
“He must’ve been in shock,” Lux smiled, handing it back to her.
“But how do you do the things you do?” Lily stared at him, trying to understand him. 
“I don’t know what you mean.” He straightened up, not thrilled by her line of questioning.
“The canu last night, you chased them away.” The auratus ran around her lap, and Lily played with it absently. “Without even touching them.”
“I used a big stick, remember?” Lux shifted uncomfortably and stepped away from her. “Until you made me stop.” He tried to change the subject. “Why did you want me to spare that canu? He was going to kill you.” 
“Maybe, but he didn’t.” She shrugged and switched out the auratus on her lap for the last one, to make sure they were all okay. 
“But he would’ve.” He said it with more conviction than he really had. The canu could kill her, but he had a feeling that Valefor wanted her brought back alive. 
“Maybe. But he’s just an animal.” She inspected the last auratus, and it licked her hand. Satisfied that they were all fine, she turned her full attention on him. “He can’t be held to a moral code. But I can.” 
“Well, I didn’t kill him.” Lux didn’t like when she looked at him that way, like she could see through him, and he refused to meet her gaze. 
“And I thank you for that,” Lily said, letting the auratus run about her lap. “But that doesn’t explain how you made the rest of the canu leave. Or how come those awful charun bird-goblins never come out when you’re around, or why the trees don’t reach out for you like they do me. Nothing comes out or bothers you.” 
“Maybe the canu scared them away.” Lux rubbed the back of his neck, and for a moment, as Lily mulled it over, he thought she’d bought it.
“They smelled strongly of brimstone,” she said thoughtfully. “Wick told me that the forest and the creatures hate the smell of brimstone.”
“There you go.” Lux rushed to agree with her, but she hadn’t gotten it exactly right. The smell itself didn’t bother the forest or the creatures, but rather the things that smelled like brimstone, they knew of the powers they had and who they worked for.  
“You smell of brimstone.” Lily looked at him evenly, and he faltered.
“You … you can smell that?” 
“No.” She shook her head and set the auratus back in the log, reuniting it with its mother, and then she stood up. “It’s too faint for me. But Wick noticed the scent on your jacket, and she told me not trust you.” 
“But you do.” He met her eyes and knew that she did, but his heart raced nervously.
“I do.” She took a step to him. “But should I?”
“Yes,” he nodded emphatically. 
“Then tell me why all the terrible things in the Necrosilvam are afraid of you.” She stood in front of him, staring into his eyes, and it felt hard for him to breathe. 
“Not all the terrible things are afraid of him,” a voice taunted from a tree behind them, and Lux whirled around, moving in front of Lily. 
It’d been awhile since Lux had seen him, and Ira looked bigger than he remembered. He sat perched on a branch of one of the dead wood, one leg dangling off carelessly and the long tails of his purple velvet jacket hanging behind him. His black hair hung just past his shoulders, and he had a hard face, like it’d been made of stone. But then again, maybe it had. Ira had always been more powerful than Lux, more powerful than everyone, except Valefor. 
“How did you find us?” Lux asked, unable to think of a better question. 
“You didn’t exactly cover your tracks,” Ira smirked. “The canu led me right to you.” 
“Ira, this isn’t what you think.” Lux tried smiling cockily, hoping to buy himself some time, and Ira just threw back his head and laughed.
“Oh, I highly doubt that.” Ira swung down, landing on the ground effortlessly, and on a level playing field, he looked even more imposing. He stood a foot taller than Lux, and his broad shoulders were all but busting out the inseams of his tailored suit. “Don’t tell me you sent off the canu so you could bring her to him yourself.”
“What is he talking about?” Lily asked nervously, and Lux couldn’t bring himself to look back at her. “Bring me to who?” He wanted to calm her, but right now, he had to ignore her and deal with Ira. 
“Ira, I can make you a deal.” Lux had always been a good salesman, and Ira had never been that bright. He grinned and stepped forward, hoping that he could outwit him somehow. 
“What could you possibly have to offer me?” Ira smiled, revealing long, sharp incisors, and his black glinted. 
“I’ve always had things you wanted,” Lux said. 
While that was true, the things he had that Ira wanted were almost exclusively women, which didn’t make this situation any different. Except that this time, Ira planned on taking the girl by force, and Lux had no other woman to offer him in exchange.
“Not this time,” Ira replied coolly. “Valefor wants her now, and he’s willing to give almost anything.” 
“Why?” Lux asked, genuinely exasperated. “Why does he want her?”
“You could ask yourself the same question.” Ira nodded to Lily standing behind Lux. “It’s cute what you’re doing here, giving her your jacket like that. I don’t know what you’re playing, but I’ve always known that you were soft. You’ve never had the passion for this like I have.” 
“If by ‘this’ you mean torture and destruction, then no, I’ve never had a passion for that,” Lux admitted. “But that doesn’t mean that I’m not capable of it.” 
“Are you threatening me, little man?” Ira took another step toward him, his eyes blazing and his fists clenched at his sides. It took very little to set him off, and he’d never liked Lux. 
“You can’t take her,” Lux told him evenly. “I can make a deal with you, but I won’t let you leave with her.”
“Like you can stop me.” Ira raised an eyebrow. Lux had gotten into fights with Ira before, and he never came out on top. But this time, he had to.
“Lux, no!” Lily moved in toward him. “I’ll go with him!”
“Lily!” Lux snapped without looking back at her.
“Lux, no.” Lily grabbed his arm, and he finally looked down at her. “I won’t let you get killed over me.” Her eyes were scared and wide, but she meant what she said. She’d sooner die than see harm come to him. 
“Why don’t you listen to the girl?” Ira said. “Sounds like she wants to go with me. She knows a real man when she sees one.” 
Lux didn’t think. He just turned and blitzed at Ira, hoping that the element of surprise would give him a leg up. Unfortunately, his attack wasn’t that surprising. His fist never even connected with Ira’s stony frame. Ira swung at him, sending Lux flying backwards into a tree. Lily screamed, but he tried to block out as pain shot through him.
He was on his feet instantly, charging back at Ira. Ira caught his arm and bent it backwards. Lux heard it snap, but he wouldn’t drop to his knees, not the way Ira wanted. He kicked and punched at Ira, but it felt as if his opponent was made of granite. All of his blows that landed did nothing to Ira, but when Ira hit him, it sent exploding pain all over. 
“I’d love to stay and finish this, hand to hand,” Ira grinned at him. “You know I always loved a good round on a punching bag. But Valefor is waiting, and I need to finish this.”
Lux wiped the blood from his nose on the back of his arm and tried to think of something to stop Ira. Before Lux could do anything, Ira held his hand palm out to him, and Lux remembered too late that Ira always had the better powers. 
Purple light streamed out of Ira’s palm, hitting Lux right in the chest, but the pain didn’t even radiate from there. It was everywhere, all at once, scorching through him. Lux doubled over and collapsed on his knees. His blood literally boiled inside of him, and he smelled his own searing flesh. He couldn’t burn, not with flames, but with magic, he was just as susceptible as anyone else. 
Lux tried to fight it off. Lily cried, and he could vaguely hear her, like her voice was coming from underwater. But the pain was too intense. He would’ve greeted death gladly just to make the agony stop. Then finally, his body gave up, and he passed out. 
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Before Lux opened his eyes, he felt a lingering burn in his chest and muscles. He tried to move, but his arms felt weighted down, shackled at his wrists. Then, with excruciating clarity, he remembered what had happened, that Ira had taken Lily, and his eyes flew open and he struggled to sit up. 
“Oy!” a woman snapped. “Settle down, unless you want to get hurt.”
He couldn’t sit up completely, thanks to thin strings of silver that lay over his wrists and ankles, but he stopped fighting enough that he could take in his surroundings.
The cottage was tiny, and it appeared to have weathered a small battle recently. Everything had been thrown about, and part of one wall and the roof were missing. Lux lay pinned in a bed, his shirt removed. His bare chest revealed a large dark circle over his heart, the mark left from Ira’s magic scorching through him. 
“What’s going on?” Lux demanded.
“Why don’t you tell me?” Wick asked. She stood in front of the damaged wall, a tub of wet clay and a pile of thatched roofing by her feet.
“You’re the one that’s holding me captive!” Lux growled and pulled at his wrists again, but they refused to budge. A piece of thread managed to immobilize him. “What is this? Why can’t I move?”
“It’s irin hair.” Wick brushed a lock of her hair from her forehead, leaving a muddy trail behind on her skin. Her dress and skin were stained with clay and dirt from the work she was doing. “That particular strand came from Sofiel. Have you been acquainted with her?”
“No, I’ve never met an irin.” Lux lay back on the bed, growing frustrated. “Can you please let me go? I don’t have time to waste.”
“You’re peccati, aren’t you?” Wick put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “There’s no point in lying. Your reaction to the irin hair confirms it.”
“If you know what I am, then why are you asking?” Lux asked.
Instead of answering, Wick stepped closer, inspecting him. She still wasn’t sure she’d made the right choice bringing him back here, but she thought he might be the only key to finding Lily. 
After she heard the canu howling, Wick had tried going after Lily, but she’d been too weak. As soon as she’d been able, she’d gone out, but all she had found was Lux. He’d been lying on the ground, the front of his shirt burned open with the mark on his chest. 
Peccati couldn’t be burned by flames, so the only thing that could’ve left that kind of mark was one of his own. Wick didn’t know what that meant, but she brought him back to her cottage in hopes that he could tell her something about Lily. 
She pinned him to the bed and tended to his wounds. He’d been heavily battered when she found him – broken bones, bloodied nose – but he’d already started healing. Peccati had rapid healing rates, but she used potions to help speed things along. 
“I’m not going to hurt you, if that’s what you’re afraid of,” Lux told her wearily. “But I can’t stay here any longer. I have to find someone.”
“You mean Lily?” Wick asked, and he instantly tensed.
“How do you know about her?” Lux narrowed his eyes. “Who are you?”
“I’m a friend of Lily’s.” She crossed her arms over her chest and returned his glare. 
“You’re Wick?” Lux felt some relief at that and relaxed a bit. “Do you know where Lily is?”
“No. I was hoping you would.” 
“No.” He sighed and stared up at the ceiling. Lily was either at Valefor’s or on her way. “I need to go so I can find her.” 
“Why do you care so much about her?” Wick asked.
“I just do.” He turned back to her. “And if you care about her at all, you’ll let me go so I can find her. I know you don’t trust me, but I can save her from where she’s going. I’m her only hope.” 
“You shouldn’t go anywhere just yet. You’re still healing.” Wick reached down and took the irin hair from his wrists. It didn’t hurt him at all – he was just incapable of moving it.  “Don’t try anything. I have magic, and you’re not well.” 
Lux sat up, feeling the ache in his body for the first time. He healed incredibly fast, but she was right. He wasn’t done yet, and his bones cracked when he moved. 
“Does Valefor have her?” Wick moved back, watching Lux as he stretched. With her wand tucked in the waist of her dress and the irin hair in her hands, she wouldn’t hesitate to stop him if he made a wrong move. 
“I don’t know. Not yet, I don’t think.” He cracked his neck, wincing at the pain. “Last I know, Ira took her.”
“Ira?” Her face paled. “You mean ‘wrath?’”
“Yes.” 
As each virtu exemplified one of the seven virtues, each peccati was one of the seven sins. Ira had been built for wrath. Quick tempered, mean, violent, and more powerful than any of the other seven, he had one purpose in life – be angry and make everyone else angry. Lux hadn’t stood a chance against him. 
Of all the peccati that could’ve taken Lily, Ira had to be the most dangerous. 
“Where’s my shirt?” Lux looked around the room, eager to get on his way. 
“It was destroyed.” Wick turned and gestured to his jacket hanging on the chair, the one Lily had left. “I believe that’s your jacket, though.”
“Thank you.” Lux went over to the chair, his gait more labored than usual. He ought to take time to finish healing, so he could be at his peak to rescue Lily, but if he didn’t go fast enough, there wouldn’t be a Lily to rescue. 
When he picked up his jacket, he saw it was covered in dirt and had a bit of blood on his sleeve. His heart throbbed with a now familiar guilt. Lily had gotten hurt when he’d left her in the woods. He never should’ve left her, not that she seemed to be doing that well when he was around. 
“Who are you?” Wick asked, pulling him from his thoughts.
“Lux,” he replied absently and slipped on his jacket.
“As in Luxuria?” A cynical smiled crossed her lips. “Lust? I never should’ve taken the irin hair off of you.”
Really, she should’ve known the moment she saw him – his tailored suits, blond hair slicked back, and the chiseled curves of his chest and stomach. He was gorgeous. Not to mention the spell he had Lily under. She’d blush any time she talked about him. Lux had been made to lust after girls, and have them lust after him in return. 
“It doesn’t matter what you think of me.” Lux tried to ignore her as he fixed the collar of his jacket. “I’m going to help Lily.”
“You’re not going near Lily.” Wick pulled her wand from her waistband and stepped toward him. He held his hands out to her in a gesture of peace. He could take her, but he didn’t want to. “I’m not going to let her be some conquest for you.”
“She’s not going to be!” Lux shouted. 
“As if you would pass up the chance for the bragging rights of the millennia!” she scoffed. “The luxuria bedding the castimonia. What a stunning feat that would be.”
“What?” His stomach dropped, and it got harder to breathe. “She’s the castimonia? She’s … chastity?”
 Lily was a virtu, the exact opposite of him. He reached out for the chair next to him, and he collapsed back into it. He suddenly felt too weak to stand. 
“No. Why wouldn’t she tell me?” 
“I don’t think she knows yet.” Wick lowered her wand as she studied him. His eyes were widened in shock, and he’d had the wind knocked out of him. “You really didn’t know?”
“No.” He shook his head and swallowed hard. “I never even suspected.”
“Then what were you doing with her?” Wick asked skeptically. 
“I already told you. It wasn’t about that.” Lux ran a hand through his hair, feeling sick and confused. 
“You can’t possibly care about her.” Wick dismissed it before he even suggested it. “You’re not capable of love.”
“I don’t know what I’m capable of anymore,” he said resignedly. 
“The fact that she’s not with you is evidence that you don’t care,” Wick countered, but even she wasn’t sure of that. Lux had been in a terrible state when she’d found him, like he’d put up a hell of a fight.
“Ira’s too powerful.” He stared down at the floor. “I fought as hard as I could, but I did nothing against him.”
“How could you do nothing to him, if you fought so hard?” she asked.
“I’m lust and he’s wrath!” he yelled. “I’m a lover, he’s a fighter!” 
“You’re a demon!” Wick countered. 
“I’m a minion!” Lux got to his feet. 
“As if there is a great distinction!” 
“There is! I’m not evil incarnate!” 
“No! You just spread its message! How many girls have you bedded? Do you even know?” She stepped closer to him, unwilling to be intimidated by his larger size, and glared up at him. 
“Why does it matter?” Lux wanted to meet her gaze, but he averted his eyes. His new found shame was getting on his nerves. 
“It doesn’t. Except that your only mission in life is to corrupt the innocent, and few are more innocent than Lily.” 
“I don’t want to corrupt her,” Lux said emphatically, meeting her eyes this time. 
“Then what are you doing with her? How do you think this will all end? A sin and a virtue, living happily ever after? Do you think her master would allow it? Or yours?” Wick calmed her tone, dropping the antagonism, and simply asked him the question. 
“She doesn’t have a master yet,” he pointed out. If Lily didn’t know that she was the castimonia, she couldn’t have taken the vows to serve anyone. 
“Oh. Is that your plan, then? Bring her back to your master?” Wick asked icily. 
“No! I don’t want her anywhere near him!” Lux shouted, surprised by his own vehemence. “I’ll kill him if he does anything to her. If he touches a hair on her head –” 
He balled his hand up into a fist and gritted his teeth to keep from lashing out at anything around him. 
“You really care about her?” Wick wasn’t sure whether she believed him. This all might be a show he was putting on, but she didn’t know what he would get out of that. 
“Yes.” Lux thought about it a moment before finishing.  “More than I’ve ever cared about anything.”
“I’ll help you rescue Lily,” she said finally, convinced of his intentions. “But once she’s free, I’ll do everything to keep you from corrupting her.”
“Don’t you see? I’m not corrupting her. She’s taming me,” Lux gestured around him. He would’ve elaborated further, about how he’d been unable to pursue anyone since meeting Lily, but he thought that might hurt his case. 
“That’s not how it works.” Wick shook her head sadly. “When you mix dirt with water, the dirt doesn’t get clean. The water just gets dirty.” 
He turned away from her so she couldn’t see how her statement had rattled him. He’d only been thinking of protecting Lily, but he hadn’t really thought about whether or not she’d need protection from him. 
“Lie down and finish resting,” Wick told him and went over to her shelves. “I need to get things together before we go, so I have something to help you fight.”
“We really don’t have much time. Every moment she’s with Valefor…” Lux trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought. 
“Then you need to be as strong as you can be if you’re going to go up against Valefor.” Wick shot him a look over her shoulder. “He is the most powerful daemon on Earth, isn’t he?”
Lux grumbled in response and grudgingly lay down on her bed. She was right, but he hated doing nothing. 
“I don’t know why I’m trusting you,” Wick said, mostly to herself, as she shoved vials into a small sack. “You’re all master manipulators and liars, especially luxuria.”
“I don’t know why you speak so harshly of me. We’ve never met before,” Lux pointed out tiredly. 
“No, but I know your kind.” She opened a vial and tasted a bit of the potion, checking to see whether it was still good, then recapped it and tossed it in her pouch. “There’s a reason I live alone in the woods.” 
“Look at it this way. I haven’t tried bedding you yet, and if this had been before I met Lily, I certainly would have.” 
Wick was a beautiful woman, despite her attempts to hide it, but the thought of being with anyone other than Lily made his stomach twist in knots. He’d never known it was even possible to feel this way.
“I’m not sure if that was meant to be a compliment, but I didn’t take it that way,” she replied absently.
“No, it wasn’t. Merely facts.” Lux stared up at the hole in ceiling. “How did that happen?”
“What?” Wick went over to the large wooden chest on the other side of the room to search through it, and she glanced up at the carnage done to her cottage. “Oh, that? Just a fight with a sorceress.” Something occurred to her, and she stopped rummaging to look back at him. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with Scelestus, would you?” 
“No, I’ve never personally had any business with her,” Lux said, then realized that was a lie by omission. While he’d always been known for his silver tongue, he wanted to reform. “Valefor and Scelestus planned some kind of exchange, but I’m not sure of the details. All I know is that he sent me to fetch Lily from her, but instead of bringing her to him, I left her in the woods.”
“Ah, yes. Leaving a young girl alone in the Necrosilvam. What a wise decision,” Wick mocked him. 
“I didn’t know what else to do!” Lux sighed. “In retrospect, I regret it entirely. I should’ve stayed with her.” 
“There’s nothing to regret. I took care of her then, and I’ll take care of her now,” Wick said. “She fares much better with me than she does you.” 
“She’s still with Ira, no matter who you blame,” Lux replied icily.
“Not for much longer.” She found something in her chest and held it out to him. “Here. Put this on.”
“What is it?” He sat up as she tossed white cloth at him.
“It’s a shirt.” 
“I thought you said you didn’t have a shirt.” He slipped off his jacket and pulled on the shirt. It didn’t have buttons, but the collar hung open a bit, the way he liked it. 
“No, I said your shirt was destroyed. And that’s not just any shirt. It should protect you from magic, so your friend Ira won’t decimate you if you see him.” She went back to digging through the chest, hoping to find something else useful for herself. 
“Well, thank you.” He adjusted the shirt, fixing it so it laid right on him. “I know it pains you to help me.”
“It really does,” Wick sighed. “But I don’t see that I have a choice in the matter.” 
“Why did you even bring me back here?” Lux got to his feet, feeling too frustrated to rest any longer. Most of the aches in his body had worn away, and the burning in his chest had disappeared almost entirely. “You hate me so much, but I’ve never met you. I’ve never done anything to you.”
“You didn’t have to,” Wick said. “My best friend, my only friend was the castimonia, and she spent her whole life trying to spread good and fix the damage you and your brethren did. When she died, she left me to watch out for her daughter. Now Lily is involved with you, everything she stood against. She would be mortified if she knew what was happening.” 
“It doesn’t matter if her dead mother approves of me or not,” Lux pointed out. “It only matters that we find Lily. When this is all done, you can spit on my grave, for all I care. But right now, I need you to stop hating me. I know I can’t do this on my own, not after the way Ira took me out. I need you, and you need me. For Lily.” 
“You’re right.” Wick pushed her hair behind her ears and took a breath. “I know I have another cloak around here. As soon as I find it, we can leave.”  
Lux went to the hole in her wall, staring out at the night. The moon was still swollen, shining down on the Necrosilvam. When he was around, the woods were silent, but he didn’t understand how anyone could live out here. The charuns were troublesome, and the trees were known for thieving. He’d never seen a purple apple tree before, and as he admired it, the branches started quivering.
Wick didn’t think anything of it because the protective sphere had been going haywire since Lux arrived. He’d disturbed its balance. Then she felt a more drastic fluctuation, as if the world pulled and swayed, and Lux looked around, meaning he’d sensed it too. A gust of wind blew through the house, and an apple fell from the tree, landing on the ground with a thud. 
Something was coming, and Wick got to her feet just as the front door swung open.
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Wick had her hand on her wand, and Lux was at her side, his stance defensive and confident. She’d expected him to cower in the corner, but when he ran to her aide, Wick started thinking that perhaps she’d underestimated him. Not that she had much time to think because someone entered her cottage. 
The thin man came inside with an overly casual stride. His clothes looked even finer than Lux’s, all silks and leather. Gaudy rings ordained his hands, along with a heavy chain around his neck. His features were refined and delicate, bordering on feminine but still attractive. He kept his blond short and perfectly styled, and his dark eyes went over the room with contempt. 
“You didn’t have to clean up on my account,” he said. He ran his finger along the counter, and when it came up covered in dust, he wiped his finger off with disgust. 
“Who are you and what do you want?” Wick demanded. She hadn’t raised her wand yet, and she didn’t want to waste her energy if she didn’t need to. Her other hand dropped into her pouch, digging for something to frighten him away. 
“Avaritia, what are you doing?” Lux asked when the man didn’t answer. 
“Avaritia?” Wick questioned, looking at Lux out of the corner of her eye. He was another peccati, but Lux hadn’t relaxed since he came in, so she wasn’t sure if it was good that Lux knew him. “Greed?”
“Right.” Avaritia smiled at her, flashing perfect white teeth. “It’s a good thing you’re smart, because you’re horrible at housekeeping. And you’re not much to look at either.” 
“Why are you here?” Wick asked, ignoring his jabs.
“I came to see how Lux was slumming it.” Avaritia turned his attention to Lux. “This really is quite repugnant, even for you. You can’t possibly be intimate with that woman … can you?” He wrinkled his nose and nodded at Wick, who rolled her eyes.
“What I do doesn’t concern you,” Lux said flatly. “I don’t have anything you want. You have no reason to be here.”
“Oh, I know you don’t have anything! That’s why I’m here!” Avaritia gestured to the mess and laughed, but it was a joyless sound. “I’ve been hearing all about your terrible fall from grace, as it were, and I had to see it for myself. Disasters are so much better up close.” 
“What have you heard?” Lux narrowed his eyes at him.
“That you’ve completely lost your mind. You’ve forsaken our master in exchange for the castimonia, although Gula thinks she might have put a spell on you so it’s not your fault.” He picked absently at his manicured nails.
“You know she’s the castimonia?” Lux sounded shocked, and Wick looked over at him. It was starting to seem less and less like he’d lied to her.
“You didn’t?” Avaritia smirked at him. “Oh my. You’re even dumber than I thought. What on Earth did you possibly want with that wretched girl?” 
“Nothing you would understand.” Lux lowered his voice, and before Avaritia could comment on that, he rushed to continue. “Have you come to escort me back to Valefor?”
“No. I’ve never been much of an errand boy, though I certainly did a better job than you,” Avaritia winked at him. “Valefor is much too busy with the girl to worry about you. But don’t worry. He has plans for you at a later time.” 
“Of course,” Lux sighed. “So what are you doing here?”
“I already told you.” Picking up a rag, Avaritia wiped at a spot on the counter. Once he was convinced it was clean, he leaned back against it. “I’m here to poke at you when you’re down.” 
“You’ve always been so thoughtful,” Lux sneered at him. 
Wick gripped a vial in her hand. So far, Avaritia didn’t seem threatening. Lux didn’t appear concerned, only annoyed. Just the same, she didn’t want to take chances with either of them. The cottage smelled too much of brimstone, and Wick sneezed. 
“You’re allergic to clean then?” Avaritia asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Are you two old friends?” Wick ignored him and wiped at her nose with her sleeve, making him wrinkle his face in disgust. 
“We go way back,” Lux said carefully. He didn’t want to alienate Avaritia, not yet anyway, but he wouldn’t call him a friend. It was hard for peccati to be friends, especially when they’re as conniving and sniveling as Avaritia. 
“Yes, I suppose we do,” Avaritia mused, picking at his nails again. 
“What does Valefor want with Lily?” Lux asked. He’d yet to have deciphered that himself, and if Avaritia had been hearing things, he’d probably heard that, too.
“Who?” Avaritia asked, being willfully dumb. 
“Lily. The castimonia,” Lux clarified, even though he knew he didn’t need to.
“Oh. I wasn’t aware that it had a name,” Avaritia shrugged, and Lux clenched his teeth to keep from hitting him. “Valefor wants her because she is the castimonia, of course.”
“She’s not yet, not really,” Wick was quick to amend. “She hasn’t taken her vows yet.”
“Precisely!” Avaritia pointed at her, as if she’d won something. “See! I knew you were smart.”
“I don’t understand.” Lux shook his head. “If she’s not a true virtu, why does he want her?”
“He wants her to take her vows to him,” Avaritia explained as if they were both small children. “If she serves him, a daemon, and not an irin, he’s won. We’ve won.”
“What?” Lux furrowed his eyebrows, but Wick’s jaw dropped as she started piecing it together.
“The most epic battle of all time!” Avaritia said gleefully. “Good versus evil! The whole reason we’re here! The daemons and irins were put here to see who would have the most, and if Valefor steals a virtu from the irin, we have more!”
“I thought they meant human souls. She’s not human,” Lux said, but the room already felt like it was spinning a bit. 
“Technically, she still is, until she takes the vows and accepts the gifts, but she’s in such a unique position,” Avaritia went on. “Daniel can’t make any more virtus. Once they’re gone, they’re gone forever. It’s always seemed like a horrible idea to me. Valefor can go on replacing us until the end of time. But that seems to be approaching rather quickly.” 
“You think the whole world will end if she serves him?” Lux asked.
“The world as we know it, yes. That’s what Valefor thinks, and he’s never wrong,” Avaritia smiled. Valefor was many things, but he was rarely wrong. “Then this will all be ours! Well, mine, since I’m certain you’ve been disinherited after this stunt you’ve pulled.”
“She won’t serve him,” Wick said quietly. “Lily would never serve someone like him.” 
“Maybe not,” Avaritia shrugged, as if he didn’t care one way or the other. “But she is in a perfect position. She doesn’t even know what she is. Nobody’s bothered to tell her or train her, and she’s so trusting.” Lux swallowed hard, trying not to throw up. 
“What happens if she says no?” Lux asked numbly.
“He’ll kill her,” Avaritia said. “Valefor has been feeling tired lately, and since she’s a virtu, she has a stronger lifeforce. He plans on taking that, getting a bit of rejuvenation.” 
Valefor was immortal, but overtime, he’d weaken. In order maintain immortality, the daemon and the irin had to make sacrifices. Irins sacrificed all earthly pleasures. Daemons sacrificed lives. 
“What happens if she does serve him?” Lux asked, and Wick glared at him. She wanted to argue that Lily would never succumb to Valefor, but when she saw his ashen face, she realized he was only trying to think of a way to save Lily. 
“He plans to wed her. He wants a bride to rule by his side, helping him take over the Earth.” Avaritia stopped picking at his nails and looked up at them. “You’re really concerning yourself too much with her, Lux. I don’t understand what’s gotten into you, but this should be a very joyous time for us. This is everything we’ve worked for, and you’re getting yourself tangled up with some girl.” 
Lily would end up either dead or married to Valefor, and Lux honestly didn’t know which would be worse. The whole idea disgusted him so much, he could hardly stand it. Lux pressed an arm against his stomach and looked as if he might pass out.  
Wick knew if she didn’t say something, she’d have to deal with reviving him and getting rid of Avaritia.
“What is Scelestus getting in return?” Wick blurted out.
“Pardon?” Avaritia raised an eyebrow.
“Lady Scelestus. She’s the one that gave the castimonia to your master,” Wick said. “But she wanted something in return. What was it?”
“Oh that. She wants to be the invidia,” Avaritia grinned. “She didn’t even know that the girl was a castimonia. She approached Valefor looking for a position, and after listening to her, he deduced that Scelestus was in possession of a castimonia. He would’ve agreed to anything, but she had no idea what she was bargaining with.” 
“Does Invidia know that he’s about to be replaced?” Lux asked. 
“I doubt it. But he’s been so useless, he should’ve seen it coming.” Avaritia clicked his tongue and shook his head. “He envies the most ridiculous things. He’s always trying to steal my shoes! I know I have fabulous footwear, but he should be out coveting and garnering nations, not apparel.” 
“Where’s Lily?” Lux asked as soon as he calmed down enough to talk about her.
“What?” Avaritia looked up him, honestly unable to comprehend what Lux was getting at. “Why do you even care? What has gotten into you? You’re living in squalor, associating with that, fighting Ira, and obsessing over some stupid mortal.”
“I need you to tell me where she’s at,” Lux repeated. 
“What for? So you can storm the castle and save the princess?” Avaritia shook his hands, pretending to be impressed. “I hate to break it to you, Lux, but you’re weak and stupid. Let it go. Maybe if you go groveling back to Valefor and help swing the castimonia’s vote his way, he’ll let you live and enjoy the apocalypse.” 
“He won’t have her,” Lux said flatly. Avaritia looked at him, gauging his sincerity, then nodded.
“I can see you’re a serious man. I don’t agree with your choices, but I admire your conviction.” He looked from him to the wand in Wick’s hand. “I can help you out if you can help me.” 
“You want the wand?” Lux asked incredulously. “You can’t even use it.”
“You really can’t,” Wick echoed, holding the wand close to her. “You don’t have the magic for it.”
“I don’t want to use a stupid wand,” Avaritia looked offended. “I have enough of my own magic, thank you. But that’s the horn of a unicorn. It’s very valuable.” 
“What would you give us for it?” Lux asked, and Wick shot him a look.
“It’s not for sale,” she snapped.
“Come now.” Avaritia grinned. “Everything has a price.”
“You know what we want,” Lux said, ignoring Wick’s icy glare. 
Avaritia shook his head. “I can’t give you the girl, no matter what you had to offer me in exchange. But I can tell you where she’s at.”
“She’s with Valefor, isn’t she?” Lux asked.
“Perhaps.” Avaritia shrugged and went back to picking at his nails. “Or perhaps not.” 
“Tell us where she is,” Lux commanded.
“Tsk tsk.” Avaritia wagged his finger at him. “Horn first. Then I’ll tell you what I know.”
Lux sighed and held out his hand so Wick would give him her wand, but she held it to her chest.
“He doesn’t know anything,” Wick protested. “Or at least not any more than you do. Lily’s with Valefor.”
“No, you know she’s on her way to Valefor.” Avaritia’s lips spread out in a smug smile. “But you don’t know if she’s made it there yet, or what Ira might be doing with her.”
Wick and Lux exchanged a look. She didn’t want to give up her wand, especially for tepid information at best. But Lux’s blue eyes were serious and imploring. They both needed to do what had to be done to get Lily. 
Wick scoffed and shook her head, and she finally handed her wand over to Lux.  
“Thank you,” Lux said quietly, but she turned away from him and muttered to herself about how ridiculous this all was. 
She crossed her arms over her chest and watched from the corner of her eye as Lux took a step toward Avaritia. Avaritia rubbed his hands together, his eyes locked on the prize he’d won from them. But he should’ve been paying more attention to Lux.
Lux moved swiftly, reaching out with his empty hand to grab the back of Avaritia’s precious hair and jerk his head back. Before Avaritia could let out more than a surprised yelp, Lux had slammed him back against the wall. The unicorn horn in his hand was pressed against Avaritia’s throat, the sharp tip ready to tear open his jugular. 
“Where is she?” Lux asked, his voice calm.
“Hey, Lux, take it easy!” Avaritia held up his hands but didn’t try to push Lux off. Lux was broad-shouldered and strong, and Avaritia was a waif and a sneak. “I don’t have her! Messing with me won’t get you closer to her!”
“Maybe not,” Lux allowed. “But it would send Valefor a message.”
“You don’t want to waste time on me,” Avaritia said hastily. “She’s with him now. Or at least she’s almost there. Last I heard, they were almost to Valefor’s lair.”
“I told you that he didn’t know anything,” Wick said from behind them. He glanced back over his shoulder, where she looked utterly unimpressed by his display.
“And I still have your wand,” Lux told her, and then turned his attention back to Avaritia. “Where is she?”
“I already told you all I know!” Avaritia squirmed, and Lux pushed hard on the wand, piercing his skin just slightly. “Kill me if you want, Lux, but it won’t help you. It won’t save her.” 
“We don’t have time for this,” Wick reminded him, and Lux relented.
He stepped back from Avaritia, who immediately smoothed back his hair and began straightening out his clothes. 
“Here.” Lux handed the wand back to Wick. “I had to be sure that he didn’t know anything.”
“You’ve completely lost it.” Avaritia shook his head as he re-buttoned his jacket. “Valefor’s going to destroy you when he finds you, and I’m going to laugh.”
Lux considered going after Avaritia and really teaching him a lesson, but Wick was right. They didn’t have time to waste. If Avaritia didn’t know anything, then they didn’t have any reason to interact with him anymore. Avaritia left, slinking out the front door the same way he had come in. 
Wick gathered up a few more things they might use on their journey, and then she and Lux ventured out in the night, into the Necrosilvam. 
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The last quarter of a mile, Ira had tired of fighting her, so he simply dragged Lily on the ground behind him. He bound her hands and tied a rope around her ankles, so he could pull her along. She’d wailed like a banshee after he’d taken care of Lux, and for the first hour or so, she’d sobbed and hit at him with her puny fists.
Eventually, she wore herself down, but she’d never completely gave up. No matter what he did to her or what he threatened her with, Lily never stopped fighting him or vowing to avenge Lux. Ira had never actually seen anyone fight that long or hard before, not in the face of such a clear obstacle. 
When he got to the mote surrounding Valefor’s lair, he picked her up and slung her over his shoulder. She wriggled a bit, but her body was battered and bruised from being raked across the ground. She too worn down to do much more than that, and it would be easier if he carried her. 
Valefor’s lair rose high in the sky, a burnt crimson tower that looked as mangled and twisted as a unicorn horn. It was made of rocks and magma, carved many centuries ago, and it had quite obviously seen its share of battles and fires. 
Avaritia, who’d always had a taste for the finer things in life, once asked Valefor why he didn’t move or at least fix his crumbling tower. Valefor said he liked it better that way. The more destroyed it got, the more it reminded him of home. After that, Avaritia didn’t ask any more questions, because he hated to be reminded of where Valefor really came from, where he and all the other peccati would someday reside.
On the other hand, Ira looked forward it. No place on Earth felt more comfortable to him that Valefor’s lair. Here the smell of brimstone was so strong, Lily couldn’t ignore it. Ira had tied a gag in her mouth to silence her, and she coughed around it as she breathed in the scent.
Her hair fell over her face, so she couldn’t see where they were going. She could only see the ground below Ira’s feet as it shifted from dirty wood to the murky water of the moat and finally to the worn black stones of the tower floor. 
She heard Ira talking to the guards at the door, their voices booming and inhuman. The language they spoke sounded vaguely like her own, but she couldn’t really understand it. 
Lily tried to look around, searching for any landmarks to tell her where she was, so she could make her escape when the time came. She didn’t know if Lux was alive or dead, but she would do everything she could to return to him, even if it was only to bury him. 
What little she could see of the walls did not look pleasant. They were covered in scratches and splashes of red that looked suspiciously like blood. 
Stranger still, the longer Ira walked, the warmer she got. The hallway they were in seemed to go on forever, then she heard a heavy door groan open. The heat hit her so hard, it felt like she was going into an oven. In fact, she’d become convinced that Ira meant to cook and eat her. 
She fought harder against him, kicking at him with what little strength she had left. Her whole body ached when she moved, and even though she hated to admit it, she knew she didn’t have that much fight left in her. 
Ira dropped her onto the ground with a painful thud, and she immediately scrambled to sit up. The room wasn’t an oven, as she’d expected to see, but rather, it appeared to be some kind of chambers. 
The walls were dark, stained with ash like the chimneys at her palace. A long fire place ran along one wall, its fire blazing, but somehow, the room felt dim. It was furnished with several chairs and a long table, all of them made out of the black lava rock, so they seemed to glisten in the light of the flames. 
“I’m going to take the gag from your mouth,” Ira said, bending down in front of her. “But if you scream, even once, I will knock all the teeth out of your face. Do you understand me?”
Lily sat on the floor, her feet bound underneath, her arms bound behind her back. Her dress was torn and ragged, as was her skin underneath, staining the white fabric red. Dirt and sticks knotted her hair, and it hung in a mess around her face. She stared up at Ira, knowing she had no choice, and grunted her understanding.
He ripped the cloth from her mouth with more force than necessary, and it yanked her painfully. 
“Now, what do you say?” Ira asked, smiling down at her.
“What?” Lily asked, glaring up at him. “You expect me to thank you? I will spit on your grave before I thank you, and then and only then will I thank you for doing the world the service of leaving it.”
“Get it all out of your system,” he said, only smiling wider. “Because when my master gets here, you won’t get away with it. He’ll make you wish you had died back there with your boyfriend.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” she told him, raising her chin defiantly. “I will get free, and when I am, you will be the one that wishes you had died back there.” 
“Such big threats from such a tiny girl,” Ira chuckled. “Valefor is going to eat you up.” He laughed again, then turned and started walking toward the door.
“Where are you going?” Lily asked.
“As much as I’d love to see what the master has in store for you, I have other business to attend to,” Ira said as he opened the door. “But don’t worry. He won’t keep you waiting much longer.”
Ira laughed again, then shut the door loudly behind him, leaving Lily sitting alone in the middle of the room. It was so hot that her skin had become slick with sweat, but that could work to her advantage. She wriggled her wrists, trying to get them free. 
She’d just about gotten one hand loose when the door on the other side of the room opened, and she lifted her head to see Valefor walk inside. 
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The creatures in the Necrosilvam usually didn’t mess with Wick anymore. They had learned that it was pointless, but even she wasn’t prepared for how quiet the forest could be when she walked with Lux. Around him, nothing made a sound. 
It occurred to her that he was the most powerful thing in the forest. That was only because of who his master was, and she wondered if she was doing the right thing in teaming up with him. She knew she had to rescue Lily. She owed Iris that much. And if that meant working with a servant of Valefor, then so be it. 
The sun was starting to rise over the Necrosilvam as they reached the edge of it. The light allowed them to get a better view of how far they’d really gone, and how far they had left to go. Lux had started out leading the way, but as they walked on, he’d started to lag. 
At first, Wick thought it was because he was purposely trying to sabotage the rescue mission and slow them down. But eventually she realized that he wasn’t as healed as he’d claimed to be. Ira’s attack had left him favoring his right leg, and she slowed a bit.
“Why don’t we take a break for a minute?” Wick suggested.
“No.” Lux shook his head forcefully and pushed on. “We have to keep going.”
“Not at the pace we’re going.” She stopped, and he took a few steps forward before looking back. “Sit for a minute. I have some ringa root that I can put on your leg. It will help you so we can go faster.”
He paused for a minute, considering it before nodding reluctantly. Lux took a step back toward her and sat down on a large boulder. She knelt before him and rummaged through her bag. Wick pulled out a gnarled bright orange root, the root of a ringa plant. It had strong healing properties, which is why she’d brought it along. She’d meant to use it if they got hurt in a fight, but she needed to use it now, if they wanted to get there quickly.
“Roll up your pants,” Wick commanded, and Lux did as he was told. 
Lumps of bone were malformed under his skin, bulging out below the knee. His bones hadn’t set themselves right where Ira had broken them.
Without warning him, Wick pulled out her knife and sliced open his leg above the bump. Lux howled and swore under his breath.
“You could’ve let me know you were doing that,” Lux grimaced.
“Sorry,” Wick said without emotion. She snapped open the ringa root and held it over his fresh wound, letting the orange juice drip inside so it could do its work.
The juice began to sooth his pain, and Lux relaxed a bit. Wick pulled a rag out of her bag and pressed it to his leg, holding the liquid inside.
“It will take a few minutes for it to work fully,” Wick said. 
“Thank you,” Lux said, and Wick looked up at him when she realized he’d meant it. She’d never heard of a peccati saying a kind word.
“How are you like this?” Wick asked, not hiding the awe and confusion in her voice.
“Like what?” He leaned back a bit on the rock and met her baffled gaze evenly.
“Kind. How can you be kind?” 
“I …” He didn’t really know the answer, so he sighed and shook his head.
“How did you end up working for Valefor?”
“That was a very long time ago,” Lux said, as if it answered the question.
“You chose to, though,” Wick clarified. “You chose to do this, to be the luxuria.”
“Yes.” He nodded and lowered his eyes. 
“Why?” Wick asked. “Why would anyone willingly choose to be in the service of something so evil?”
“It’s not that simple.” Lux shook his head again.
He didn’t like the way Wick looked at him, so he moved her hands and tried to stand up. His leg wasn’t fully healed, but it felt better, and it could heal as he walked. Wick stayed crouched down for a moment, watching him as he walked away, then she got up and followed him.
“I was engaged,” Lux said finally. It’d been so long since either of them had spoken that Wick had nearly forgotten what they were talking about. 
“When you were still human, you mean?” Wick asked when she realized what he meant.
“Yes,” he nodded. “I was the Prince of a very large kingdom, the only son, and I was set to inherit it all. My father had arranged a marriage with the daughter of a neighboring kingdom, so we could join them and become nearly unstoppable.” 
“Who were you engaged to?” Wick asked.
“I’ve forgotten her name,” he sighed. “That’s the horrible truth of it. I forgot about her long ago. But she had a younger sister, Saphron.” He paused for a moment and licked his lips. “I fell in love with Saphron nearly the instant I met her. I tried to convince my father to let me marry her instead, but she was already betrothed to another.”
Lux stepped carefully over the brambles of the Necrosilvam, and Wick noticed that his gait was almost back to normal. The ringa root was working quickly on him. 
“And Saphron loved me in return,” Lux went on. “Somehow, I think that made it worse. We began an affair together, and we did our best to keep it secret, but eventually her sister found out. I’d expected her to call off the wedding, but she did something worse.”
“Worse?” 
“She banished Saphron and insisted we go on with the wedding,” Lux said. “I was irate and heartbroken, but my fiancée wanted to rule the most powerful kingdom, and she wouldn’t let a thing like love stand in her way. So in retribution, I decided to live a life of debauchery. I slept with everyone I could.”
“You couldn’t be with the one you loved, so you decided to sleep with every girl in the kingdom?” Wick asked dubiously. 
“I was young, rich, and spoiled,” he shrugged. “I didn’t know how else to act out. And really, all I wanted was for her to call off the wedding. By the time she finally did, the entire kingdom knew of my exploits. They were legendary.” 
Wick scoffed, and Lux stopped and turned back to face her.
“I’m not proud of what I did or who I was, but I won’t make any apologies for it, either,” he said. 
“I never asked you to.” Wick returned his gaze evenly. “But you still haven’t told me how you came to work for Valefor.”
“After the wedding was called off, my father banished me,” Lux sighed. “I’d ruined the greatest deal of his life, and he was pissed off. Not that I blame him. I was homeless and penniless. I tried to look for Saphron, but I couldn’t find her. 
“And then, Valefor found me.” Lux turned and started walking again. “He’d heard of my conquests, and he offered me a job. I had no other prospects. No other talents other than an ability to drink, spend money, and seduce women, and that was exactly what he wanted me to do. So I took it.”
“But it’s not a job,” Wick said. “It’s more than a job. You become something else.”
They’d reached the edge of the Necrosilvam, at the Weeping Waters. Lux stared out at the murky water, more quicksand than true liquid. It bubbled and oozed, and he knew the kind of monsters that lived inside of it, ones that weren’t threatened by mere peccati.
“Maybe you don’t,” Lux said finally, still staring out at the swamp. “Maybe Valefor only wants you to think you lose your heart and your humanity.” 
“I know you’d like to believe that,” Wick said quietly, and he turned back to her. What he saw in her eyes surprised him, because she looked genuinely sad. “But you sold your soul to a demon. You have no heart. You can’t love.” 
Lux didn’t want to think about that or what it meant, so he did the only thing he could think to do. He headed into the Weeping Waters, prepared to kill any creature that crossed him.
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Valefor didn’t look Lily would’ve pictured a demon, but then again, she didn’t realize that’s what Valefor was yet. He was tall and muscular, making Ira look puny in comparison. Beyond that, Valefor was gorgeous. Breathtakingly so. It was as if he was chiseled out of marble, completely flawless and perfect. 
He came into the room shirtless, which seemed fitting because of the heat. His hair was a golden brown that shimmered like satin and grew just past his ears. 
For a moment, Lily just gaped at him, completely forgetting all her senses. In her whole life, she’d never really lusted after anything, not the way she did when she saw him. 
But it was his eyes that threw her off, his eyes that revealed to her that he was evil. They were an amber red, and in them, she could see how vile he was. It sent a shiver down her spine, and she had to look away. 
“Do I frighten you?” Valefor asked in a voice that sounded like a lullaby.
“No,” Lily lied and forced herself to look back up at him. 
“Good.” He walked toward her, and she fought the urge to cringe or scoot away. “I’ll untie you so we can talk like civil people.” 
His hands brushed up against her as he untied her, and his skin felt like flames. She pulled away from his touch instinctively, and he chuckled under his breath.
“I thought you said you weren’t afraid of me,” he said, his voice low and right in her ear. It rumbled through her, reminding her of thunder. 
“Just because I’m not afraid of you doesn’t mean I want you to touch me,” Lily said, and she looked back over her shoulder at him. He lifted his head, so his burning eyes met hers, and she gulped back the scream inside her. “Fear and being repulsed are two separate things.”
“I repulse you?” Valefor raised an eyebrow as he undid the ropes. Her hands were free, and she pulled them away quickly, rubbing the scrapes on her wrists. 
“You killed the man I love,” Lily told him. 
Her heart broke as she remembered the last time she’d seen Lux, lying on the ground. His shirt was torn open, his chest scorched. His body was bloodied and mangled, and Lily didn’t think anyone could survive that, though she hoped against hope that he was alive. 
“Have I?” Valefor smirked and stepped away from Lily, leaving her to untie the ropes around her ankles. “This must have been a very long time ago, since it’s been quite a while since I’ve killed a man.” 
“You ordered his death, then.” Lily pulled frantically at the knots, trying to keep Valefor in her sights as he walked away from her. He had his back to her, but she refused to take her eyes off him. 
“Perhaps,” Valefor admitted. He pulled out a chair and sat down in it, resting his arm on the table. “Who is this man I allegedly harmed?”
“Lux.” She swallowed hard when she said his name, and Valefor burst out laughing. “Why is that so funny?”
“Well, to begin with, Lux works for me,” he grinned.
Lily said nothing to that. Her stomach dropped, but she merely continued working on undoing the knot in the rope that bound her ankles. In her heart, she’d always known that Lux had been hiding something. But everything he’d done since he met her had been to protect her, and she couldn’t forget that.
“You don’t believe me?” Valefor asked when Lily didn’t respond.
“I believe you,” she sighed. “It just doesn’t matter.”
“It doesn’t matter?” 
“No. I love him, and he loves me.” She finally freed her ankles, and she quickly got to her feet. “And you took him from me.” 
“You are so naïve.” Valefor tried for an expression that looked sympathetic, but that was an emotion he’d never been able to master. “He doesn’t love you. It was his job to fool you, to trick you into coming back with him. And he does it so well. I know. That’s why I chose him.”
“That’s not true,” Lily shook her head. “Maybe you did choose him. Maybe he was supposed to bring me to you. But he didn’t. He decided he cared for me more than he cared for serving you. That’s why you sent Ira to stop him and take me away.”
His face hardened, appearing even more like marble, but he remained seated. Lily stood her ground. She’d do whatever it took to escape his grasp, and she was preparing herself for a battle. 
“You don’t know who he is,” Valefor said simply. “If you did, you wouldn’t speak with such conviction.”
“I love him, and nothing you can say will change that.”
“Have you heard of the peccati?” Valefor asked carefully. 
“Yes,” Lily swallowed. “They’re minions in the service of daemons.” 
“Quite right.” He slowly stood up, trailing his fingers along the table as he walked towards her. “There are seven peccati on Earth, each one meant to spread the good of a particular sin.”
“The good of a sin?” Lily asked. “Don’t you mean evil?”
“In my line of work, sin is good.” He smiled at his own joke. “Lux happens to be short for Luxuria. Do you know what that means?”
“No.” She stared up at him, watching as he stepped closer, but she refused to move back.
“Lust.” His smile widened. “Your love, your one and only, is the minion for lust. He was created to make women fall in love with him, to corrupt the pure.” He stopped right in front of her, so close that the heat from his body felt like flames on her skin. 
“He didn’t corrupt me,” Lily said, but the conviction in her voice was waning. “He protected me.”
“That was his job. He left you for me to corrupt.”
“He didn’t leave me for anything!” Lily spat, remembering the last time she had seen Lux. “You killed him! He would never have left me! I don’t care what you say he was, Lux loved me!” 
“He’s dead now, isn’t he!” Valefor roared, and Lily shied away from his rage. His eyes blazed, and the fire around the room grew brighter and stronger, as if his hatred ignited it. “He doesn’t matter anymore! It’s just you and me, Lily!”
“What do you want with me?” Lily asked, trying to hide the quaver in her voice. “Why did you bring me here?”
Valefor softened instantly. The flames around the room died down, and the anger in his eyes was replaced by some kind of twisted pleasure. He smiled widely and leaned back on the table behind him. 
“This isn’t how I wanted to tell you,” he admitted. “But to be honest, this meeting isn’t going exactly as I’d planned. I expected us to talk a little, flirt some, so you could warm up to the idea. But there’s no sense in beating around the bush. I want to marry you.”
“Marry you?” Lily asked. “I would rather die than marry you!”
“Ordinarily, I would offer to arrange that for you, but not this time.” He waved his hand, completely unfazed by her reaction. “You will marry me. Maybe not today, and I understand that. You just lost someone you cared about.”
“Because you killed him!” Lily shot back.
“No, I didn’t kill him. I merely sent Ira to retrieve you, by any means necessary,” Valefor explained as calmly as he could. “I needed to get you here with me. I had to know you were safe. I only did that to protect you.”
“To protect me?” Lily shook her head. “From what?”
“From Lux!” He gestured to her. “He had you under a spell, and he was going to corrupt you. I couldn’t allow that.”
“I’m supposed to believe you were only looking out for me?” She laughed darkly. “You’re the devil!”
“No, I’m not, but thank you,” Valefor smiled. “I am only his servant, but I do appreciate the comparison.” 
“You disgust me.”
“There’s no need for that.” He frowned. “I know this is a bad time. I’ll let you get settled in, and we can talk more later, when you’ve had time to clear your head.”
“There will never be a better time! I will never marry you!” 
“Lily, my darling, I understand your anger here,” Valefor said. “Really, I do. But you haven’t heard what I have to offer you.”
“There’s nothing you can offer me that I would want.”
“Not even immortality?” Valefor asked, raising an eyebrow. “That usually gets people. Not to mention powers beyond your imagination, an army of servants at your disposal, and of course, everything I have to give, which is nearly unlimited. And once you’re my bride, we will rule the world. We can do as whatever we wish.”
He walked toward her as he spoke, his words getting more emphatic.
“Really, think of that, Lily. You could have anything you wanted. You could be anything you wanted. I would give you everything your heart desires.” 
She stared up at him, her chin high, and she told him, “The only thing my heart desires is Lux.”
Valefor sighed resignedly, but he didn’t seem upset. She’d thought his rage might flare up again, but he only nodded.
“That’s what you say now, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned living on this Earth for the past millennia, it’s that young hearts are fickle,” Valefor said. “You’ll forget him. And then you’ll see what I really have to offer.” 
“I will never love you.” She shook her head adamantly. “I will never obey you, and I will certainly never marry you.” 
“You’ll change your mind.” 
“I won’t,” she insisted, but he’d already turned his back to her and was walking away. “I will do to you what you have done to me. You took away the one thing I cared about most in this world, and so I will do the same. And if what you want is me, then you will never have me.”
“Yes, I’ve heard you, but I’m tired of this conversation now.” He smiled thinly at her. “I think it’s time you see your quarters.”
Valefor went over to the door, and Lily charged at him. She didn’t really have a plan of attack. She just felt that she had to do something. Throwing the rope from her ankles around his neck, she jumped on his back, trying to choke him. His skin burned her, but she continued to pull tightly on the rope. 
He didn’t even struggle, though. He grabbed the rope, tearing it in half with hardly an effort, and he elbowed her in the stomach, knocking her to the ground. Pain shot through her, and she barely stopped herself from vomiting. She cradled her belly and gasped for breath.
“Lily, I’m sorry for that, but you made me do it.” Valefor looked down at her. “You do understand that, don’t you?”
She coughed because she couldn’t speak, and Valefor sighed. He opened the door and summoned the guards to take her to her room. Two large ogres came in to get her. They towered over Valefor, their dark skin mottled brown and covered in warts. They tried to pull Lily to her feet, but she couldn’t stand, so they dragged her out of the room. 
Ira had been standing outside the door, and he watched her pass out from pain as the ogres took her away. Once she had disappeared around the corner, Ira stepped into Valefor’s chamber.
“So it didn’t go as well as you planned?” Ira asked.
“Not exactly.” Valefor picked up the rope she’d tried to strangle him with, pulling it between his hands. “But I didn’t think she’d accept right away. She needs to see reason, and a few days in the dungeon without food or water ought to do that.”
“You’re going to torture her into loving you?” Ira asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Valefor scoffed and tossed the rope into the fire, making it blaze for a moment. “She’ll never love me. But she doesn’t need to. She just has to serve me, to accept me as her one true leader.”
“Why can’t you just make her marry you?” Ira asked.
“That’s not how it works,” Valefor shook his head. “She has to choose me. But she will. Give her a few days of suffering, and she’ll beg for me to marry her and set her free from that pit.” 
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The swamp gurgled around them. Bubbles rose to the surface, and when they popped, they made the noise of a crying child. This had given it the Weeping Waters, and that sound of a child in danger had led many unsuspecting travelers to their death.
 Wick and Lux made their way carefully across the swamp, using stones, trees, and the occasional patch of land to avoid stepping in the sludge. Touching the water wouldn’t mean certain death in itself, but both Wick and Lux knew the source of the weeping bubbles. 
Hidden beneath the murky film were fish the size of grown men with teeth like blades, waiting to snap at anything that entered the water. They made the crying sound, sending it out in hopes of luring someone to rescue a child that did not exist. Like a siren song, they called to their prey, tricking them into becoming a meal.
Wick knew her way through the swamp better than Lux, having traversed more times than she would’ve liked. Once across the wretched water was more than enough. It smelled putrid, of decay and death, and the crying call of the fish was maddening. 
A massive tree had tipped over in the center of the swamp, and its large roots were splayed out above the surface, thick as tree trunks themselves. When they reached it, Wick stopped, standing on a large rock that jutted out of the swamp. She’d been leading the way, and Lux stood on the rock behind her.
“What’s wrong?” Lux asked, keeping his voice low. The creatures in the water listened for any sound, any reason to leap from the water.
“It didn’t used to be like this.” She motioned to the overturned tree in front of them. “Below the tree used to be a small island. It was a respite in the middle of swamp, where you could catch your breath without fear of being eaten alive.”
“Where’s the island now?” Lux asked.
“I don’t know.” Wick shook her head. “When the tree went over, the island must’ve gone with it. I suppose the roots were holding the dirt in place, and without it, it just sunk.”
“We still have to go across. Island or not.”
Instead of replying to that, Wick bent down and slid off her shoes. They were little more than worn cloth, more like socks or slippers than true shoes, and they had nothing to grip with on their bottoms. She put the shoes in her satchel, then reached out carefully and stepped onto the root in front of her. 
Since they were roots, they were smoother and slicker than the other trunks they had stopped on. Some of them were even covered in mud or moss, making them even more slippery. While most of the roots were quite thick, not all of them were. Going across them meant stepping on narrow roots, ones that might even snap under their weight.
There was no other way through the swamp, unless they went back and around the Weeping Waters, and they didn’t have time for that. 
Lux followed suit and slipped off his own shoes. His were newer and far nicer than Wick’s, but like her shoes, they didn’t have soles for gripping. He didn’t have a satchel to put them in, so he simply left them on the rock and went after her.
Wick stepped delicately from one root to the next. Her footing was nimble, and Lux found her surprisingly agile. He had to struggle to keep up with her, but her confidence worked against her. She jumped to the next root, and though she landed it, her foot slipped on a patch of moss, and she fell.
“Wick!” Lux yelled, and she caught herself before she tumbled into the water. One arm wrapped around the root, she dangled above the swamp, her bare feet mere inches from the surface. 
“I’m okay,” Wick said through gritted teeth. She tried to pull herself up, but her arm slipped and she almost fell again.
“Hang on.” Lux scrambled across the roots, hurrying to get to her. “I’ll pull you up. Just hang on.”
“Be careful,” Wick warned him. “You can’t help me if you fall in.”
Lux followed her advice but knew he had to move fast to get her. Her grip on the branch seemed tenuous, and he could see her satchel slipping from her shoulder. If that fell into the water, the fish would leap out after it and grab onto Wick, pulling her into the murky depths. 
Wick felt the strap slipping down her arm, and she rolled her shoulder, trying to push it back up. She glanced down at all the bubbles below her feet, growing louder and more rapid, like the fish sensed she was hovering just above them. Her satchel had tilted to the side, and one of her shoes was hanging out.
It was going to fall, and she had to catch it before it did. Wick wrapped one arm tightly around the root, securing herself as best she could, and let go with her other arm, meaning to grab the shoe. But when she let go, her balance shifted, and she swung just slightly to the side. But that was all the shoe needed. It slipped out of her bag and tumbled towards the swamp. 
“No,” Wick whispered, staring in horror as the shoe splashed into the muck.
She turned back around to grab the root and try to pull herself up again, but instead of the tree, she got Lux’s hand. He grabbed her and yanked her up, just as she heard the splash below her.
Wick was facing Lux, so she couldn’t see it, but he could. A giant brown fish leapt out of the water, its skin thick with the swamp water. It had fins like a normal fish, but six long tentacles grew out of each of its sides, like overgrown catfish whiskers. That was how the fish could propel itself through the muddy swamp.
Its eyes were wide and glassy, glazed over with cataracts from never seeing light in the water. Its teeth jutted out in angles, like sharp daggers. When the fish opened its mouth, it was like a monstrous bear trap that clamped down on the air just below Wick’s feet. 
Lux pulled Wick onto the root next to him, and they both knelt there for a minute, catching their breath. Before the first fish had even landed back in the water, another one had jumped out. Within seconds, there was a feeding frenzy as they leapt into the air, snapping at nothing since they couldn’t quite jump as high as where Lux and Wick rested. 
“Thank you,” Wick panted, but she wouldn’t look at Lux when she said it. 
“No problem,” he said. 
The crying of the fish had gotten even louder, sounding more like a screaming child now. They were starving and angry that their dinner had been taken away after being dangled in front of them. Because of this anger, one of the fish was able to leap out even farther, snapping its jaws dangerously close to Lux’s leg.
“I think we should go,” Lux said.
“Yes, let’s.” Wick nodded fervently, and they both hurried away from the fish. 
Most of the fish stayed behind, hunting in the spot where Wick had fallen, but a few followed. Wick and Lux could see the bubbles below them as they climbed over the roots of the tree. They had slowed their pace a bit, both of them wanting to be more careful.
“These damn fish are driving me nuts,” Lux muttered. 
“Just ignore them,” Wick suggested, but that was easier said than done. The constant cries of a child could drive anyone mad. 
“I’m trying to,” Lux said, and no sooner had the words left his mouth than the fish calls quieted down. They were still crying, but more softly.
“Look, it’s already getting better,” Wick said, climbing onto the root in front of her. “And we’re almost to the other side of the tree.” She pointed in front of her to where a bit of the island still remained. “It’s not that much farther until we’re out of the swamp.” 
Lux actually did feel some relief in the quieting of the fish and knowing they were almost across. Everything would feel so much better on dry land. 
“There should be another smaller island on the other side of that one,” Wick said as they made their way toward it. “And then a few logs, some rocks, and we’re out.”
“Wick.” Lux stopped moving and tilted his head, listening.
“Things might have changed, but that’s the way I remember them anyway,” Wick went on, not realizing that Lux had stopped. 
“Wick!” Lux repeated, only louder this time.
“What?” Wick turned around to face him, annoyed at slowing down. She wanted nothing more than to be out of the cursed swamp. 
But then she heard it too – nothing. The fish had stopped crying completely. She exchanged a knowing look with Lux. The only reason the fish would be quiet was if a predator more dangerous than them were around. 
In the silence of the swamp, it was easy to hear the slurping of something sliding out of the water. Wick and Lux looked behind them just in time to see the hump of a creature above the swamp. Its back was covered in green scales with razor sharp fins on its spine, and then it disappeared into the water again.
Lux turned back to Wick, his skin pale and his eyes wide. 
“Run,” he told her, but she already knew.
Wick turned and bolted forward, ignoring her earlier suggestion to slow down and be careful. What was coming after them now could easily jump over the roots, probably even the whole tree. If they didn’t get out of here fast enough, they were as good as dead. 
They moved as fast as they could and leapt from the tree onto the island. It was wet and muddy, and both of them fell when they landed. Wick had barely gotten to her feet when the sea dragon lurched out of the water. It crashed right into the island, sending mud and dirt flying, along with the swamp water. 
The sea dragon’s head was large enough that it could swallow Lux whole if it wanted to and its neck alone was twelve feet long. At the bottom of its neck were two clawed feet on two very short arms. Its body was long and thin, more serpentine than a true dragon. The swamp water couldn’t stick to its skin, so the iridescent green scales that covered its body shimmered brightly. 
“I hate dragons,” Lux muttered, scrambling to his feet to get away from the beast. 
In response, the creature fixed its golden eyes on them, then opened its mouth and let out a loud roar. The breath reeked of sulfur in a way that even Lux couldn’t stand. 
“Go!” Wick commanded, and they ran forward, ducking down as they did. 
They barely moved in time to escape the fire that blasted out from the dragon’s mouth. Lux moved in between Wick and the dragon, shielding her as best he could. The flames singed the back of Lux’s neck, and he ran faster, pushing Wick along.
Wick ran across rocks in the swamp, using them like stepping stones, with Lux and the dragon right on her tail. Lux didn’t turn back, but he could hear the creature crashing through everything behind them. It was quick in the water but lumbered on land, so their best chance at escape was to make it to dry land. 
A weeping willow was in front of them, and Wick grabbed onto one of its long branches, using it to swing across. Lux reached for one and slipped, so he settled for grabbing onto a branch and climbing up the tree, toward the trunk where it’s branches were stronger. 
The dragon dove into the water, disappearing for a moment, and he could see Wick through the branches of the tree, standing on a giant boulder. The dragon would have a harder time getting to her than it would him, and that was a good thing for Wick, but it meant that Lux was probably his prime target.
“Don’t you have anything to stop a dragon?” Lux asked, climbing as fast as he could in the tree.
“The only way to stop a dragon is to stab it through its heart!” Wick shouted back. “Get out of the tree before it comes back!” 
Lux stood on one of the weaker branches and slid down it toward Wick and the boulder. Just when he got close, the sea dragon sprung out of the water, opening its jaws in front of him so Lux was posed to slide right in its mouth. 
Thinking fast, Lux used the branch like a spring board and jumped up over the creature’s head. This, of course, only enraged the dragon more. When Lux landed on the rock with a painful thud, the dragon roared, a growl mixing with its bellowing. 
Wick pulled Lux to his feet, and they were running again. The dragon crashed down in the water next to them, making the rocks they had to cross slick and wet. Lux could feel the heat from the fire behind him when the dragon rose out of the water.
They were close enough where they could actually see the shore. There was a gap between the rocks and land, too far for them to jump. But an old tree grew out of the dry land, hanging over the swamp. Wick leapt forward and grabbed onto a low-hanging branch and then swung herself across to the shore.
Lux meant to do the same, but when he grabbed the branch, it broke, and he and the branch tumbled into the water. The good news, if there was any, was that the water wasn’t as deep here. It only came up past Lux’s waist, and with the dragon here, all the fish were too afraid to come out.
The dragon arched itself out of the water, staring down at Lux, and Lux knew he had nowhere to go. The water was too thick for him to able to outrun the creature, and the dragon seemed to know that. Its yellow eyes glinted with victory, and Lux clenched the broken branch in his feet.
When the dragon roared again in his face, Lux didn’t back down. He was so close that the beast’s breath blew back his hair. He could hear Wick shouting behind him, telling him to run or fight or do something. But Lux didn’t move. Not until the dragon opened his mouth to breathe fire on him. 
Lux crouched down, so the branch was safely below the water, and the let the flames go over his flesh. He couldn’t burn, not from fire, but the dragon would lose sight of him in his breath. Once the fire covered him, Lux ducked down, submerging himself below the water, and using all his might, he churned through the thick swamp. 
He came up right in front of the dragon’s chest, and the beast didn’t know what hit it, even as Lux rammed the branch right into its heart. It let out a confused roar, then thrashed around, letting out a few last puffs of smoke before collapsing to the ground. Its body lay spread out in the water but the head crashed onto the shore, a few feet from where Wick stood. 
It would only be a matter of moments before the fish caught on that the dragon had become a free meal, so Lux hurried toward the shore as fast as the water would allow. Wick was waiting for him, and she held out her hand, helping pull him up. 
“I really hate dragons,” he said once he was safely out of swamp. 
“But you’re impervious to flames,” Wick said, handing him a cloth so he could wipe the putrid water from his face. 
“Just because I can’t be burned doesn’t mean that I enjoy it.”  He cleaned off his face and smiled gratefully at her. “Thank you.”
He turned to start walking away, to continue on their trek, when Gula stepped out from a patch of trees. His face forever stained by goblin wings, his glowered down at Lux and crossed his arms firmly over his chest.
“And just where do you think you’re going?” Gula growled.   
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Lily couldn’t remember where she was. Her whole body ached in a terrible way, even worse than when she’d been bucked off a horse as a child. She lay on a dirt floor, and she was staring up at the ceiling. It appeared to be made of jagged stone with a bird cage hanging from the center.
For a brief, wonderful moment, she thought she was back at home. Her mother had always had a bright yellow canary in cage because she loved the way it sang. 
“Easy now, you don’t want to hurt yourself,” a small voice said as Lily tried to sit up. 
She glanced around, looking for the owner of the voice. Her room was much like the cage above her. The walls were carved out of stone, but the gate in the front was made of heavy iron. The light came from a single torch on the other side of the gate, and in the dim glow, she could see the dungeon was littered with bones, skeletons from former occupants. 
But at least she wasn’t alone.
A black unicorn stood on the far side of the room, almost pressed against the wall. It moved back and forth, its heavy hooves clattering against the bones. Lily stared at it with wide eyes, and the unicorn neighed nervously. It shook its head, the black mane swaying, and it pointed its horn at Lily.
“He’s skittish,” a man said, but it wasn’t the small voice she’d heard before. “Don’t look directly at him.”
Lily turned around and saw an irin propped against the wall. His dark hair hung into his face, nearly covering the blood from the cut on his eye. He was shirtless, so all the bruises and cuts were visible on the smooth skin of his torso. 
His bright white wings were folded behind him, or at least one of them was. The right one hung at a disjointed angle, splayed out against the wall. The white feathers were stained crimson from his blood, and Lily could see the muscle exposed where it had been partially torn from his shoulder. 
“Oh my gosh.” Lily rushed over to his side, kneeling down next to him. Her own dress was in tatters, but she tore at the fabric near the hem, ripping off a large section. “Are you alright?”
“I’ll survive.” The irin smiled tightly at her, but he couldn’t hide the pain his voice. 
“Let me help.” Doing the only thing she could think to do, Lily pressed her dress to the wing, trying to stop the bleeding. He winced, and Lily more was more gentle with her touch. 
Lily had never been that close to an irin before, and she was surprised by how utterly beautiful he was. That was the only way to describe him. Even in the dim light, he seemed to glow. There was something luminous about him, and as she wiped away the blood, she couldn’t help but stare.
“What happened?” Lily asked to keep from simply gaping at him. 
“The same thing that always happens around here.” That was the small voice again, the one she’d heard when she first woke up, but Lily couldn’t see anybody else in the dungeon. “Up here. In the cage.”
A thin, greenish arm reached out between the bars of the bird cage and waved at her. Lily stood up so she could get a better look, and she saw a little man, no more than three feet tall. His green hair stuck up all over, with vines and leaves growing out from it. 
“What always happens?” Lily asked. 
“Valefor.” The green man sighed and rested his forehead against the bars of the cage. “He tortures and kills until he gets what he wants.”
“What does he want from you?” 
“I’m a sprite,” the green man explained. “He wants me to tell him where my village is so he can capture us all and turn us into stew.” His brown eyes were wide and earnest. “But I won’t tell him. No matter what he does to me.”
“Why are you in the cage up there?” Lily asked. “And not down on the floor like us.”
“I can slip through the bars.” The sprite motioned to the gate. “He has to keep me where I can’t escape.”
“Oh.” Lily turned her attention back to the irin. She knelt back down next to him and tried to tend to his wounds. “What does he want with you?”
“To drink my blood.” The irin gave her a lopsided smile when he saw the disgusted look on her face. “It makes him more powerful. And that –” he pointed to the unicorn pacing on the far side of the room “ – that is what he means to kill me with.”
“A unicorn?” Lily was aghast. 
“A black unicorn horn piercing the heart is the only thing that can kill an irin,” he sighed. “He’s had me trapped down here for two days, holding me captive until he could find a black unicorn. He happened to bring that one last night.”
As if knowing they were talking about him, the unicorn brayed and reared on its back legs. It came down heavily, crushing a skull beneath its hooves.
“Easy now, Addonexus.” The irin held up his hand, and almost reluctantly, the unicorn calmed.  
“The unicorn’s name is Addonexus?” Lily asked.
“Yes, we named him,” the irin smiled wanly at her. “It means ‘bringer of death.’” Her eyes widened, and he laughed softly. “It’s a bit of gallows humor.” 
“Quite literally,” she said, returning her focus to cleaning up the jagged tear in his wing and shoulder. 
“I’m Aeterna,” the irin said, then pointed to the sprite. “That’s Edgar.”
“Hello,” Edgar waved at her.
“Lily.” She gave them both a small smile. “I’m sure it’d be a pleasure to meet you both if it weren’t under such dire circumstances.” 
“Yes, I’m certain it would be,” Aeterna returned her smile. 
“How come you haven’t asked me what Valefor wants with me?” Lily asked.
“Because I already know,” he said. “He means to marry you.”
Lily stopped what was she doing and looked up at him. His eyes were a dark blue, nearly black, and they were solemn when he looked upon her.
“Marriage?” Edgar scoffed from up in his cage above them. “What does Valefor want with marriage? He is incapable of love or devotion.”
“She is the castimonia,” Aeterna said, and Edgar gasped.
“What?” Lily shook her head. “I’m not…” 
She wanted to deny it, but the moment he said it, she felt something inside her. As if she’d always secretly known that’s what she was. Her life suddenly made sense, and everything that Wick and Lux and even Valefor had been saying. She thought back to her mother, and how kind and perfect she had been. 
“How did you know?” Lily asked. 
“When you touched me.” Aeterna nodded to where her hand was on his shoulder. “We sense our own kind.”
“But I’m not really a castimonia,” Lily said. “Not yet. I haven’t taken any vows to serve the irins.”
“Oh now!” Edgar sounded horrified. “He means to destroy the world!”
“Not destroy it,” Aeterna corrected him. “Win it.”
“What?” Lily glanced between the irin and the sprite in the cage, trying to figure out what they both understood. “How? What do I have to do with all this?”
“Valefor wants you to take your vows to serve him,” Aeterna explained. “If he does that, they win. He’ll have turned a virtu to sin. Evil will have triumphed over good.”
“I’ll never serve him!” Lily insisted. “Never!”
“Good,” Aeterna smiled at her. “Keep that conviction.”
“Wait.” Lily looked at him thoughtfully. “Can’t I just take my vows to serve Daniel? Then won’t this all be over?”
“Yes … if Daniel were here,” Aeterna said. “You have to take them to him, when you’re in his presence. It means nothing if you say it on your own.” 
“Oh.” She lowered her eyes. 
“She’s just a child,” Edgar said, his voice even smaller with despair. “She doesn’t stand a chance against the torture he’ll inflict on her. We’re all doomed.”
“Edgar, come now,” Aeterna chastised him. “She’s strong. She’s the castimonia, the purest of heart. If anyone stands a chance against Valefor, it’s her.” 
“I won’t marry him,” Lily reiterated. “He killed the man I love. Nothing he does to me can be worse than that.”
“She fell in love?” Edgar asked. “I thought the castimonia couldn’t fall in love.”
“Of course she can,” Aeterna said. “Irins are love. Virtus were created to spread love. She’s simply pure.” 
“How did Valefor catch you?” Lily asked. 
 “I was distracted. I was meant to help the other virtus find you and stop Valefor from getting you, but everything on Earth seems to sense that something is amiss. The canu snuck up on me in a way they’d never been able to before, and they got lucky and broke my wing.”
“I’m sorry,” Lily said. 
Tears welled in her eyes as she realized that this too was her fault. Lux had probably been killed protecting her, and now this irin, who she’d never even met before, was injured and set to die because of her.
“Don’t be sorry.” Aeterna smiled. “This isn’t your fault.” 
“But it is.” A tear spilled down her cheek, and she wiped it away. “If I were stronger or smarter, I would never have let myself get dragged into this.”
“Lily.” Aeterna brushed away her tears and used his soothing tone, trying to calm her. “You can’t let doubt or fear or guilt eat away at you. You are good, and you need to remember that above all else. Love is stronger than hatred, and you are made of love.”
She nodded and then lifted her head, meeting his gaze evenly. 
“I won’t let him kill you,” Lily said. “I won’t let him take over the world. I will find us a way out of this, and I will stop it.”  
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“Get back!” Wick yelled and dug in her satchel, pulling out her wand before the behemoth of a peccati could assault them. 
She’d never seen Gula before, but she recognized gluttony when she saw it. His clothes strained against the rolls of fat, and he towered over her. Barbecue sauce from goblin wings stained his clothes, face, even his greasy shoulder length hair. 
Wick moved in front of Lux, preparing to defend him. She’d seen what Ira had done to him, and after Lux had saved her life, she felt she owed him the same courtesy. 
“Whoa, easy!” Gula held up his massive hands and took a step back. His frown disappeared and was replaced with surprise. “I was only joking!”
“Wick, it’s okay.” Lux put his hand on her arm holding the wand, pressing it gently so she would lower it, and she looked between the two of them. “He’s a friend of mine.”
“But the peccati are sent to get you, by any means necessary,” Wick said, and she feared she’d been set up. She lowered her wand, but her grip on it tightened, in case she needed to use it. 
“That’s true.” Lux narrowed his eyes at Gula. “What are you doing here?”
“Well, since Valefor is set on seeing you dead and him marrying your girlfriend, I thought you could use some help,” Gula said. He still held his hands up, looking more like mitts than actual appendages.  
“You’re going against Valefor to help me?” Lux asked, and Gula nodded. “Why?”
“You’re my friend,” Gula shrugged.
Lux thought about it for a minute, and the answer seemed to satisfy him, so he nodded. He stepped away from Wick and patted Gula on the back. 
“It’s good to have you on my side,” Lux smiled.
“Wait.” Wick shook her head. “What?”
“What?” Lux glanced back at her. 
“You’re just taking his word on that?” Wick asked dubiously and gestured to Gula. “He could be a spy for Valefor! He could mean to sabotage us!”
“You don’t know Gula,” Lux shook his head. 
“I’m Gula.” He stuck out his hand, meaning to introduce himself to Wick, and she crossed her arms, refusing to take it. “I’m gluttony. I just eat and drink. I don’t really like messing with people.” 
“No. I’m not doing this.” Wick shook her head. “It’s bad enough that I have to trust you, Lux. I’m not taking on another peccati. That’s just dancing with the devil.”
“Wick,” Lux sighed. “I don’t have time to argue with you. But you don’t know what we’re up against. Having someone of Gula’s … stature might be the only way we get into the gates of Valefor’s lair. If you still want to rescue Lily, this is our best chance.” 
Wick considered it, but she took too long. 
“Fine. Don’t work with us. I don’t care.” Lux shook his head and started to walk away. 
Wick didn’t want to follow him, but she also knew she didn’t really have a choice. He knew Valefor’s lair better than she did, and if he was right about needing Gula to get past the gates, then there would be no way she could do it on her own. 
Sighing, she followed them, but she kept a few steps behind. Just in case.
“How did you know where I’d be?” Lux asked Gula.
“Avaritia told me he found you in the Necrosilvam,” Gula explained. “The quickest way from the Necrosilvam to Valefor is through the Weeping Waters. I couldn’t manage that swamp myself, so I thought I’d wait for you on the other side. Nice job with that dragon, by the way.”
“You saw me fighting a dragon but didn’t step in?” Lux raised an eyebrow.
“You had it under control,” Gula shrugged. “And I hate dragons.”
“So do I,” Lux muttered. “Where did you see Avaritia?”
“He tracked me down at the bar just to gloat about how awful you were doing. He said that Ira had beaten you to a pulp and you were working with a hag.” He glanced back at Wick. “Sorry. Those were his words, not mine. I personally think you’re much too lovely to be a hag.”
Wick snorted at his compliment, and Lux laughed.
They walked on, but things were much easier past the Weeping Waters. Gula and Lux talked some, and Wick listened but didn’t add anything. She kept her pace a few steps behind them and couldn’t wait for all this to be over. Working with peccati made her edgy.
They reached a clearing with a clear stream running through it. Jagged rocks stood on the other side, and above that, the red tower where Valefor lived. The air smelled thickly of brimstone, and Wick held a cloth in front of her face to stifle the scent.
“That reminds me,” Gula said when he glanced up and saw Wick covering her nose. “You need to get cleaned up.”
“What?” Lux asked. “We’re almost there.”
“But you stink like the swamp,” Gula said. “If you expect us to get past the ogres at the gates, we’ll need have the element of surprise, and you reek like fish and sea dragons.” 
“Fair enough.” 
Lux was still covered in muck from swamp. His hair was even caked back with mud. Gula sat on a rock near the brook, and Lux waded down into it to clean himself off. He went a ways out into the water, where it was deep enough for him to really get washed up. 
Wick stood off to the side of Gula, watching as Lux scrubbed the soot from the dragon’s fire off his skin.
“Lux was never really that bad,” Gula said, his voice quiet so Lux couldn’t hear.
“What?” Wick glanced over at the giant man sitting on the rock next to her.
“Lux. He was never really cut out for this,” Gula elaborated. “Not really. He liked nice things and pretty girls, but that’s about as evil as he gets. And he’s loyal. He’s stood up for me to Valefor many times.”
“He stood up to Valefor?” Wick raised an eyebrow.
“Well, nobody stands up to Valefor,” Gula admitted. “But when Valefor would think of doing away with me, Lux would point out all the things I had done, and he would ask Valefor to assign me on missions with him, so I’d have something that made me look useful.”
“Why?” Wick asked and turned to face him. “Why would Lux do that? Why would he do anything for anyone that besides himself?”
“He’s my friend, and he has been for a very long time,” Gula said. “We joined Valefor about the same time, and we’ve always had each other’s back. We’ve seen a lot of other peccati come and go, but we’ve both remained.”
“How long have you been friends?” 
“Oh, I don’t know.” Gula thought and shook his head. “Centuries.”
“Centuries?” She gaped at him. 
Both peccati and virtus were immortal when in the service of their masters. They would not even age. The only way they finished their duty was if they were killed or bowed out, but bowing out was not an option for Valefor. Nobody left him.
Wick knew that, and she’d even known that Iris was over a century old when she stepped out of her role as the castimonia to marry Lily’s father and start a family. But from the way Lux had acted, she hadn’t thought him more than a few decades as the luxuria. 
“And he doesn’t say it, but he had his heart broken,” Gula said. “That’s how he ended up here. He does have a heart. He’s just been trying not to use it for a few hundred years.” 
Lux had finished washing himself up and stepped out of the stream. He shook his head, shaking out the cold droplets of water from his hair, and looked seriously at Gula and Wick.
“What do you say we go rescue Lily?” he asked.
The water left him feeling refreshed, and he started the trek up the jagged rocks with new fervor. Wick followed close behind him, though even she couldn’t match his pace. Gula trailed behind, but Wick had to admit that he was rather agile for someone so large.
There was an easier way to the lair – a road that led right to the front door. But if they took that path, Valefor would see them coming a mile away. The only way they stood a chance was to sneak in. So that’s what they meant to do.
Lux led the way through a secret passage that went under the moat. Valefor had made it for the canu, so they could sneak out and catch unsuspecting prey. The tunnel smelled of canu dung, and there were bones all over with meat hanging off. 
Wick noticed with some disgust that there was a chewed up irin wing on the ground. Most of the meat was missing, but the feathers remained. 
The passage branched off in several directions, so the canu had many different places to exit. Lux chose the path farther to the left, because it opened up right below the bridge in front of the main gate. Valefor used it to get a jump on anyone trying to invade his lair. 
But this time Lux had the upper hand. Now all he had to do was climb up on the bridge and get rid of the two massive ogres blocking his entry to the tower. 
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Addonexus heard them coming first. He reared on his back legs again, and even Aeterna’s soothing voice seemed to have no effect on him. Aeterna straightened himself up and tried to stand, but the lame wing made him off balance. Lily helped him up, letting him lean on her shoulder so he could stand. 
By then, she heard it too. The clicking of their feet on the stone path to the dungeon, and the horrible hissing of their breath. She didn’t know what they were, but she could see the fear in the unicorn’s eyes. Even Edgar cowered back in his cage, doing what he could to hide. 
“Be strong,” Aeterna whispered, his voice in her ear. “Don’t let them know that you’re afraid.”
“What are they?”
“Sonneillons,” he answered, his eyes fixed on the gates, watching for them to come. “They are daemons of hate, lesser minions of Valefor. They thrive on torture.”
Lily put her arm around Aeterna, helping to support him, and that gave her strength. Their footsteps grew louder, and Lily swallowed hard and held her head high. Even when the sonneillons appeared in front of the gate, and she bit her tongue to keep from crying out in horror, she refused to show any fear.
They were hideous creatures unlike any she’d ever seen before. They were tall, but they bent over. Even hunched like that, they were still taller than either Lily or Aeterna. Their skin was burgundy leather, though it appeared to be peeling in many places, revealing putrid green patches underneath. Small horns jutted out from their skulls near the front. Short, black hair covered their scalps and grew down the backs of their neck until it stopped between their shoulders. 
They were thin to the point of being emaciated. All of their bones pushed against their flesh, and the bumps of their spine looked like spikes down their backs. Small, bright yellow eyes seemed to glow from their sunken faces. Four rows of razor-sharp teeth filled their mouths, just below a long hooked nose. Though they had the legs of a man, they had the cloven hooves of a beast, making them stand more like a satyr.
But the thing that Lily found the most horrifying was their hands. Their fingers were unnaturally long, growing nearly a foot. At the tips were long black nails, looking more like talons than fingernails. One of the sonneillons reached between the bars, extending his long arms so they nearly touched Lily. The other one got the key ring from where it hung on a belt around his waist. He had a long, golden rope wound up next to it, and Lily didn’t want to know what they meant to do what it. 
“She smells delicious,” the first sonneillon said. 
His voice had a strange vibrato to it, and it was somewhat high for a creature so large. It had a vileness to it that sent chills down Lily’s spine, and one of his sharp claws reached out, barely running down the bare flesh of her arm. 
“I want to dine on her flesh,” he added, and a narrow forked tongue flitted out of his mouth, licking his lips.
“We’re not here for her, Cifer,” the other one snapped, and the first sonneillon pulled back his hand. “We can have scraps of the irin when we’re done.” 
“Yes, I suppose that will do, Beeze,” Cifer said, and his hungry gaze went from to Lily to Aeterna. 
Beeze had a large key carved from an irin’s bone that twisted in the lock to open it. Lily knew it was irin bone because it was pure white but it sparkled like diamonds. It was one of the strongest substances on Earth.
“You will dine on nothing,” Lily said, her voice as strong as she could make it. “You will starve to death before I let you eat anything in this room.” 
Both of the sonneillons laughed, a horrible cackling sound that echoed off the walls of the dungeon. Edgar crouched down and covered his ears, while the unicorn brayed and stomped the ground. 
“Lily,” Aeterna said quietly. “They are not here for you. Don’t anger them.”
“Listen to your friend,” Beeze suggested and opened the gate. “He knows too well what we can do.”
“No.” Lily stepped forward, moving in front of Aeterna. “You will not take him.”
“Cifer.” Beeze narrowed his eyes at Lily, so they were merely slits of yellow light. “Move her.”
“With pleasure.” The sonneillon smiled widely, revealing all the teeth in his horrible mouth.
With surprising speed, he charged at Lily. He swung out at her, and she ducked his first hit. He growled in frustration and slapped her, his claws digging sharply into her face. She flew back on the ground, crashing into the skeletons near Addonexus. The unicorn reared, and Lily barely moved in time to avoid being crushed under the frightened animal’s hooves. 
“Get the beast before he kills her!” Beeze commanded. “The master will not be pleased if she is destroyed.”
Beeze tossed the rope to Cifer, who walked cautiously toward the unicorn. He held up his hands in a gesture of peace, but Addonexus was not fooled. He slammed his massive frame into the wall, attempting to escape that way. The unicorn was too afraid to think. He could only stomp his feet and neigh in anger. 
“Leave him alone!” Lily shouted and scrambled to her feet. She ran at Cifer, jumping at his back, even though it revolted her to touch his peeling flesh. He knocked her off with ease and kicked her back with one of his hooved feet. 
“Lily!” Aeterna yelled. He made a move to help her, but Beeze grabbed onto his injured wing, yanking it back. Aeterna cried out in pain and collapsed to his knees. “Lily! Stop! This is my time. I’ve made peace with that. You need to save yourself.”
Lily lay on the ground, surrounded by the remains of others who had tried but failed to escape. She looked over at Aeterna. Beeze was behind him, and he threw a noose around Aeterna’s neck. He tightened it, and Aeterna grimaced but didn’t fight it. 
“Get up!” Beeze told him, yanking on the rope so the irin would get to his feet. Beeze meant to take him away like that, walking him on the noose like a dog on a leash. 
A great and glorious irin would be dragged around by a cackling sonneillon. The very thought of it broke Lily’s heart.
As Aeterna struggled to his feet, hampered by the rope around his neck and his broken wing, Cifer continued fighting with the unicorn. Addonexus would not calm, and Cifer wouldn’t move closer until he did. 
“Everything will be alright, Lily.” Aeterna tried to comfort Lily as Beeze pulled him toward the door. The irin’s dark eyes were pleading with her, begging Lily to do nothing so she could save herself. “Just remember what I told you.” 
She looked away from him with tears in her eyes and turned back to Addonexus and Cifer. The unicorn was so terrified, and Lily had no idea how to help it.
“Cifer!” Beeze yelled. He waited just outside the gate with Aeterna. “Hurry up and get the beast! The master is waiting!”
“I am trying!” Cifer snapped. He stepped toward Addonexus, but when the unicorn stomped its hooves, Cifer stepped back again.
That’s when Lily realized the sonneillon was afraid of the unicorn. She sat up, her eyes locked on the unicorn’s. 
“Addonexus,” Lily said, keeping her voice as calm and even as she could. She wasn’t even sure unicorns could understand her, or if Addonexus would listen to her if he did. But she had to try. “Addonexus, listen to me. He has no power over you. You are stronger than him. You can stop him.”
“Shut up, you wench!” Cifer yelled and kicked a broken skull at her. 
But Addonexus’s black eyes stayed on hers, and he stopped moving. He stood still and snorted once, but that was all.
“Get the horse, you fool!” Beeze told Cifer. “She has him calmed!”
Cifer moved toward the unicorn, and Addonexus didn’t move. He seemed transfixed by Lily. Cifer raised up his rope, preparing to toss it over the unicorn’s head. Just as he did, Addonexus suddenly turned to look at him. Before Cifer could do anything more, Addonexus charged at him and ran him straight through with his horn.
“Vile wench!” Beeze shouted as Cifer’s bloody corpse slid off the unicorn’s horn and onto the ground.
Addonexus turned his attention to Beeze, who slammed the door shut before the unicorn could get him. Lily jumped to her feet. An irin skull glinted near her feet, intact despite Addonexus stomping it. She grabbed it quickly and ran towards the gate.
Aeterna saw that they might have a chance to escape, so he unfurled his good wing and batted Beeze with it. It didn’t hurt him really, but it knocked him off guard for a moment. That was all the time Lily needed.
She threw open the gate, and Beeze turned to face her. He hissed in anger, opening his mouth wide, and grabbed onto her. His long, bony fingers squeezed around her waist, and he lifted her up. Before he could toss her aside or snap her in half, or whatever it was he meant to do with her, Lily raised her arms over her head. His yellow eyes glimmered with surprise as she brought the irin skull down onto his head with all her might. 
They both fell to the ground, the sonneillon landing on top of her. The blood from his head wound spilled out into her, and Lily pushed him off her as quickly as she could. 
“Did she kill him?” Edgar asked from the cage.
“No, I don’t think so,” Aeterna said, peering down at Beeze. “I think he’s only unconscious.”
“Are you alright?” Lily asked Aeterna as she got up. 
“Yes,” he nodded. “Are you?”
“Yes, but we must hurry.” Lily ran over to the gate and pulled the key from the lock. 
Edgar’s cage hung from the ceiling by a rope attached to the wall. The irin key was cut with jagged ridges, making it almost like a serrated knife. Lily went over to the rope and started sawing through it.
“You don’t have time to worry about me,” Edgar said. “It won’t be long before more sonneillons come looking or Beeze wakes up. You need to get out while you have a chance.”
“I’m not leaving anyone behind,” Lily said, gritting her teeth as she struggled to cut through the rope.
Aeterna stood by the door, watching for anyone to come. Addonexus shook his head, trying to get the blood off his horn. He stomped one of his feet, but he appeared much calmer than he had before. 
Lily finally got through the rope enough, and Edgar’s cage clattered to the floor. 
“Edgar!” Lily exclaimed and knelt down next to it. “Are you alright?”
“Yes, I’m fine. Just a bit shaken.” 
The cage was on its side but Edgar stood up in it easily. Lily took the irin key and opened the cage, and he ran out. Edgar ran right to her nd threw his arms around her, tears in his emerald eyes.
“Thank you freeing me.”
“No thanks is necessary.” Lily hugged him back, but only for a second before she got to her feet. 
“I owe you an apology,” Aeterna said. “I’m sorry I underestimated you. I’ve just never seen a castimonia fight like that, or any virtu for that matter.”
“Well, I’m not the castimonia yet,” Lily pointed out. “And we have to hurry if we hope to get out of here.”
Lily stepped out of the cell and looked both ways down the hall. It looked exactly the same either way – long, narrow, and dimly lit with a few torches.
“Which way do we go?” Edgar asked, standing beside her and looking around.
“I’m not sure,” Lily admitted, and turned back to Aeterna. “Do you know?”
“I was unconscious when they brought me down here,” Aeterna shook his head sadly.
“Well …” Lily bit her lip and nodded to her right. “This is the way the sonneillons came from, so I know it has to lead somewhere.” 
She led the way, and Aeterna held onto Addonexus, leaning into him for support. Edgar hurried, moving his little legs quickly to match Lily’s pace, and he walked right next to her.
“How were you able to get Addonexus to do that back there?” Edgar asked, staring up at Lily.
“I’m not sure. I just thought I could, so I had to try.”
“It’s the irin in her,” Aeterna explained, giving the unicorn friendly pat. “Irins can communicate with unicorns.”
“What was that?” Lily stopped short, and everyone followed suit. She tilted her head, listening, and the sound footsteps behind them became clear. Edgar reached up and wrapped his small hand around hers. “Someone’s coming.”
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Lux climbed up onto the bridge, smiling brightly at the two ogres blocking the door to Valefor’s lair. They were monstrously large, even for ogres. The one on the left was at least twice as tall as Lux, and that was the shorter of the two. 
One of them had only one eye, having lost the other to a sea dragon years ago. They both had large, bulbous noses that seemed to take up most of their faces and gave the ogres their keen sense of smell. This was somewhat ironic, since most ogres smelled like dragon dung. 
As a henchman for Valefor, Lux had dealt with the ogres before, but he’d never liked it. Their language skills were almost non-existent, so when he had to speak to them about getting past, it was always a chore. They spoke mostly in grunts and groans, and Lux had never quite gotten a grasp on it.
“Good afternoon,” Lux said, doing his best to sound cheerful. The ogre with one eye scratched his head, looking as if he’d forgotten something, but the other one narrowed his eyes at Lux. “I’ve come to ask for passage into the tower. I have business with Valefor.”
Lux had been hoping the ogres would be too stupid to know that Valefor wanted him dead now. Even though Valefor had probably given them orders to kill Lux on sight, that didn’t mean that they would remember or understand. 
The ogres exchanged looks and made a few grunting sounds. Lux didn’t understand them at all, but it appeared to be some kind of conversation. 
Behind them, he could see Wick sneaking up onto the bridge. She was thin enough that she could slide behind the ogres’ legs, but if she tried to open the door, they would hear and turn on her. Gula was on the opposite side of the bridge, waiting until one of the ogres moved so he had enough room to climb up behind him.
The ogre with one eye began to sniff and look around as Wick rummaged in her satchel for something. He could probably smell the toadstool on her, so Lux hurried to distract him.
“Look, guys, I’m one of Valefor’s minions,” Lux said, speaking loudly so they’d both turn to look at him. “You’ve let me in here a thousand times, and if I don’t get in there now, the master is going to be furious.”
“Master?” the one-eyed ogre grunted and scratched his head again.
“Who you?” the other ogre asked and pointed at Lux. Apparently, he was the smarter of the two.
“Me?” Lux stalled, since Wick still hadn’t gotten her potion out and Gula hadn’t been able to climb onto the bridge. “You know me! We’re practically old friends here! How can you not remember me?”
“Friend?” the one-eyed ogre asked, and his comrade shook his head, clearly annoyed with how dumb the other ogre was.
“Who you?” the smart ogre asked again, only angrier this time, and he took a step forward, showing Lux that he meant business. That gave Gula enough room to climb onto the bridge, but he struggled a bit, because of his girth. 
“I’m, uh…” Lux fumbled, watching as Gula finally heaved himself onto the bridge. “I’m Lux.”
“Lux?” the one-eyed ogre questioned, then frowned. 
“Lux smash!” The smart ogre made his massive hands into fists, preparing to smash down upon Lux.
“Statua magnus!” Wick shouted and tossed a vial of pinkish liquid onto the ogre. It splashed all over his leg, and at first, it seemed to do nothing more than irritate him.
He bellowed in anger, then tried to lift his foot to step towards her, but his foot would not move. His mottled green skin began turning gray and hardening like stone. It started out on his leg, where the potion hit, but it spread out all over his body until finally, he was a giant ogre statue. 
The one-eyed ogre growled in rage and turned to attack Wick, but Gula charged at him. He slammed into the ogre with all his might. It waved its arms futilely before falling backward into the moat. 
“Come on,” Lux said, running past the statue ogre to the door. The one in the water was down for now, but it wouldn’t be for long. And his splashing and yelling would attract attention, like sonneillons or worse. 
The massive door was controlled by a crank to the side. Lux began turning it, but it moved very slowly. Gula came up behind him and grabbed the crank, taking it from Lux. He was able to turn it much faster, and within a few seconds, the door was open far enough for Lux, Wick, and Gula to sneak inside.
Valefor’s lair was as Wick had always pictured it – very dark, very dirty, and reeking like brimstone. They stepped inside to a small room with two narrow hallways leading from it, along with one staircase winding down, and one staircase winding up. 
“Where do you think she is?” Wick asked. 
“His chambers, I imagine,” Lux said, then glanced to Gula for help. “He’s trying to convince her to marry him, right? That’s the best place to seduce her.”
“I would think so,” Gula agreed.
“This way then.” Lux pointed to the hallway on the left and hurried down it.
The hallway curved several times and split off twice as they went, and Wick realized that Valefor’s lair was somewhat of a labyrinth. She had to think of a plan so she could make her way back out of here. 
As she followed Lux, she sprinkled fairy dust behind her. It was made from dried fairy wings, and it was invisible to the human eye. But if she shined her wand on it, it would light up and lead her out. 
They heard footsteps of someone approaching, and Lux motioned for them to duck back in a hall. They pressed themselves as flat against the wall as they could. A torch burned near them, and Wick took out her wand and blew the fire out with it. They were hidden in the shadows, and that was the best they could hope for.
Lux held his breath as the footsteps got closer. He even tried to will his heart to stop beating. 
A pair of sonneillons walked past, whispering to themselves. One of them paused at the end of the hallway, only a foot from where Lux was pressed against the wall. The sonneillon cocked his head, listening.
“Stop wasting time,” the other sonneillon hissed. “The master wants to see us right away.”
The sonneillon nodded, and they both continued on their way.
Lux let out a deep breath once the sonneillons were gone. After waiting a minute to be sure they were safe, Lux turned back out into the hallway only to be confronted by a goblin.
It was very small, slightly larger than a house cat, which was why they hadn’t heard it approaching. Goblins had a scream like a siren that would alert everything in the tower to danger, and it had leather wings folded on its back so it could fly off. 
“Listen, we don’t mean any trouble,” Lux said, trying to reason with the little monster before it started its warning cry. He stepped toward it, and the goblin hopped back. It opened its mouth, preparing to yell, and it unfolded its wings so it could take off. “Hey, no, let’s just talk for a minute.”
The goblin leapt into the air, its wings beating furiously. But before it could get anywhere, Gula reached up and caught it around its throat, so it couldn’t scream. It fought hard against him, clawing at him and making small squeaking sounds. To quiet it, Gula snapped its neck.
“Thanks,” Lux said.
“No problem.” With that, Gula held the goblin to his mouth and bit into one of its wings.
“Ugh.” Wick wrinkled her nose, watching Gula eat the goblin. “You’re disgusting.”
“They are better with barbecue sauce,” Gula admitted and wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. “Still, this isn’t terrible.” 
Lux shook his head and walked on. Gula tossed the half-eaten goblin aside and followed him. It wasn’t long before they heard something else approaching and had to duck into a crevice in the wall to hide. It wouldn’t have been so bad had it been just Lux and Wick, but with Gula, it became a tight squeeze.
It sounded like hooves coming towards them, but it was too loud and heavy to be sonneillons. He heard voices, too. They were whispering, and one sounded like an irin. Irin had an eerie calming effect when they talked, which is one of the reasons Lux had always hated interacting with them.
But there was someone else talking with the irin. A girl.
“Lily,” Lux whispered, and without thinking, he bolted out from the crevice.
“Lux!” Wick hissed and tried to stop him, but he was already gone.
As soon as Lux was out, he saw them a few meters down the hall. He barely registered the irin with the broken wing, the black unicorn, or the little green sprite. All he saw was Lily, and when she saw him, her entire face lit up. 
“Lux!” Lily shouted, unable to contain herself. She let go of Edgar’s hand and ran towards him.
They embraced quickly and briefly. She wanted to look at him, to touch him, to know he was real. She stared up at him.
“You’re alive,” she whispered, with tears in her eyes. “I was certain you had died.”
“What have they done to you?” Lux asked, touching at the fresh cuts on her face from the sonneillon’s claws. Lily was dirty, battered, and bruised, and a lump grew in his throat. All this had happened to her, and he hadn’t been able to protect her. 
“I’m fine. I’m just glad you’re alright.” 
“You’re not fine,” he shook his head. “This shouldn’t have happened to you.” 
“Is it true?” Lily asked. 
“What?” Lux didn’t understand. 
“Are you a peccati?” She stepped away from him when she asked that, and Lux let his arms fall to his sides. Wick had come out of the crevice, and she went over to Lily, putting her arm around her so she could lead her away from Lux. “Are you the luxuria?”
“Yes, it’s true,” Lux admitted quietly.
“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” Lily asked. “Or that Valefor had sent you after me?”
“I thought you’d be repulsed by me,” Lux said. “I never meant to give you over to him, not since the moment I met you. I couldn’t.” 
“You should’ve told me.” 
“I know,” he nodded. “I should’ve done so many things differently, and if I could, I would. But I would never change the fact that I am a luxuria, because if I did, then I wouldn’t have met you. And no matter what happens because of this, it was worth it. Knowing you has been the greatest honor of my very long life.” 
Lily stared up at him and a tear fell down her cheek. She wanted to run to him, to kiss him and forgive him of all his past sins, but Wick kept her in place.
“Lily, we don’t have time for this,” Wick said. “We must go.” 
“She’s right,” Lux nodded. “You have to leave.”
“You’re not coming with?” Lily asked.
“No.” He pursed his lips. “I have to try to make sure Valefor can never come after you again.” 
“No.” Lily shook her head and pulled away from Wick. “I won’t leave you. Not again.”
“You have to,” Lux said. “You have to be safe.”
“Lily,” Edgar interjected. “We must go. They’ll hear us and find us soon.”
Lily glanced back over at the sprite and up at the wounded irin on the unicorn. She wouldn’t risk them, but she wouldn’t leave Lux either. She picked up Edgar and put him on the unicorn with Aeterna. 
“You go,” she told them. “You be safe. I’ll follow you.”
“Lily,” Aeterna said, giving her a solemn nod. “You should come with us.”
“I will,” she nodded. “But you go on ahead.” She turned to Gula. “Do you know your way out of here?”
“Yes,” Gula said. 
“Good. Take them out of here. Keep them safe.” 
Gula looked over at Lux to see what he should do, and Lux nodded. 
“It’s alright,” Lux said. “Take them out. But Lily, you have to go with them.”
“I am not leaving you, Lux,” Lily insisted. “Not after I just found you.” 
Somewhat uncertainly, Gula started leading the unicorn away. Wick stayed behind with Lux and Lily, hoping to reason with her, but she would drag her away kicking and screaming if she had to. She couldn’t leave her alone with the peccati in Valefor’s lair.
“You’re being ridiculous,” Lux shook his head. “I’m a peccati. You shouldn’t care what happens to me or risk anything. I’ve lied to you. I’ve gotten you in danger. Your life was so much better before you met me. You need to forget me and get out of here.”
“No.” She stepped closer to him, her eyes unwavering. “You’ve probably done horrible things, maybe even things that I could never forgive. But I know there is good in you, more good than you even know. You are worth saving and you are worth loving. I’m not leaving unless you leave with me.”
A laughed echoed behind them, and they turned back to see Ira standing there.
“Isn’t that sweet?” he asked. “It’s too bad that I’m going to have to finish the job I started back in the Necrosilvam.” 
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Scelestus wrinkled her nose and glared at her little manservant sitting next to her in the coach. Jinn stared up at her meekly, not sure what he’d done wrong, but from the look on her face, it had to be something bad. 
“You disgusting little hobbit,” Scelestus said as they bounced around in the back of the horse drawn carriage. “How dare you pass gas in my coach!”
“It wasn’t I, my Lady,” Jinn said. “I would never do such a thing!”
“Then what is that wretched smell?” Scelestus demanded, and she still wasn’t convinced that it wasn’t Jinn. 
“I’m not sure, my Lady,” Jinn shook his head. “Perhaps it’s sulfur. We must be getting close to Valefor’s lair.” 
“It’s about damn time,” Scelestus muttered. “We’ve been traveling in this cursed carriage for what feels like forever.” 
She leaned over and pulled back the black curtains so she could peer outside. Valefor’s red tower jutted up on the horizon only a mile or two ahead. Scelestus smiled and settled back in the seat. 
Since she’d gotten word from Valefor that Lily and Lux had gone missing, she’d been unable to speak to him. She’d tried sending messages or speaking to him through her cauldron, but he was either ignoring her or too busy. Either way, Scelestus needed to make things right with him.  He had a protective spell around his lair, so Scelestus couldn’t teleport anywhere near his tower, and she’d been forced to travel by horse and carriage to meet with him. 
After years of suffering as the Lady of the dull Insontia, she’d finally found her way out. In exchange for that useless step-daughter of hers, she would be granted eternal youth when she took the role of the invidia. But since she’d been unable to deliver Lily to Valefor, she would just have to find something else that he wanted. There had to be something she had that would be worth turning her into a peccati. 
“How do I look?” Scelestus asked Jinn.
“Ravishing, as always, my Lady,” Jinn smiled up at her. She sneered at him when he said that, and he was never sure what was wrong with that. Everything he did, he did to please her, but it never seemed to be good enough. 
They rode the rest of the way to Valefor’s in silence. The sound of the dirt road under the horses’ hooves changed to the wooden sound of a bridge, and then the horses stopped sharply. An ogre grunted outside, and Scelestus motioned for Jinn to get out.
Jinn spoke very little ogre, but he did as he was told, the same as he always had. Scelestus waited in the carriage, smoothing out her hair. She pulled out a mirror that she always carried with her and made sure that her makeup was good. Everything had to be perfect for when she met with Valefor. 
“What’s the hold up?” Scelestus shouted out the window when it seemed like Jinn was taking too long.
Jinn hobbled back to the carriage and opened the door. 
“I’m not completely sure, my Lady,” Jinn said. “There seems to have been some trouble here earlier today. The ogre at the door doesn’t want to let anybody in. He doesn’t trust.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Scelestus rolled her eyes and pushed Jinn out of the way. “I’ll do it myself.” 
Gathering her dress, Scelestus climbed out of the carriage and nearly knocked Jinn down. The sun was beginning to go down, but the light shined brightly past the tower, nearly blinding her. Scelestus squinted and walked around to the front of the carriage. 
A one-eyed ogre stood guard in front of the door, looking irritable and confused. Next to him was a statue of another ogre, and Scelestus looked at it curiously. Perhaps it was meant to be some sort of gargoyle and scare people away when they approached the door, although Scelestus didn’t find it all that intimidating.
“You there,” Scelestus shouted up at the ogre. “Let me in. I need to see Valefor.”
“No pass.” The ogre shook his head and grunted. “No pass!”
“He wants to see me,” Scelestus lied. 
“No pass!” The ogre shouted this time and balled his fists up. 
“It’s about the girl,” Scelestus said, deciding that giving the ogre a reason would be helpful.
“Girl?” 
“Yes, the girl,” Scelestus smiled and did her best to sound sweet. “The girl Valefor has been looking for. I have information on her that Valefor would be dying to hear.”
The ogre furrowed his brow in deep concentration, but he couldn’t seem to figure out what would be the best course of action. She sighed and waited, afraid that if she pushed him he would attempt to squash her with his fists. 
The decision was taken away from the ogre when the door behind him slowly opened. It didn’t open all the way, but it was wide enough for a thin man to slip out. His skin had a faint greenish hue to it, and his eyes were too large for his face. 
“What’s going on?” the thin man asked.
“Girl,” the ogre grunted and pointed to Scelestus.
“I’m here to see Valefor.” Scelestus smiled at the thin man. “I know something about the girl he’s looking for. I’m sure he’d really love to see me.”
“Who are you?” the man asked, narrowing his eyes at her. 
“Lady Scelestus.” She curtsied a bit when she said it, even though the man looked like he was way beneath her station. His clothes were dirty, and his hair was a mess. 
“Ah.” The man smiled broadly at her. “Yes, I’m certain he’ll want to see you.” 
“I knew it,” Scelestus said, and she beamed genuinely at that. 
“Come with me.” He waved her on, and she started following him.
“My Lady?” Jinn asked. He’d been standing next to the horses, but he stepped forward to go after her. “Shall I come with you?”
“There’s no need,” she said dismissively. “Wait here with the animals.”
“Yes, my Lady.” Jinn bowed his head and stoked one of the horses. 
“It was really lucky that I caught you at the door,” the man said as he led her inside the castle. He took the downward winding stairs to the left, and she went after him. 
“Yes, it does seem quite serendipitous,” Scelestus said. She lifted up her dress and stepped carefully down. It was dimly lit, and the stairs were steep. “I wasn’t sure that the ogre would let me in.”
“He’s had a rough day,” the man explained. “We all have. I’m normally not around here that often. There’s not that much for me to do. But Valefor has called us all back to his lair to help with the girl.”
“She’s quite valuable to him, then?” Scelestus asked.
“Extremely,” he nodded. “That was a rather nice carriage you had out there.”
“What?” Scelestus asked, confused by his change of topic. “Oh, yes. It’s nice.”
“I’d like to get myself a carriage like that,” he went on. “I don’t think I’ve had one that spacious before.”
“It is roomy,” Scelestus allowed. 
They reached the landing, and the man directed her to go into the room at the bottom of the stairs. She smiled at him as she went inside, expecting to find Valefor. Instead, it was an empty room, with nothing but a table and few pots and pans around. 
“What is this?” Scelestus turned back to face the man, and he closed the door behind him when he came in. He leaned up against it, locking it behind his back. “Where is Valefor?”
“He’s attending to some business,” he explained. “So I thought we could use the time to get to know each other.”
“I have no business with you.” Scelestus straightened and pressed her lips into a thin line. She’d come here unprepared for a fight, and all her potions and her wand were with Jinn. 
“I think you do.” The man stepped away from the door, smiling wider at her. “I’m Invidia.” He reached into his belt loop and pulled out a long, jagged knife. “I heard you wanted to take my life, so I thought I would repay the favor.”
Scelestus opened her mouth and began to scream, but nobody could hear her inside Valefor’s lair. 




21
Wick grabbed Lily’s hand, trying to pull her back away from Lux, and Lux stepped in front of her, between them and Ira. Ira had snuck up on them, coming from the opposite direction that Gula, Aeterna, Edgar, and Addonexus had left in. 
“Ira, you don’t want to hurt her,” Lux reminded him and stepped closer to him. 
“No, I think I do.” Ira smiled at him, the expression looking rather unpleasant on his stony face. “Valefor wants her to suffer, to see what life would be like against him. I can do whatever I want with her, as long as I keep her alive.
“As for you,” Ira continued, stepping closer to Lux. “I have direct orders to kill you.”
“Lux!” Lily yelled behind him, and she tried to run to his side, but Wick held her back.
“Wick, get her out of here!” Lux shouted. 
Wick was already trying to do that, but Lily fought her. She grabbed onto Lux’s arm, but he wouldn’t look back at her. He had to keep his focus on Ira. Still hanging onto Lily, Wick came up behind Lux, so close to him she was nearly touching his back. She took her wand out of her satchel and slid it in the back of his pants, all without Ira seeing.
“Good luck,” she whispered, then she yanked Lily’s arm.
“Lux!” Lily yelled again, but Wick pulled her on. 
“He’ll fight better without you distracting him!” Wick told her, and that was true enough, so Lily relented a little to being dragged away. She stared back over her shoulder, watching Lux face down Ira until Wick took her around a corner, and she couldn’t see them anymore. 
Ira barely seemed to notice that Lily had run off, nor did he seem to care that she did. He knew that the lair was a maze, and it would be nearly impossible for her and Wick to find their way out. Lux knew that too, but at the moment, he didn’t care if they found their way out. He just wanted them away from Ira. 
“I’m actually glad that I didn’t kill you earlier,” Ira said as he and Lux faced off, moving in a slow circle around each other. “I can really savor it this time, without that girl screaming in my ear. It was good of you to send her away.”
“You know me,” Lux smirked. “I’ve always been a thoughtful guy.” 
After their fight earlier, Lux knew he couldn’t beat Ira hand-to-hand. Ira was made of granite, and Lux’s body was more like pulverized meat at this point. To win, he’d have to come up with something better, but he didn’t know what that would be. 
Wick’s wand poked him in his back, but he didn’t know how much good that would do. Still, Wick had left it with him for a reason, and it would work better than nothing.
Ira threw a punch at Lux, and he dove out of the way, narrowly missing one of Ira’s rock-hard fists in his jaw. Ira laughed at that, a deep guffaw, and then he swung again. Lux darted away, just barely avoiding the hit again.
“So we’re going to dance, are we?” Ira asked. 
Even though he was still smiling, Lux could see his patience was dwindling. One or two swings more, and Ira would go after him with all he had. Lux wouldn’t stand a chance against that. He had to make a move first. 
In one smooth move, Lux reached behind his back and pulled out the wand. The unicorn horn felt strangely heavy in his hand. He pointed it right at Ira’s chest, and for a moment, Ira looked startled.
“What is that you have there?” Ira squinted at it, as if he really didn’t understand what he was seeing.
“A powerful wand.” Lux kept his arm straight even though it wanted to shake. “Leave now, and I won’t use it against you. But if you take another step, I’ll be forced to destroy you.” 
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Ira said, but he didn’t move. 
Not at first anyway. Then Ira moved quickly at Lux, stopping short. It was a fake-out charge meant to startle Lux, and it did just that.
Lux flicked the wand, but nothing happened. Ira stared at him, waiting for something, so Lux shook it. Still nothing happened, and Ira threw back his head and laughed.
Of course the wand wouldn’t work for him. It was a unicorn horn, and Lux was a peccati with no training in sorcery. He had absolutely no idea how to make the thing work, except what he’d seen witches do before. Wick just held it and magic spewed forth, but apparently, there was some trick to it that Lux couldn’t decipher.
“Dammit,” Lux muttered and shook the wand again.
“Oh, that’s rich.” Ira tried to quiet his laughter. “That is just pathetic, Lux! Is that even a real wand? Or is that just a twig you picked up outside?”
Ira was too busy laughing to really be on guard, so Lux charged at him. It was the best plan of attack he could come up with. But as soon as Ira saw Lux moving at him, he stopped laughing and righted himself. He swung at Lux, who ducked below it, and kept running.
There was nothing in this part of the hallway to fight Ira with, so he had to go somewhere else where he could find something useful. Ira called Lux a coward but chased after him. Lux heard Ira’s feet behind him, sounding like a stampede of horses rather than one man, and Lux knew he had to get out of the way.
Lux threw open the first door he came to, and immediately realized that wasn’t the wisest choice. Unfortunately, Ira was right on his tail, so he had to go inside, even if the room spelled certain doom. 
If Lux had been paying more attention, he would’ve known what room it was just by the smell. The skinning room had the distinct scent of hot oil and cooking flesh. Valefor liked collecting the hides of his victims, and the skin came off much easier when boiled in hot water. 
The skinning room had about ten feet of ledge right inside the door, and then it was open to a giant vat of boiling water. It was kept hot by lava that flowed up from the surface. Just being inside the room was almost unbearably warm, and Lux could handle heat very well. 
A sonneillon stood near one side of the room, stirring the water with a large pitchfork. Apparently, there was something in the water in the process of being skinned.
“Good choice, Lux,” Ira said, sounding genuinely impressed when he walked in the room behind him. “I couldn’t have picked a better room for your demise.”
“I was just thinking the same thing, except about you.” Lux turned back around to face Ira and flashed him a cocky grin, even though he did not feel cocky at all. 
Ira swung at Lux, but when Lux tried to move out of the way, Ira’s big arm clotheslined him. Lux started to fall backward, but Ira caught him. He lifted him up, so Lux’s back was to Ira, and Ira clamped one arm around his throat, so Lux could barely breathe.
“When you hit the water, make sure you scream a lot,” Ira said, his voice right in his ear. “I want to hear you die.”
Lux flailed, kicking at him with both legs, and tried futilely to pull at the arm crushing his neck. It would be easier to claw at Ira’s arm if he weren’t holding the wand, but he doubted that it would make much of a difference. He wasn’t strong enough to move Ira anyway.
Just as Ira stepped to the edge of the ledge, preparing to drop Lux into the boiling water, Lux thrust the horn back and stabbed Ira right in the eye. Ira screamed and stumbled backwards, then let go of Lux. 
Lux hit the ground gasping for breath and watched as Ira fell down next to him a few seconds later. Lux had jammed the horn right into his brain, and Ira’s dead body twitched next to him. 
“The luxuria has slain the ira,” the sonneillon hissed and stepped toward Lux, its long fingers reaching out for him. Ira might be out of the way, but the sonneillon would still get quite the reward if he killed Lux. 
Lux got up, still rubbing his throat, and stepped back from the sonneillon. It kept coming at him, so Lux moved to the side. He kept stepping backwards, moving so the sonneillon would stand between him and the hot water. 
When the sonneillon reached out for him again, Lux kicked it as hard as he could in the chest. The creature went flying backward, growling as it fell into the water. It began to scream, but only for a few seconds before it died.
“I always thought you things were so gross,” Lux said, watching the sonneillon float in the water.
With Ira taken care of, that left him with only thing to do: figure out how to stop Valefor from going after Lily. Because as long as Valefor was alive, Lily would never be safe. 
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Under her breath, Wick cursed herself for giving Lux the wand. She’d given it to him because he needed a fighting chance to survive. After everything he’d done for her and Lily, Wick felt like she owed him that much. But she’d done it in the heat of the moment and hadn’t been thinking.
Without the wand, Wick had no idea how to get out. The trail of fairy dust she’d left would be of no use to her, since it wouldn’t show up without the magic of the wand. She and Lily were running blind through Valefor’s lair. And Lily wasn’t even running that fast. 
“Lily, come on,” Wick hissed, pulling on her to move faster. Wick still hung on tightly to Lily’s hand, afraid if she let go that Lily would stop completely.
“We shouldn’t have just left him behind like that,” Lily said, her voice thick. 
“It’s what he wanted.” 
“But it’s not right.” Lily stopped and refused to go any farther, no matter how hard Wick tugged on her.
“Lily!” When she saw that Lily wouldn’t budge, Wick turned around to face her and put her hands on Lily’s shoulders, trying to convey how important this was. “I left him with my wand. He’ll be alright.”
“But I can’t let him risk it.” She shook her head. “I can’t leave him to die for me.”
“If he dies, it won’t be just for you.” Wick put her hand on Lily’s cheek, her eyes grave. “It’s for the whole world. If Valefor gets you, we all suffer. This is about more than just you or Lux.”
“If something happens to him, it’s my fault,” Lily said, with tears in her eyes.
“No, it’s not.” Wick shook her head. “It’s his fault. He chose this life in service of a daemon. And this, what he’s doing for you, is far more honorable than anything he’s done before. In return, you need to get out of here alive. Otherwise his efforts will be for naught.” 
Lily bit her lip, and Wick took that as a sign of a reluctant agreement. She took Lily’s hand again, and they began running. Lily quickened her pace but only slightly. 
They hadn’t made it that far when the grunting garble of an ogre voice echoed off the walls. The oversized shadow stretched across the hall in front of them, and it was only a matter of moments before the ogre rounded the corner and spotted them.
With nowhere to hide, Wick opened the door closest to her. She ran inside, dragging Lily with her, and slammed the door shut behind them. 
“Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise.”
As soon as she heard the voice, Wick’s heart stopped in her chest. She’d never heard him speak, but she knew who he was instantly. She turned around slowly to see Valefor sitting at the end of a long black table. A large bronze goblet was in his hand, and when he took a drink of it, it stained his lips blood red before he licked them. 
“Have you changed your mind about my offer already?” Valefor asked Lily.
“Run,” Wick whispered. 
She stood in front of Lily, and Lily tried to open the door to escape. As soon as she grabbed the handle, Valefor appeared next to her. He leaned almost casually against the door between Wick, and Lily. 
Wick blinked, not understanding how he had disappeared in a split second, and whirled around to see him smiling down at Lily. 
“What happened to your lovely face?” Valefor asked, doing his best to look concerned. He reached up and ran his fingers along the scratches the sonneillon had left on her cheek. 
“Don’t you touch her!” Wick shrieked. She grabbed his arm to pull him back, and Valefor turned around. His blazed with fury, and he smacked her hard enough to send her flying across the room.
“Wick!” Lily shouted and reached out for her, but Valefor stood between them.
Wick lay on the floor and didn’t move for a second, but finally she opened her eyes. Blood streamed down from her lip, and while she was alive, she appeared disoriented.
“Now, where were we?” Valefor turned back to Lily, smiling widely. “Ah, yes, you’re face.” When he reached for her again, she twisted away from his touch.  
“Don’t touch me.”
“I know you’re frightened, but hear me out.” Valefor held up his hands, palms out. He took a step towards her, and every time he did, she took a step back. “I can heal that. I can heal all your wounds. I can make all your pain go away.” 
“I can handle it,” she said through gritted teeth. 
“I’m sure you can.” His tone went patronizing, like he was talking to a small child rather than his intended bride. “You’re a very brave girl. Defying me like this takes some gall, I understand that. In fact, I even admire your spunk. But don’t mistake that for anything more. I will get what I want, Lily.”
“No, you won’t.” Lily shook her head. “I have to give you my allegiance. It’s not something you can take from me, not by force or by trickery. And I will never, ever serve you.”
“You say that now,” Valefor sighed. “I’ll admit, that does disappoint me. It’s so much simpler when you just agree in the beginning. But you will. Everyone bows before me in the end.” 
He stepped toward her, and this time she didn’t step back. She held her ground and glared up at him.
“Remember what I said earlier?” Valefor asked. “I can take your pain away, but I can give it just as easily.”
He raised his hand, like he meant to smack her. Lily winced and turned her head, preparing for the blow, but it never came. Instead, he ran the back of his hand down her face, almost caressing her. Hot tingles ran through her flesh, like a pleasant flame, and she pulled her head back.
“What did you do?” Lily put her hand to her face, and instead of the jagged cuts, she felt only smooth skin. “You healed my scratches?”
“I took your pain away,” Valefor explained. “And that is the last time I will do that until you agree to be my wife, to love me, obey me, and bend to my will.” 
“You know my answer.”
“That I do. And I also know your weakness.” He stepped away from Lily, walking backward across the room. “And it’s not pain. It’s your heart.”
“My heart?” Lily asked, and her eyes widened as she realized he was moving toward Wick. “No! Leave her alone! She has nothing to do with this!”
“Sure she does.” Valefor bent down and picked Wick up by her throat. She clawed at his hands and made guttural noises. “She’s what’s going to make you accept my offer.”
Lily ran at him. Wick shook her head, and Lily halted. She stood in the middle of the room, watching as Valefor strangled her friend, and she had no idea what to do. 
“Please, Valefor, I beg of you.” Her eyes scanned the room, looking for anything to attack him with. But other than the chairs – which appeared much too heavy for her to lift – there was nothing. She had nothing. 
“There is one way to stop this, my darling, and you know what it is,” Valefor said. “Hell, if you accept now, I’ll heal your friend. I’ll let her go free, and I’ll even order my minions to leave her alone. She’ll live a long happy life. And all you have to do is say yes.”
“I can’t.” With tears in her eyes, Lily shook her head and looked at Wick. “I’m so sorry, but I can’t.” 
“You leave me now choice then,” Valefor sighed. “I’m going to have to kill her.” 
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Lux ran down the hall, going on instinct more than anything else. He’d seen which direction Lily and Wick went, but he’d been too distracted by fighting with Ira to tell them they were going the wrong way. They were heading straight towards Valefor’s chamber.
His worst fears were confirmed when he heard Lily screaming. Her terrified words were coming from behind Valefor’s chamber door. He raced down the hall and threw open the door not knowing what he would do when he got there.
“Stop!” Lily wailed when Lux came into the room.
Valefor held Wick up by her throat, her feet churning the air below her. In attempt to save her friend, Lily had grabbed onto Valefor’s arm. She was pulling with all her might, and it wasn’t doing anything.
Lux had pulled the unicorn horn from Ira’s eye, and since it was the only weapon he had, Lux threw it at Valefor. The wand sailed toward him like a spear. It hit Valefor in the shoulder, piercing his skin, and Valefor leaned back his head and howled.
Except it wasn’t a normal howl. It sounded like a beast, like inside him was a monster far worse than any sea dragon. The whole room shook from the sound of it, and pebbles and dust fell from the ceiling. 
“Lux,” Lily breathed his name, and her relief at seeing him alive was very short lived. 
“You stupid boy,” Valefor growled and tossed Wick across the room. She hit the ground hard and began coughing loudly. 
“Lux, go!” Lily shouted, but he didn’t move.
“Actually, I am happy to see you.” Valefor pulled the horn from his arm and tossed it into the fires around him. The flames roared up for a moment, burning green and purple before dying down. 
“I won’t let you hurt her,” Lux said, standing tall. 
“That’s fine.” Valefor walked toward him, and Lily grabbed onto his arm again, trying to stop him. He knocked her back, but only hard enough so she would fall to the ground. “I actually don’t plan to hurt her.” He smiled wider. “No. I’m going to hurt you.”
“Lux! You need to run!” Lily got her feet. “He’s not going to hurt me. He’s just going to hurt everyone I care about!”
“I won’t leave you alone with him,” Lux insisted and kept his eyes locked on Valefor. 
“You picked the wrong time to become honorable,” Valefor said, glaring down at his former minion. “If you’d only waited a day or two, until this was all over, you could’ve helped me rule the world. Your life would’ve been free of all pain and suffering. You’d never have to feel anything again. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”
“Not anymore,” Lux shook his head and took a swing at Valefor.
Valefor let him hit him, but it did nothing. Valefor just smiled wider. Then he pulled his arm back and hit Lux so hard he went flying into the fire. 
“No!” Lily yelled, not realizing that peccati were impervious to flames. She ran at Valefor, hitting him over and over again in the chest, but he only laughed at that.
“I bet you’re going to be so much fun on our wedding night,” he said, and he grabbed both her fists, nearly crushing them in his. “But right now, I need you to stop, because I have work to do.” 
He threw her aside, and she landed near Wick. Wick crawled over to her and wrapped her arms around her. 
Lux walked out of the fire, his clothes and pants in tatters because of the flames, but otherwise, he appeared alright. His strides were long and purposeful, and his fists were clenched at his sides. He went right up to Valefor, but instead of just punching him, he hit him in the face with a burning hot coal, pressing it into Valefor’s eye.
Valefor groaned and held his face, and Lux punched him again. But Lux didn’t get in a third hit. Valefor recovered and hit Lux, knocking him down. While Lux lay on the ground, Valefor kicked him in the side over and over.
“Lily, we must go,” Wick whispered. “While he’s distracted.”
“I can’t leave Lux, not like this.”
But Wick wouldn’t hear it. She wrapped her arm around Lily’s waist, pulling her toward the door, while Valefor beat the hell out of Lux. 
Lux didn’t even try to fight back anymore. He couldn’t. He lay on his side, doing his best to shield himself from the blows as Valefor pummeled him.
From the corner of his eye, Valefor saw Wick and Lily making their way toward the door. To stop them, Valefor picked up Lux and threw him, his body slammed into the door and fell to the ground. 
“Lux!” Lily broke away from Wick and ran to where Lux lay crumpled. 
He didn’t open his eyes when she reached him. He didn’t even move. With tears streaming down her face, she touched him gently, and his eyes fluttered open.
“Lily, you should go,” he whispered, his voice barely a sound. 
“I won’t leave you.” She caressed his face, and he put his hand over hers. “If you die tonight, then I die tonight.” 
“No, you must live.” He coughed, wincing with pain. “I’m sorry that I’ve failed you.”
“You didn’t fail me,” she assured him. “You could never fail me. I love you.”
Valefor laughed behind them, making promises that Lux’s death would be slow and painful, but neither of them really heard him. They were too focused on each other. 
“I know.” Lux squeezed her hand. “And I love you.  No matter what happens here tonight, I want you to know that. My heart, my allegiance, they belong to you.” 
Lily bent down, kissing him softly on the lips, and the whole room began to shake. But Lily was oblivious, focused only on Lux. She knew this would be her last kiss with him, and she wanted to cherish it.
“You fool!” Valefor shouted, his voice becoming more of the animal roar it had been before. “What have you done? You’ve ruined everything!”
By then, the room was shaking too much for her to ignore. Lily turned back to see Valefor standing in the center of the room, howling. The flames around the room nearly reached the ceiling, and the walls began to crumble. Large chunks of the tower were falling around them, as if it were raining boulders.
“We have to go!” Wick yelled and ran over to them.
She and Lily helped get Lux up. He leaned on both of them, and though he tried his best to walk, he couldn’t really move. Wick got the door open, and they hurried out just as the ceiling came down. 
“What’s happening?” Lily asked.
“I don’t know!” Wick shouted to be heard over the rumbling of the tower. 
In the hallways, everything was chaos. All of the horrible creatures that worked for Valefor were trying to make their escape, but most of them ended up crushed under falling debris. Lux tried to give Wick and Lily directions on how to get out, but blood was streaming into his eye and he couldn’t see very well. 
As they were running, the floor gave out in front of them. A sonneillon had been racing past them, and he barely grabbed onto the jagged edge of the floor. Lily peered over the edge, and a mile below them, hot lava bubbled up. The sonneillon’s grip slipped, and he fell back, screaming as he tumbled to his death.
They turned around to go the other way, but the ceiling crashed down, blocking their path. Through the new hole overhead, they could see sky above them. It had turned a dark red, and it was filled with black smoke.
“What do we do?” Lily asked. 
“We climb.” 
Wick started up the huge chunks of rock that blocked their way, but she slipped almost right away. The constant quaking made it impossible to get a grip. She tried again and slid back down to the ground. 
With tears in her eyes, Wick shook her head. “There’s no way out.”
Lily sat down on the ground next to Lux. He sat up the best he could and wrapped both of his arms around her, so he could shield her from anything else that came.
“Take my hand!” a familiar voice said, and Lily looked up to see Aeterna floating above them. 
His wings were completely healed, as was the rest of him. In fact, he didn’t show any signs of his earlier wounds. He’d flown in through the hole in the tower, and he held out his hand for Lily to take.
Lily was too stunned to react, so Wick took his hand first. Then Lily got up and grabbed onto him, wrapping her arms around Aeterna’s neck. With his other hand, he picked up Lux. 
“Hang on tight,” Aeterna said, and then he was flying out of the tower, his wings beating hard and fast. 
Soon they were soaring high above the Earth, the crumbling tower below them. Lily clung onto him, afraid of falling, and she saw Lux doing the same.
“What’s going on?” Lily asked, her face pressed into Aeterna’s chest.
“There’s someone you need to meet,” Aeterna said, and then flew up higher, past the clouds into a blinding white light.
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Lily didn’t remember how she got there. One minute she was in Aeterna’s arms in the clouds, the next her feet were touching the grass gently.  A brilliant white palace sat before her in the center of a green island. Crystal-clear water sparkled around it, and the sun shone down warmly on her. 
The grass felt amazing on her bare feet, much softer than grass had felt before. In fact, she felt better than she had before. All the aches of her body were gone, and when she looked down, she saw that any evidence of her wounds were gone. Even her tattered dress had been replaced by a new, beautiful, white gown.
“Lux.” Lily remembered in panic that she hadn’t been alone and looked around frantically. 
Both Lux and Wick were standing behind her, their confused, dazed expressions matching her own. Wick looked at her arms with amazement. Like Lily, they were free of any marks from her earlier fights. Her own worn dress was replaced with a clean one, and her hair had been pulled back in beautiful curls. She looked lovelier than she ever had before. 
“Lily,” Lux said. 
He had been healed and cleaned up, and he looked so stunningly handsome, it was hard to believe he was real. Lily ran into his arms, and they felt strong and cool around her. She stared up at him, touching the smooth skin of his face to see if he was real.
“How is this possible?” Lily asked, running her hand through his blond hair.
“I don’t know.” Lux looked on with the same awed expression as she had. 
“Are we in heaven?” 
“I don’t think I can get into heaven.” He furrowed his brow. 
“This isn’t heaven,” Aeterna said. He stood on the steps of the palace, and he waved them on. “Come on. He’s waiting to see you.”
“Who?” Lily asked.
“Daniel.” 
Lily and Lux exchanged a look, neither of them really understanding what this meant or what had happened. He took her hand, and they started walking toward the palace. Wick didn’t follow, so Lily turned back to her.
“Wick, come on.” Lily held out her hand, and Wick came over and took it. She squeezed it and smiled before they all walked to the palace.  
There was no door to Daniel’s palace. The steps merely went up to a wide entrance. It almost appeared as if a wall had been left out. The palace opened into a white marble hall. Music played softly throughout, though Lily couldn’t see the source of it. 
“How did we get here?” Lily asked Aeterna as they followed him.
“I brought you here, of course,” Aeterna smiled back at her over his shoulder. “People often don’t remember the journey, at least not the first time. It’s too much for senses to bear.”
“What is?” Wick asked. “What have you done with us?”
“Don’t look so worried,” Aeterna laughed. “You were simply healed along the way. It can be too much.” 
“Along the way to where exactly?” Lux asked. “I know its Daniel’s palace, but where is that?”
“It’s not located on the Earth, not in the sense you know it,” Aeterna replied. “But don’t worry about it. You’re here now, and you’re safe.”
As they reached the end of the hall, they came to a rotunda. Lily could see the back of an irin, his silver wings spread out wide. Light streamed in from an open ceiling, letting the sun shine right down on him. Flowers filled the room, mostly lilies, and the irin appeared to be attending to a plant. 
Aeterna stopped and motioned for Lily, Lux, and Wick to continue on without him. Before she went in, Lily turned to face Aeterna. She reached out and touched his wing, the one she had tried to mend when it had been broken.
“How are you healed?” Lily asked, running her fingers over the silkiness of his feathers. “Last I saw you, you could barely even walk, let alone fly.”
“Addonexus took me far enough from Valefor’s that I could summon help,” Aeterna explained. “Valefor’s dark magic cloaked his tower in a haze, so I couldn’t reach out to my fellow irin. Once I was out of range, Daniel sent several irins to help me. They healed me, and I came back for you as soon as I was able.”
“Did the irins do that to Valefor’s tower?” Lily asked. 
“No, that was you,” Daniel said from the rotunda, and Lily looked back at him. 
He was more exquisite than any man she had ever seen before, even Lux or Aeterna. His hair was the color of gold, and his skin was tan and smooth. He seemed to radiate light and love. His beauty was almost too much to bear, and Wick actually bowed down before him, unable to stand it any longer. 
“Me?” Lily asked in a voice that sounded too small to be her own.
“Well, no.” He smiled and gestured to Lux. “It was your friend, Lux.”
“What?” Lux asked. He tried to hide it, but Lily could hear in that soft quake in his words that he was as intimidated and awed as Lily. “No, I…” He lowered his eyes, shielding them from Daniel’s luminance. “I didn’t do anything.” 
“Oh, but you did.” Daniel motioned for them to come forward. “Don’t be afraid. Come closer so we can talk.”
“How did I do anything?” Lux asked. He took Lily’s hand again, and they walked closer to Daniel. Wick waited near the outside, bowed down on the floor by Aeterna. 
“You loved her,” Daniel said simply, as if that explained it all. 
“I don’t understand,” Lux shook his head.
“She’s not yet the castimonia, but she is of irin blood,” Daniel said. “She is my great-granddaughter and had she taken her vows, she would’ve been the third castimonia to walk the Earth.” 
“I would’ve been?” Lily asked. “I won’t be the castimonia now?”
“There’s no need for one,” he shook his head. “Lux ended it all.”
“I ended it?” Lux asked, still unable to grasp how he’d played such a major role in the final battle between good and evil.
“Yes,” Daniel nodded. “Valefor wanted Lily to serve him, to give her allegiance to him. If she did that, he would’ve won, by turning a virtu to his side. Even if she wasn’t yet fully realized as one, because of her irin blood and her pure heart, it would still be the same. He still would’ve corrupted one of our own, thus making him – and his side – more powerful.
“But instead of the virtu vowing to serve him, you – a peccati, the minion of evil – had vowed to serve her.” Daniel motioned from Lux to Lily. “When you pledged your heart and soul to her, you gave up evil for the side of good.” 
“When you told me you loved me.” Lily’s eyes widened when she looked at Lux. “You saved the world.”
“I…” Lux shook his head, still not believing it. “But if you knew all this, if you knew that Valefor would go after her, why didn’t you intervene? Why didn’t you just stop him?”
“Because that’s not how it works,” Daniel said. “We can’t interact directly with each other. I cannot fight Valefor or set foot on his grounds, and the same holds true with him. You had to solve this one your own.”
“But if Lily was so valuable, why didn’t you have irins guarding her?” Lux asked. “She never should’ve been allowed to leave with me.”
“We didn’t know how important she would become in all of this,” Daniel said. “She’s not the first virtu child born on Earth, but she was the first to lose her parent before she understood what she was. When the time was right, I planned to meet her to explain what she was, but I was too late.” 
“Why hadn’t Valefor already won?” Lily asked. “When my mother died, wasn’t there one less virtu on Earth than peccati? Hadn’t evil already outweighed good?”
“No, because you were still there,” Daniel said. “You still had the irin blood and the castimonia heart.”
“What if I had died?” Lily asked. “When I was a baby? Or if my mother had died before she had me? What then?”
“Then the luxuria would’ve lost all his powers,” Daniel gestured to Lux. “If a virtu dies, then the corresponding peccati loses his powers. Otherwise Valefor would’ve slaughtered all the virtus a millennia ago and declared himself winner. The evil could only exist if its good counterpart did as well. 
“The same goes for the peccati,” Daniel went on. “When they died or gave up their powers, Valefor had until the sun set on the next day to find a replacement. If he didn’t, then the virtu would lose her abilities. When you killed Ira, for example, Patentia was at risk of losing her abilities.”
“And she’s not now?” Lux asked.
“You’ve all lost your abilities now.” Daniel spread his arms wide. “The war is over. We’ve won.”
“What does that mean for us?” Lily asked. “What will become of the Earth?”
“Well, I suppose there is only one thing left to do,” Daniel said with a grin. “Live happily ever after.” 
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Daniel returned them to Insontia, which seemed brighter than it had ever been before. Aeterna had taken them back, and they’d flown over the Necrosilvam – although the Necrosilvam would no longer be a fitting name. The trees were alive, filled with bright green leaves and flower buds. Instead of squawking charuns, there were the brightly colored songbirds that Lily’s mother had loved so much. 
As soon as she said her thanks to Aeterna, Lily started running for the front door of the palace. Her father had to be worried sick about her, and she couldn’t wait to see him and tell him what she’d been through.
“Wait.” Lux grabbed her hand and stopped her. 
“What?” Lily asked, staring up at him.
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately. She kissed him back, more deeply than she had before. Her lips were cool and hungry, and she trembled against him. Her hand went to the back of his neck, and he felt her finger twirl around his hair. 
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