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      Amber firelight flickered across the onyx walls, casting shadows inside of shadows.

      With a fingertip, I traced the ancient symbol carved into my Book of Shadows and admired the time-weathered pages.

      Inside, I’d written thousands of spells. Spells powerful enough to shake the very foundation of the world.

      Centuries of carefully-laid plans, disrupted by a child.

      I would not underestimate Harper Brighton again.

      No, this time, I would deal with her myself.

      The mistake I’d made thus far was in assuming she was nothing more than a nuisance. I realized now, however, that I could use her. After watching her and the way she reacted, the way she loved, all it would take was a few simple calculations. A few easy manipulations. And she would not only take herself out of the game, she would also help me achieve my ultimate goal.

      After all this time, it was finally coming to pass.

      I opened my Book of Shadows and dipped my diamond-tipped pen into the shadowy ink.

      Where to begin?

      How could I put an end to her little liberation movement while torturing her spirit along the way? She did, after all, need to pay for her sins. She pretended to be an innocent, as if every horror she’d committed was in the name of freedom and love. But what about those I loved?

      Or did she imagine someone like me incapable of love?

      My hands curled into fists, sparks like tiny exploding stars bouncing off the desk in front of me as I thought of Harper’s latest act of wickedness.

      Of the mess I’d found in this room the night they had attacked my amethyst priestess.

      I’d told Illana opening a portal directly to this room with so many of their allies around was too risky. I thought I’d made it clear that Harper was to be incapacitated and taken to my citrine priestess, Alexandra.

      Hazel’s torture and brainwashing had not been strong enough, but I had no doubt Alexandra’s particular brand of hell would be enough to break even the strongest of wills.

      Harper would have been taken care of, and their entire resistance would have fallen apart in the wake of her insanity and death.

      Why had Illana gone against my orders?

      Foolish girl.

      Always desperate to please me. To gain favor above her station.

      I admired her ambition, but I would not mourn her for her disobedience. Death did not eliminate her usefulness.

      I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing, slowly allowing my fists to unfurl and calm.

      When I had regained control, I straightened my shoulders and admired the ritual room, taking comfort in the sight of my greatest achievements.

      No one truly understood the magnitude of what I’d accomplished here. They all believed the Order of Shadows was my end game, but humans and demons had always been short sighted. That was part of why they were so easily manipulated.

      I was just thankful Illana’s disobedience had not managed to harm this room.

      All my hopes and plans for the future relied on this room. I’d spent lifetimes creating this place and searching for a way to take the power that should rightfully have been mine.

      Magda’s bombs were not kind, even when they were made with her rubies.

      But combined with my diamonds? The smallest one could blow up an entire community, if placed in the right location.

      I had, of course, placed warding and strengthening spells on this ritual room long ago, but there was nothing here to protect Illana from the blast. I had lost so much over the years, and before it was all over, I would lose even more.

      It was inevitable.

      The paper under my palm crinkled slightly as I smoothed my hand over the words.

      Lifetimes of experimentation and sacrifice. Centuries of planning.

      And here I was, finally ready to take what I deserved. I was so close now, I could taste it.

      The power of the diamond on the pedestal in the center of the ritual room infused the area with energy so intense, my skin tingled. Millions of lights pulsed and flickered deep inside it.

      I had created that.

      Me.

      Someone the Court had tossed aside long ago.

      Unworthy they had called me. Impure.

      Dangerous.

      But they would soon know my vengeance, and all these years of work would finally show them just how important and powerful I could be.

      Maybe it was good someone like Harper had come along. I’d grown complacent these past two hundred years.

      Once I’d figured out the right process of collecting and storing energy, it had all been too easy.

      The human witches were greedy for power and easily manipulated, while even the once-great demon king himself had practically handed me his kingdom on a platter.

      My power proved too great for these weak beings, but where was the glory without the challenge?

      Harper had made it fun for me again, and though I had dreamed of her torture and destruction, I had also spent time daydreaming about recruiting her to my side.

      After all, what might she have been capable of if she’d taken over her role as Prima? Joined with a rare and powerful demon like Aerden, she could have been an incredibly powerful asset to me.

      But in the end, she was too clever. Too rebellious.

      Too determined not to be used by the Order of Shadows.

      I smiled.

      She had no idea just how useful she had been to me, despite her protests.

      I turned to admire the diamond in the center of the room, its light glowing brighter with each new day.

      If it hadn’t been for Harper killing off my sapphire priestess, I might never have realized my mistake. I might have overlooked the one thing that could have still managed to put an end to my plans.

      An acceptable loss for such a powerful realization.

      Now, I was invincible.

      I closed my eyes, turning away from the diamond pedestal and the pentacle carved onto the floor.

      No. It was that kind of thinking that had nearly ended it all for me once before.

      I was not invincible.

      Not yet.

      But I was powerful beyond anything they’d imagined. If I had wanted to, I could have killed them all at any moment, but Harper still had a part to play in all of this.

      The other princess, too. Lazalea. They would both die before I was finished, of course, but I needed them for one last purpose. They all believed love would be the one thing that saved them, but in the end, the twins’ love for these girls would be the death of them.

      I would make certain of that.

      And just because I couldn’t yet end their lives didn’t mean I couldn’t torture them along the way.

      They thought I’d put my full force toward finding and putting an end to their Demon Liberation Movement. To their Resistance.

      Ha.

      I’d barely even spent a moment of my attention on their efforts. I’d left their fate up to my priestesses, never dreaming it would be an even match.

      It turns out many of my priestesses were unworthy of their power, but it was no matter to me now. They would all be dead soon, anyway.

      Harper and her friends had been fighting with everything they had for a very long time, and I’d barely lifted a finger against them.

      I was done with that now.

      I ran my hand along the most recently-filled page of my Book of Shadows, going over the plans again in my head.

      It was all too perfect.

      The twins heading for the storm, searching for answers to questions they’d not even yet thought to ask. Lea looking for answers about the Stone Guardians I’d placed beneath her city, having no clue just how much danger she and her precious kingdom were truly in.

      And Harper?

      Harper naively believing that if she could save poor Magda from the Order and release the ruby gates, she’ll have turned the tide against me. That all of this could be over.

      She still foolishly believed my power came from the Order of Shadows. That I was nothing without those witches.

      But like everything in my life, the Order was just another tool. Another way to get what I needed.

      And all of them, in their own way, playing the roles I’d set out for them.

      They couldn’t see I was the one placing them on the board like chess pieces in my centuries-old game.

      Or that I was about to change the trajectory of their lives forever.

      Because I wasn’t playing with my hands tied behind my back, anymore.

      They were so eager to know who the High Priestess truly was?

      Well, it was about time they all found out.
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      I stepped into the garden of white roses and was instantly transported to the human world and the beauty of Brighton Lake.

      The last time I was here, it looked like it always had. Dense forest. The lake with its rickety wooden dock. Roses in full bloom year-round.

      Other than the roses, there had never been anything to make this place appear special or magical in any way, but in the past two weeks, everything had changed.

      A fifteen-foot perimeter had been cleared around the rose portal and a gray stone wall now surrounded the area. It was currently only four feet tall, but it was going up quickly.

      A wide gap had been left on one side of the wall where a gate would soon go up, and beside that, a small building had been erected. A “command station” Cormac had called it.

      A wisp of white smoke gathered in front of me, shifting into the form of a tall, dark-skinned demon with broad shoulders and a confident, strong stance.

      “Princess,” he said with a bow. “I didn’t realize you were coming to visit today. We’ve got the wall up, as you can see, but we’ve still got some work to do. Particularly on the dome.”

      “No need to bow,” I said, still extremely uncomfortable with the idea of demons who were sometimes more than a hundred years older looking to me as their leader.

      It might have been the role my father intended for me to have, but I still hadn’t fully stepped into it yet. Besides, my half-sister Angela seemed to be doing a fine job of it. She stood with Willow, our primary shielder who had done so much to create and maintain the dome, over by the command center. The two of them gestured toward the sky and shook their heads.

      That wasn’t a good sign.

      They’d had a lot of trouble trying to make the magical dome work here in the human world. Any time they got it up and running, the magic just pulled the life right out of the trees and surrounding area before it eventually fizzled out and dropped the shield.

      Maintaining the power in the demon world was relatively easy once you got it up and running, because the air was literally infused with the power of magic.

      Here on the human side, though, the magic needed fuel, so to speak.

      So far, we hadn’t been able to figure it out, but I had faith that it would come together.

      We had to do something to fortify every entrance to the city and to make sure we were as safe as possible against future attacks. After killing two priestesses, making friends with another, and coming so very close to killing yet a fourth out of the five main leaders of the Order of Shadows, we were all fully expecting amethyst, citrine, and possibly even the High Priestess to come at us with a major attack any day now.

      And we were going to be ready for them.

      Fortifying the rose portal was just one step of many, and I’d been grateful for the work and the plans. It kept my mind off Jackson at sea.

      “Thank you for all your work out here, Cormac,” I said. “You’ve done so much in just a short period of time. How are you feeling about your new job as head of security?”

      It had taken some time to decide who to trust with the job. I’d conducted many interviews, and it was no surprise to me that Cormac’s name kept coming up whenever I asked my guards who they thought was most trustworthy, intelligent, and capable when it came to taking on a job like this.

      He’d been one of Gregory’s Lieutenants for many years, leading a squad of a hundred guards, and every time I’d spoken with him or needed him, I’d been impressed with his confidence and ease.

      Cormac was a demon, but he was mated with a human witch who had come to the domed city as a refugee when my father was still alive. Together, they had three little shadowlings, and after having a few meals with them as a family, it was easy to see their home was filled with love and kindness.

      Plus, it was obvious after just one visit to his house in the domed city that Cormac had taken an interest in finding ways to combine human technology with demon magic. He’d called it a hobby, but I’d been in awe of what he was able to do, like measuring the remaining power of a particular charged crystal with a program he’d coded on his laptop. I’d never seen anyone marry demon and human technologies in this way, but I instantly recognized it as something we could use to keep our kingdom safe.

      Besides, it was just really cool.

      All he’d had to do after that was agree to let my friend Franki question him with her father’s dagger. It was a very powerful dagger imbued with a spell that made it impossible for anyone being questioned near it to tell a lie.

      It was, unsurprisingly, called the Dagger of Truth, and though Franki warned me that obsessive use of it could drive a person insane over time, I had definitely put it to some use already in my own castle.

      After Illana’s betrayal, I wasn’t going to take anyone’s trustworthiness for granted.

      I’d tested everyone on the council or in a commanding position, including Magda, who I noticed had just come through the rose portal and was talking with some of the witches near the gate. She waved and smiled, and I waved back.

      “Honestly, I love this job,” Cormac said, loosening up a bit. A wide smile broke out across his face. “Like I said, we still have a lot to figure out, but I am really having fun with the tech and all the experimentation we’ve been able to do out here so far. Do you want to see the command center? It’s coming along better than I could have dreamed.”

      His excitement was contagious.

      “Of course,” I said. “Show me everything.”

      Demons and witches worked together inside the small wall, adding wards and protection spells. They all waved or nodded as we walked by, but when Angela caught sight of me, she only scowled.

      I held up a hand to indicate I’d be over there in just a minute. I really did want to get a good look inside the command center.

      And yeah, I had kind of been avoiding her for the past few days.

      We both wanted to keep our kingdom safe and put an end to the Order of Shadows, but we apparently had very different ideas on how to go about that. Angela held to the ideals of our father, believing that our best work was done in fortifying our domed city and protecting ourselves from the Order, while I believed it was better to go on the offensive, attacking the Order before they had a chance to attack us.

      We had Magda on our side, which meant we could go after the citrine priestess where she lived. Attack her with as much force as we could gather and put an end to another gate.

      Angela didn’t see it that way, though. She said it was just inviting more trouble.

      I really didn’t want to go through that whole conversation again, so I just waved and followed Cormac into the command center.

      He hadn’t been kidding about the changes he’d made in just a couple of days.

      There were eight large computer screens on one side of the small room and two laptops, each cycling through camera feeds from different locations like Winterhaven, the entrance to the domed city, and many other important locations.

      “My team and I installed surveillance cameras at every location we believed might possibly be important to monitor, including Blackwood.” He handed me a piece of paper. “I’ve written down all the locations we’re monitoring for you here. If you have any other requests, I can get a team out there right away.”

      “How are you able to control and monitor all these different places from so far away?” I asked.

      “I’m using a mix of human and demon tech,” he said, going into a detailed explanation of things that went completely over my head. “Do you need me to go over the schematics with you?”

      “I trust you,” I said, laughing. “What about these crystals? Are they connected to the laptops and screens?”

      The other half of the surveillance desk was covered in a series of colorful crystal points, varying in size. Larger crystals maybe a foot tall and six or so inches thick were lined up in the back, with several rows in front sizing down to small, pea-sized round crystals embedded in the front of the stone panel.

      “This is my crowning achievement so far, and it’s something I’ve been working on for a very long time,” Cormac said, practically bouncing on his toes with excitement. “Here, watch this.”

      He motioned for me to take a seat in the swivel chair in front of the crystal panel.

      “Place your right hand here.”

      Cormac pointed to a black square that seemed to be made of something glossy and gel-like. I was hesitant at first, but the second I touched it, the gel formed to the exact size and shape of my hand.

      “What does this do?” I asked with awe.

      “What doesn’t it do is more the right question,” he said, smiling like a kid. “Think of anyone you want to talk to. Pick someone in the castle you can just say hi to real quick.”

      My heart skipped a beat for a moment as I remembered that Jackson and I were hoping to have a chance to talk tonight. I would have loved to call him up on that ship right now and tell him how the command center was coming along.

      Instead, I thought of Mary Anne. I needed to check in with her about the new homes for the refugees, anyway.

      “I just think about her?” I asked. “How does this work?”

      “Just focus on your connection to whoever it is,” he said. “Picture their face or hear their voice in your head.”

      I put Mary Anne’s face in my mind’s eye, and immediately, a medium-sized ruby crystal in the center of the panel lit up and Mary Anne’s voice came through as if I’d called her on my cell phone and put her on speaker.

      “What’s up?” she asked. “I thought you were checking out the rose portal.”

      “I am,” I said, wide-eyed as I glanced at Cormac. Was I even doing this right? And how had the crystal read my mind like that?

      He simply nodded toward the stone.

      “Have you seen this command center?” I asked. “I’m talking to you right now on some kind of panel of crystals. This thing is wild. You have to come check it out.”

      “Brooke and I tested it out yesterday. Cormac’s a genius, right?”

      “Definitely,” I said, wondering what else this panel could do. “I just wanted to check in real quick about the refugees and housing. Is everything going okay?”

      “We’re all good here,” she said. “Extending the dome was the right thing to do. We should have plenty of room for everyone who joined us from the Resistance, plus about three thousand more demons if the need should ever arise. The last of the houses are going up this week, I’d say, and most of the Resistance refugees have chosen their spots and moved in already.”

      Pride swelled in my chest. We were really making a difference, and it meant so much to be able to keep everyone safe.

      “Thanks for everything you’ve done,” I said. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight, I hope.”

      “You bet,” she said.

      “We will be there,” Essex said, his voice coming through loud and clear.

      He was never too far from her side.

      “I’ll see you then.”

      I looked at Cormac, confused. “How do I hang up an interdimensional crystal call?”

      “You already did it,” he said. “The crystals know your intentions. So, just as a warning, you might want to think through what you want to accomplish before you put your hand on the gelpad.”

      “This is incredible,” I said, amazed as he walked me through some of the other features.

      “With this, we should be able to keep an eye on all of the main places of importance, including this forest, places like Winterhaven and Blackwood, and even Venom.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Rend know about that?”

      He gave me a look. “What do you take me for? A fool? Yes, I obtained permission from Rend before I tagged his club,” Cormac said. “The one place I think we might want to monitor that I haven’t gotten permission for yet is the King’s City in the northern kingdom.”

      “Lea said no?”

      For the first time since I’d gotten here, Cormac shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting to the side. “Not exactly.”

      I laughed.

      “You were too scared to ask her?”

      He made a face, but I knew I’d nailed it.

      “So, you have no problem talking to a vampire known for literally tearing people apart, but you’re terrified of a princess?” I asked.

      “She’s intimidating,” he said. “I was hoping you’d ask her for us.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I should make you do it. I can’t have my head of security being afraid of one of our closest allies. Lea’s fierce, but she’s on our side, always.”

      Cormac just stared at me until I shrugged and agreed to talk to Lea when I saw her tomorrow.

      “Thank you,” he said. “If she agrees, just ask her to put these beacons in the places indicated on the bottom. One goes in the center of the city. One in the castle itself. And another at the main gate of the city.”

      I took the three beacons and placed them in my bag.

      “You’ve done good work here, Cormac. I appreciate this,” I said, glancing at the screens to see one focused on the newly-rebuilt wing of the castle where Zara’s cocoon once again rested high above the gardens. Every time I thought about my dear friend who had sacrificed everything to save my life, more than once, tears flooded my eyes.

      “Pay particular attention to that room,” I said. “Let me know if you see any movement at all, okay?”

      He nodded, and I turned away to swipe at a stray tear.

      Not very leader-like, but what could I say? I missed her, and I was feeling particularly vulnerable since Jackson left.

      Or was it the fact that I’d almost died, yet again, that made me feel so vulnerable?

      Lying there on the floor of Blackwood’s holding room, my blood flowing onto the floor as Illana opened a portal to the High Priestess’s ritual room, I had resigned myself to the fact that it might truly be the end for me. If Jackson hadn’t come through with a power strong enough to blast through that door, it would have been the end.

      I still didn’t even understand how he’d summoned that strong blue light, but there were enough mysteries to solve right now. Besides, even though he did save my life, I was still working to move on from the terror of that moment.

      “Is everything okay?” Cormac asked.

      “It is today,” I said, lifting my chin and smiling. “I can’t answer for yesterday, and I certainly can’t tell you anything about tomorrow, but right now, yes. Everything is more than okay. Hopefully your work here will help it stay that way.”

      I left the small command center and looked around the area where my mother’s favorite flowers had become such an important symbol in our fight for freedom.

      I loved this place, and it gave me hope to stand here, seeing everyone working together to make it safe and strong.

      In many ways, though, I missed the simple days when Jackson had first brought me to Brighton Lake. But there was no going back to that sixteen-year-old girl who had no idea who she truly was or just how evil the Order of Shadows could be. Not that I would have wanted to.

      I had grown up so much since our first real date on the lake.

      And deep down, I knew that simpler, happier days were out there waiting for us somewhere beyond this war.
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      I gripped the axe with both hands and squinted against the bright light of the five suns on the horizon.

      The ship sailed smoothly through calm waters today, which made it easier to look confident than it had been the day before, when the waves had knocked me off-balance more times than I cared to admit.

      “Again,” I said, preparing my stance the way Aerden had shown me.

      This time, when he came for me, I was ready, shifting at just the right time, focusing on the weight of the weapon in my hands as I reformed behind him and swung with all my might.

      He turned with such grace and ease, countering my attack with only a split second to spare.

      “Good,” he said. “Now, when your opponent counters you with all their weight focused in one place, you shift again. Always seek to use their own momentum against them. Force them into one stance, and then come at them from the opposite direction to throw them off. Like this.”

      He went through the next set of moves, standing at my side to show me how he would double-counter the move. He dropped the axe low and shifted, grabbing it just before it hit the ground and attacking from the side this time, his momentum adding to the strength of his swing.

      I nodded, my heart racing as he moved back to his starting stance.

      I took a breath and went through the full set of moves once in my mind before he ran toward me. I shifted, keeping my mind one step ahead of my body as we moved together.

      Our weapons clashed, but instead of standing there like I normally would have done, waiting for my opponent’s next move, I immediately shifted, dropping my axe just as he had done.

      I could see the brilliance of his strategy the moment I released the axe. An opponent would be expecting the resistance of my weapon against theirs, throwing their entire body weight against it. The second I dropped my weapon, their own force threw them off balance.

      Aerden stumbled slightly, and I reappeared beside him, grabbing the weapon I’d dropped and swinging it back toward him. Because he knew my next move, he was able to shift and disappear just before the blade of the axe buried itself in his side.

      Someone who hadn’t expected it, though, would never have reacted so quickly.

      “You’re fast,” he said, out of breath as he reformed a few steps away.

      “Where did you learn all of this?” I asked.

      In the two weeks we’d been at sea, he’d taught me dozens of techniques like this one. Things we’d never practiced as shadowlings, sparring along the black cliffs.

      “I know you weren’t doing all this when we were young, and it’s not like you had a lot of time to practice since then.”

      Aerden laughed. “The mind is a powerful thing. Especially when it’s all you have,” he said. “Let’s just say I had a lot of free time over the past hundred years to think through different potential strategies.”

      He said it so lightly, as if those hundred years hadn’t been pure torture for him.

      “Well, it paid off,” I said. “Show me something else.”

      “You know, you’d be able to do a lot more if you could wield that thing with one hand, instead of two.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Now, he was just goading me. I wasn’t strong enough yet to wield this powerful of an axe with one hand, and he knew it. I liked to think I was pretty strong in general, but sparring with him now made me feel like I’d been wasting the last hundred years of my life.

      Like my brother, I hadn’t had access to my full powers for a long time living in Peachville, but unlike him, I’d had my body. I could have at least asked Ella Mae to buy me a weight table or something.

      I’d lost hope and practically given up, but all that time, while Aerden had been locked in that statue, he’d been dreaming up ways to beat the crap out of people if he ever went free.

      He’d made much better use of his time than I had.

      “You’re stronger than you think,” Aerden said, his eyes suddenly taking on that far-off quality he sometimes got when he was thinking about things beyond the surface. He seemed to shake it off, but I couldn’t just let that go.

      “What?” I asked, lowering the axe.

      “Nothing,” he said, motioning for me to get back to work. “Let’s go again. Show me you’ve really got it down, and then I’ll show you a three-move combo that will help you defeat anyone, even if they’re a lot bigger or stronger.”

      I knew better than to push, because all it took with him was one word too far, and he would completely shut down on me.

      Later, though, after more than three hours of training in the heat of five suns, I caught him in a more open mood as we cooked a modest lunch in the galley kitchen below deck. He seemed to enjoy the simple things like cooking or just sitting in the sun, feeling the wind on his face, which was no surprise, really.

      He never took a second for granted, it seemed, and I admired that about him.

      “You said something earlier that caught my attention,” I said, trying to ease into it a bit while not being too obvious that I was watching each small reaction.

      “Oh?” he asked, sliding a piece of perfectly-seared fish onto my plate, along with the last of the vegetables we’d brought along. “What was that?”

      “You said I was stronger than I think I am. What did you mean by that?”

      His eyes cut toward mine, and his lips curled up slightly.

      “Have you been waiting all morning to bring that back up?” he asked. “And I thought I was patient.”

      Okay, so he got me. I still wanted to know why it had seemed to affect him so much when he’d said it.

      “It’s just something Sabine said when she showed up that night we rescued Andros,” he said. “She told me we were both more powerful than we had ever imagined. And then she placed a single fingertip on my forehead.”

      He mirrored the motion, remembering it with that same far-off, bewildered look.

      “It was as if she unlocked something inside me,” he said, shaking his head and trying to make sense of it. “That strange golem of light appeared instantly, with no effort at all, as if it truly were a part of me. I think she knew exactly what she was doing. She knew exactly what I could do.”

      “But you’d never met her before, right?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer to that question. Aerden would have had no reason to deal with Sabine in the past.

      “Never,” he said. “How do you think a powerful fae like Sabine found out about me?”

      I took a bite of the fish, impressed with Aerden’s cooking skills and at the same time, completely confused by Sabine’s presence on that battlefield. It seemed so unlike her to just appear to help someone without specifically having been summoned or called there.

      Hell, I’d needed her desperately for months before I trudged through her death swamp, and even then, she’d taken one of the most precious things in the world from me in exchange for her help.

      Yet, with Aerden, she’d simply appeared out of nowhere to save his life. No questions asked. No favor demanded in return.

      Why would she do that?

      And how did she know he’d be there in that cave at that exact moment? Had she been watching the battle, waiting to see what happened?

      Or had she known he’d be captured by the diamond hunters because of the ability she’d taken from me?

      “Harper met Sabine when she was caught in the past,” I said. “Back when she was first creating Venom for Rend. Sabine looked through her memories, so maybe that’s how she knew about both of us.”

      “Maybe,” Aerden said. “But that still doesn’t explain how she could have known about my golem. That’s a new ability for me. There’s no way Sabine could have seen that in Harper’s memories, because I hadn’t even manifested it yet.”

      He shook his head, his expression darker, making me wonder if I’d ruined the light mood of the day by bringing it up.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “Just that there’s more at work here than I can make sense of,” he said. He met my eyes. “Have you ever known another demon who could do that? Create a magical creature out of light?”

      I swallowed, my whole body tensing at his question.

      “I’ve only seen something similar to that once before,” I said.

      His eyes widened. “Where?” he asked, leaning toward me. “Who?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to tell you about this before, but after Tulianne died, I was so angry at the ruby priestess that I went down into the dungeons of the castle, ready to kill that witch myself for planting those bombs,” I said. “But when I got down there, she was suspended in some kind of portal.”

      I explained how Magda had somehow gotten pulled into a dark room made of pure obsidian stone. I told him about the pentagram embedded in the floor, similar to the ritual room at Peachville and other gates. How this room had one of each of the five colored stones of the Order of Shadows embedded in the floor at each point of the star with a large diamond in the center of all of it, raised above everything else on a pedestal made of the same obsidian that lined the walls.

      “Both that day and when Harper was being held in that room with Illana, I accessed something new inside myself, too,” I said. “Nothing as cool as a giant being made of light, mind you, but a bright blue light that was more powerful than anything I’d ever cast before. Like it came from something new I didn’t have access to before.”

      “It would only make sense that if something new awakened in me, you’d have access to the same or similar type of power,” Aerden said, nodding. “The question is, where does it come from? And how come we never had access to it before now?”

      Questions neither of us knew how to answer.

      After a long silence, Aerden finally spoke.

      “I’ve been thinking about it a lot,” Aerden said. “The way Sabine just touched my forehead and ignited that power inside me. No effort. Just pure light, expanding inside me. There’s something about it that changes everything somehow. I just can’t quite fit all the puzzle pieces together. Maybe this power is part of the reason…”

      His voice drifted and he turned away, but I knew what was still unsaid between us.

      Despite two weeks at sea alone together, we’d never discussed what happened that night at Blackwood with Illana or what happened in the King’s City shortly afterward.

      We’d lost our entire family, in more ways than one.

      “Look, I know you were hopeful our mother was just some pawn to the Order and that we could save her, the same way Lea saved her father, but—”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it,” Aerden said, pushing away from the table and practically throwing his metal plate into the small sink.

      Usually, I just let him go until he’d cooled off a bit, but this was something we were going to have to face before we hit that storm, and he had to know that every bit as much as I did.

      I couldn’t just let him walk away from me again.

      I stood and grabbed his arm, blocking his way out of the kitchen. “We have to talk about it,” I said. “You’re not alone, trapped in a statue of stone or some witch’s body, anymore. You don’t have to go through all of this alone, anymore, and I shouldn’t have to, either. I need you, brother.”

      His shoulders dropped, and instead of shifting and shutting me out, he opened his eyes and really looked at me.

      “I need you, too,” he said.

      Hearing those words was like having a thousand-pound weight lifted off my chest. I was so used to arguing with him about things like this, I hardly knew what to say next.

      My arm dropped to my side.

      “Okay, then,” I said. “Talk to me.”
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      After all our struggles through the years, it was the strangest thing in the world to be walking through the streets of Leuxia—the King’s City—arm in arm with Andros, the leader of the Resistance Army.

      Something I never imagined doing while my father was still king.

      I’d been showing him around like a tourist for the past two weeks, introducing Ourelia and him to favorite restaurants and parks, showing him off to friends I hadn’t even been free to visit since I’d come back to the city myself, and now, at Andros’s insistence, taking him around the wall so he could get a feel for the city’s defenses.

      “We need to build a dome like the Southern Kingdom,” he said, staring up at the massive obsidian wall that stretched high into the sky. “Our wall here is high and infused with magic, but it’s not without its weaknesses.”

      “In all these years since my father built this wall, there’s never been a single breach. Not one hunter has been able to cross over the barriers or break down the gates,” I said.

      He wasn’t wrong about the usefulness of a dome like Harper had in the southern kingdom, though. She promised to send her builder, Willow, over to us when her own dome had been extended and fortified.

      I lowered my voice and leaned closer to my friend.

      “I’m more concerned about enemies who might be living within our walls, even now.”

      Andros nodded as we walked, our footsteps matching each other in rhythm across the dark cobblestone streets of the outer perimeter.

      “You’re wondering if there are more of these traitors among us now?”

      My gut twisted, just thinking about all those who had betrayed us. Demons in the highest parts of our own government, living in the castle.

      “I’d be stupid not to wonder,” I said. “I could tell something was off about Kael as soon as I met him, and to be honest, I had a feeling about Tatiana, too. She was keeping secrets, but I had no idea how deep it all went. She made it seem like all she’d done was take a key from a stranger, but there was obviously a lot more to it than that. Things we still probably don’t even know the half of. And her daughters, too? I never saw that coming, and I know Jackson and Aerden are heartbroken.”

      I cleared my throat, uncomfortable even saying Aerden’s name now, because every time I did, my stomach fluttered like it was full of butterflies. I missed him already, and he’d barely been gone for two weeks.

      “It’s people like Ezrah that worry me, too,” I said. “Demons we thought were loyal to the Resistance or to the kingdom.”

      I shook my head.

      “I couldn’t see that kind of betrayal coming, either, and it nearly cost you your life.”

      Andros placed his hand on mine briefly.

      “None of us anticipated Ezrah’s betrayal. He was a dear friend to me for many years. I trusted him not only with my life, but with the lives of so many I care about, like you and Aerden.”

      “Where do you think he’s hiding?” I asked.

      Andros shook his head. We’d already discussed it more times than I could count, and we were no closer to finding any answers.

      Ezrah had simply disappeared from the castle, suspiciously right as I’d realized what he’d done. Had someone warned him? Or had he planned all along to flee as soon as he could?

      And where was he hiding now?

      I needed to talk to him. To get answers. Not just about why he did what he did, but I wanted to know who had put him up to it.

      Was it one of the priestesses? Kael? Or had he been set up by Tatiana?

      Just how loyal had she been to the High Priestess all these years?

      I absently placed a fingertip on the chain at my neck, aware of the diamond key hanging across my skin. I’d considered taking this key off and never wearing it again after everything that had happened lately.

      In the vision I’d seen inside the ruined room of the abandoned wing of the castle, a woman had carried this key across the Sea of Glass, possibly conjuring the powerful storm wall that still divided us now from that kingdom in order to protect it. And yet, despite what she’d done, someone had still come for her.

      A woman in a white cloak with the most powerful magical fire I’d ever seen in my life at her fingertips had come into that woman’s room and killed her with a flick of the wrist before taking the key—my key—from a secret compartment hidden under the floorboards.

      If my vision was to be trusted, the key had eventually passed from that woman to Tatiana, and from Tatiana to Aerden.

      Then from Aerden to me.

      I’d kept it close for more than a hundred years now, and it had saved my life more than once.

      But what was the truth of this ancient artifact?

      Was the woman in the white cloak the High Priestess of the Order of Shadows? And if so, why chase down the woman who had that key and then give it to Tatiana centuries later?

      There’s no doubt it was meant to save Aerden’s life and not mine, but why? What had Tatiana promised in return?

      I thought again of Kael and his loyalty to the High Priestess. Of my father being controlled for all these years by a diamond someone used to mesmerize him.

      The High Priestess had controlled the king and this city for a very long time, and I had no reason to believe anything but that Tatiana had orchestrated that entire thing. That it had been her choice, all along, to enslave my father and hand this kingdom over to the Order of Shadows.

      My father thought this was a ridiculous stretch of my imagination, but I knew there was more to Tatiana and her family than we ever dreamed possible.

      My father and his three remaining council members had told me to stop looking into Tatiana and her past. They’d very clearly commanded me to take care of more pressing matters.

      Like the army of Stone Guardians beneath the dungeons.

      I couldn’t argue that as a priority, but what if those guardians were part of Tatiana’s responsibilities to the High Priestess? Was I supposed to believe that the deaths of Tatiana and Kael would simply make the High Priestess give up her plans?

      Only a fool would believe that it was over just because they were dead.

      “What is it, Princess?” Andros said, his dark features studying mine. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?”

      I shook my head, dropping the chain.

      “I’m sorry. I have a thousand questions running through my head, and I don’t know what to focus on first.”

      “This is why you need to stop trying to handle it all on your own,” he said. “Let me help you. We’ll assemble a full council of trusted advisors and friends to help you deal with each of your concerns.”

      I pointed to the courtyard and gave him a knowing look as we changed directions and made our way toward the green space near the outer gates.

      “I can read between the lines, there, Andros, and we’ve discussed this,” I said. “I’m not ready to take over the full responsibility of being the queen. There’s still so much I need my father’s help to untangle after all these years.”

      “Which is exactly why you should take over now,” he said. “Establish your authority early and tell the people of this city—and the entire Northern Kingdom—they can trust their ruler once again. I hear the whispers in the streets, even if you pretend not to. The people do not trust your father. They say he’s weak.”

      Andros looked around, quickly pulling me through the courtyard gate and leading me to a secluded corner near a thorny Aspen bush. He kept his voice low and his eyes on mine.

      “There are also whispers of a darker sort,” he said. “People who say this kingdom needs a new ruling family, altogether. They say you abandoned the city when they needed you most. Others claim your father kept them protected all these years and that your story about the Order controlling him is nothing but a lie.”

      “Why would I lie about something like that?” I asked, bitterness on my tongue. “Besides, I’m not the only one who was there that night to see Kael turn into a golem made of pure stone, a diamond shining in his chest.”

      “Without someone fresh and new to lead the people of this city, they will believe whatever they want to believe,” he said. “And there is one demon whose name has come up repeatedly in these discussions about a new leader.”

      I lifted my chin, trying not to feel threatened by this news.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “His name is Darian. Do you know him? They say he is brave. That he has fought for the safety of his people for centuries,” Andros said. “They say that he never abandoned the city, the way others have.”

      My lips parted in surprise. For some reason, I’d been expecting the name of some low traitor. One of the nastier guards, maybe.

      But this demon was a friend. Or at least he was once upon a time.

      He’d always been honorable.

      “Darian?” I repeated. “Yes, of course, I know him. He trained with me as a shadowling. He was friends once with Denaer and Aerden. I don’t remember seeing him since I got back to the city.”

      Andros shook his head, his eyes darting back and forth as people passed near us.

      “He’s been on patrol with the guards for several months,” he said. “But he’s just recently returned home. I do not think it would be wise to ignore the whispers of the demons in this city. You can learn a lot if you listen closely.”

      I didn’t doubt that was true. I’d heard the whispers, too.

      “At least think about it, Lea. The people need a leader that makes them feel safe,” he said. “Someone who can motivate them again. Prepare them for the war ahead. They’ve been safer here than the demons left outside the walls, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t been scared. No one has even trained them on how to fight back, Lea. They don’t even know where to begin. This city used to have an army of fifty thousand demons, at least. Now? There’s barely four thousand, and that includes what’s left of the Resistance here inside the walls. We cannot fight the battles yet to come with an army this small, and you know it.”

      Every word from his mouth felt like a stab in my gut.

      He was right.

      These demons had been without true leadership for a very long time. They’d been relatively safe from the Order’s slavery, but they’d been kept here like prisoners of the High Priestess all along. Scared and diminished.

      Powerless to stop anything happening to the outside world.

      Everyone here inside this city had lost demons they loved outside these walls.

      Everyone here had hopes and dreams that had been altered or sacrificed in order to stay here and do their part.

      “They will not follow your father into war,” Andros said. “And I do not think this Darian will inspire them to fight back, either. Those men would have them stay hidden and cowering inside these walls, waiting for the end to come. What about you, Princess? Would you have them live here in the false safety of this place, waiting to die like the rest of our kind?”

      “You know that’s not what I want,” I said, my heart racing.

      I wasn’t ready for this. Not yet.

      “This is your chance to take control and do it the way you want to do it,” he said. “You know that I will follow you no matter what you decide to do. Any plan you create will be the one that is best for the demons of the Northern Kingdom, because you are the queen they have always needed. It is your destiny, and I am honored to be by your side here and now, as the time for war finally is upon us.”

      I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry at his declaration.

      Not because he scared me, but because he was right.

      The High Priestess had lost too much, already. She’d be hitting us harder now than ever, and we couldn’t lose this war after all we’d been through. It was time to see it through.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to be queen yet, but I was certainly ready to help rebuild our army and inspire the demons of this city to fight back against the Order. To end it once and for all.

      “I need to talk to my father.”

      My only regret as I marched toward my father’s office was that Aerden—the demon who’d been raised from birth to command the army of the north—was not here to see the moment of its rebirth.
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      Even though we were heading toward an unknown fate, the nights we’d spent on the Wind Dancer had been some of the most peaceful of my life. Unlike Jackson, I wasn’t afraid of the dark storm ahead.

      For some reason, it comforted me to know we were brave enough to face it, head on.

      Free enough to seek the truth.

      There were so many secrets in our past, but I could feel the answers rushing toward us now, the momentum impossible to stop, for better or worse.

      Jackson had stayed below, as he did many evenings, talking to Harper or writing in his journal. Sometimes, I joined him in the Captain’s Quarters for a game of poker or a glass of the enchanted whiskey Rend had given us before we left.

      Tonight, though, after a day of training and facing the difficult conversations of our own family’s betrayal, I was grateful for the quiet solitude of the windless evening and the peaceful sound of the water lapping against the side of the ship.

      There was something comforting about being alone in the obscurity of night.

      I had spent over one hundred years in darkness, totally alone for nearly twenty of them until Harper came home to Peachville. The cold darkness of the statue had been my prison, but it had also been my source of strength.

      Being trapped with no hope of escape had been a constant lesson in surrender.

      My fate seemed a certainty. An undeniable truth I had no choice but to accept.

      But outside of the stone, free from the Order, and finally, free from the secret that had shaped so much of my life and my pain, I had rediscovered something that made surrendering to a joyless existence nearly impossible.

      Hope.

      I had rediscovered the hope of something more.

      I pictured Lea’s face the moment she learned the truth of my love. Her eyes had been filled with awe and confusion. Anger and hurt. But also, I was certain there had been love there, too, even if she wasn’t ready to accept it.

      Or was that my hope talking again?

      Funny how hope could destroy hard-won surrender in a heartbeat. I had been through too much to settle for anything less than joy, and yet, I had to find a way to surrender to the fact that Lea, the one true love of my life, might never feel the same way.

      She might never be able to forgive me for what I’d done, and I couldn’t blame her. I might never truly forgive myself.

      How much pain and suffering could have been avoided if I’d only told her how I felt one hundred years ago? If I’d never walked away.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, searching for the centering calm of the darkness. Remembering the numbing truth of being trapped in stone, and just for a moment, wanting to find that surrender and certainty once again.

      I would not let myself become lost in regret again tonight.

      I’d wasted too much of my freedom thinking about a past I would never have the ability to change.

      Jackson was right. It had been good to talk through our feelings about losing our mother and the betrayal of our sister, Illana.

      For a long time, I had believed our mother was doing her best to keep me safe. That the key was just another manipulation on the part of the Order.

      I’d never dreamed she was willingly working for or with the High Priestess.

      I had hoped that deep down, our mother truly loved us and that her actions were her sacrifice to make sure we were safe.

      But after talking it through with Jackson this afternoon, I had to face the truth of who she had been. Who our sister had been.

      We might never fully understand what part, if any, Orian and our father might have played in Mother’s schemes. Had they been a part of it, like Illana? Or were they innocent victims?

      With no one to question, there was no way to truly know.

      Either way, they were all lost to us now, and the wounds of their betrayal would take a long time to heal.

      Jackson said we needed to make peace with it, but peace was not the word I would have chosen.

      I wanted vengeance.

      Answers.

      I wanted the truth.

      I deserved to know who was responsible for my pain and why. What goal was worth the torture and suffering of so many?

      I pulled another book from my leather bag and opened it, scanning the pages for any sign of what we would face once we got to this storm across the sea. All of these books in some way mentioned the continent to the west, but none of them mentioned any sort of storm or treacherous sea.

      When these books were all written, the Sea of Glass had been safe to cross. Their country had freely traded with both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms, specifically referencing ports and cities that were familiar to me all along the coast.

      Some of these books even mentioned Leuxia, the King’s City, by name, describing the city before there was ever a wall in place to protect them from the Order of Shadows.

      Each night, I scoured these books for references that would date them, trying to piece together the truth of this stormy barrier that seemed to stretch into the past memories of everyone I’d ever known for as long as they had been alive. Even the king himself swore that the storm had always been there, a wall at the edge of the world, with nothing beyond it but destruction and death.

      I had grown up with that same story in my head, repeated by every fisherman I’d ever met and told to me by my own father many times. The storm was a wall at the end of the world, and no one who travelled close to it had ever come back alive.

      We had never questioned it as shadowlings. There were other barriers in our world that we were told never to cross. The mountains in the far northeastern corner of the continent were impassable and deadly. The swamplands between North and South were haunted.

      The Witchwood was too dangerous to enter alone.

      We’d grown up believing these things without question.

      The haunted swamp, however, had been nothing more than a lie, told to keep us in our place.

      To keep us separate.

      Maybe this storm was made up, too, and Jackson and I would wake up one day to find a beautiful new continent full of demons waiting to welcome us.

      The question in my head, though, was how had these stories come into our culture?

      Who had started them? And why?

      Why was it so important to keep demons away from each other? Hating or fearing each other?

      The answer seemed obvious.

      If we were afraid and alone, we were weak. Scared. Easy to manipulate or control.

      Whoever spread these lies or manipulated our memories wanted to make sure we were broken and separated.

      A thousand years ago, the entirety of the demon kingdom working together might have been unstoppable. Back then, there were more than ten million demons in the areas surrounding the King’s City, alone. Twenty million or more in the entire Northern Kingdom.

      The Southern Kingdom had been similar in numbers to ours, though maybe slightly smaller and more spread out at first.

      How many more had been living on this continent to the west? One book I’d read said five times the number of the King’s City. Could that be true?

      Were they still there?

      Our numbers in the Northern Kingdom had diminished to maybe six million in the entire kingdom, and that was being generous. Less than a third of the numbers we’d originally had.

      And Harper’s kingdom to the south had been decimated, struck much harder at first than the north, which I now realized was most likely because of my own mother and the king making some kind of bargain or agreement with the High Priestess.

      I ran a hand across my face and sighed. Maybe they believed they were doing what was necessary to keep the city safe, but at an impossible price.

      A price no one should have been willing to pay.

      I had nothing but questions running through my mind.

      Questions with no answers.

      But as I searched the texts, one thing became clear—whoever had conjured this storm wall and taken our memories of the continent beyond, had been powerful enough to alter the memories of everyone in the Northern Kingdom at once.

      These texts were old, but they weren’t older than the king. He should have remembered this land. Many demons should have remembered it.

      The thought of the kind of power it would take to pull this off brought chills across my arms.

      Especially because I was no stranger to manipulated memories. I’d seen it more times than I could count.

      It was the way the Order of Shadows worked when someone in a demon gate was punished or killed. Or when an entire demon gate had to be brought down, killing sometimes seven hundred or more women in a single town.

      These kinds of deaths never made the news, and even the loved ones of those lost could hardly remember them once they were gone.

      It seemed impossible anyone would have the power to alter the memories of thousands of people all at once, but it was normal operating procedure for the Order of Shadows in the human world.

      Millions of demons, though? That was beyond the ability of any normal witch, even if she’d been practicing ritual sacrifice for years to store up enough magic to cast that spell.

      No, whoever had convinced us all of this storm across the Sea of Glass had been much more powerful than any normal Prima or priestess.

      This person was at a different level, entirely.

      And there was no doubt in my mind that we’d been underestimating her this whole time.

      Who was the High Priestess of the Order of Shadows? What did she want from us?

      And how, exactly, had she come to know my mother and gain her loyalty?

      These were the answers I wanted, and I would sail straight into a thousand storms if it meant finally knowing the truth.

      Just then, as if hearing my thoughts, a giant crack of lightning lit up the sky some distance ahead. I stood, staring in awe as the first glimpse of the storm ahead came into view.

      So, it was no fairytale after all.

      Its darkness seemed to stretch across the entire horizon, dotted here and there with small bursts of lightning, followed by a roar of angry thunder that seemed to echo across the Sea of Glass for miles.

      Jackson appeared on deck, his eyes wide as he stood beside me.

      “Is that it?” he asked. “Is that the storm?”

      I nodded, knowing in my heart that this was our destiny and that in its fury, this storm held the key to the truth I so desperately needed to know.
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      I said goodnight to Mary Anne and Essex and headed up to my temporary room in the north wing of the castle, wanting nothing more than to crawl into bed after a very long day and wait for Jackson to call.

      Thanks to Magda and her tinkering with the ruby communication stones, we now all had stones with unlimited charges. That meant no more rushed calls or worry about using up our charges with unimportant discussions.

      She called her creation a ruby stone phone, which always made me laugh because she was so proud of herself every time she mentioned it. I had to admit that it was pretty genius, and it had already been hugely helpful in keeping in touch with everyone while we were spread across two worlds.

      I just called it the ruby bar, because to me, that’s what it looked like.

      Magda’s device was a long bar made of what was essentially enchanted soul stone, its iridescent black surface shining in the light as I pulled it from my pocket. It was only about six inches in length with ten small ruby stones embedded in its side.

      Each of the ten stones had already been energetically connected to the stones in everyone else’s ruby bar. Kind of like speed dial, Magda said. To activate a stone, all we had to do was place our thumb over the corresponding stone and reach out to them with our mind and intention, much the way Cormac had asked me to do earlier in the command center.

      I wondered, actually, if Magda had helped him to set that up. I would have to ask her.

      So, there were ten of these ruby bars in existence so far, and each one had an assigned number that corresponded to the order of the embedded stones.

      Magda insisted on keeping the number one bar.

      I had the bar marked two. Angela had number three.

      Mary Anne and Essex shared number four, while Franki and Rend had number five. Jackson and Aerden had taken the number six bar to share on the ship, even though we had our doubts about whether they’d be able to use it when they got close to the storm.

      Lea had one, of course, and she’d also given one to Andros. As the soon-to-be captain of her guard, he would be a valuable ally in the war ahead.

      Those were numbers seven and eight, respectively.

      Cormac had the number nine bar, which left the number ten to be passed around as needed to anyone going on a particular mission.

      Right now, Mordecai had the number ten bar. I didn’t know the details of what he was up to, but Lea had said it was important, and I trusted her.

      Knowing we had unlimited charges had been a true gift, because it had allowed me to talk to Jackson almost every night since he’d been gone.

      Most of the time, we just talked about what he’d seen so far on his journey. Strange fish, whale-like creatures the size of his ship who could jump more than six feet into the air above the water, large obsidian columns rising up from the water.

      In turn, I shared the day-to-day of castle life with him.

      We’d been working on creating more portals between the human world and the shadow world. It was silly to rely on our rose portal for everything. It made us vulnerable.

      But creating new portals hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park.

      To create a portal between worlds, we first had to identify places where the energy between them was just right. We were looking for a sort of invisible connection, like a thin veil that could be sliced into.

      Only, the problem with this was that there were only so many of these types of places in existence, and the Order of Shadows had already used almost all of them.

      At first, we thought it might be possible to go to places where the demon gates had been closed and destroyed. Places like Peachville, for example. We thought we could simply open new portals on top of the old ones.

      It didn’t take long to see that the energy between worlds was somehow damaged when the portals were destroyed. It was as if the invisible connection had taken on a type of scar tissue, making those areas impossible to use reliably.

      We obviously couldn’t use active portals easily, either, without the local Primas or their hunter servants to open them for us. And it wasn’t like Primas in the citrine and amethyst covens were lining up to help us.

      Magda’s ruby portals had essentially been taken off-line voluntarily.

      In order for the portals to remain active, the master ring for each stone had to be anchored here in the Shadow World in a place of great power. Jackson and I had found the sapphire ring almost by accident, and we’d almost died trying to obtain it.

      Mary Anne and Essex had claimed the emerald ring a while back, allowing us to close all of the emerald gates after the death of Priestess Evers.

      Magda had thought it wise to retrieve her own ring right after the attack on her sister Gladys at Blackwood. She said the High Priestess and all of her sisters would know for sure she’d betrayed them that night, simply because her ruby hunters had joined the fight on our side.

      They would be out for vengeance after that, we were all sure of it.

      So, the ring had been moved as soon as possible, and Magda had commanded all of her witches and covens loyal to her to scatter and hide. To go underground and disappear until she could give them a better plan.

      Even I didn’t know where all the ruby witches had gone, but their demon gates were dormant for the most part. Unusable to us for now, at least.

      Which left us still searching for ways to create our own usable portals. For now, we had the roses and, surprisingly, we also had the main portal stone at Blackwood.

      Gladys, the amethyst priestess, had abandoned Blackwood the night of the attempted mass initiation. She’d almost died during that ritual, and at the last minute, she’d managed to steal the life of her own loyal witches in order to survive and flee the area.

      She hadn’t been seen or heard from since, so we had taken it over, in a way. In fact, many of us were meeting there tomorrow morning, which was certainly the reason my sister, Angela, was waiting for me in my room when I walked in.

      “If you’ve come here to try to talk me out of Blackwood, you don’t need to waste your time or energy,” I said, taking off my shoes and grabbing a bottle of water from the entry table.

      The room I’d been staying in since the bomb went off wasn’t as nice as the beautiful bedroom my father had created for me, but it was still next level for a girl like me who’d grown up sharing bunk beds with fellow foster kids.

      There were times when I still walked into this castle and felt like I was dreaming.

      Except for the hard stuff like a sister who was constantly nagging me and the fact that there were always people trying to kill me.

      “It’s too dangerous,” Angela said, her thick black hair pulled into a neat ponytail. “I know why you feel it’s important, but I think you can get the same results by sending one of the guards or witches under your command to notate the ritual and bring it back to you.”

      I shook my head, so tired of this same conversation I wanted to scream.

      “I have to see it for myself,” I said. “This is way too important to hand off to some guard. Besides, we’re using Blackwood as a meeting place to discuss our next steps and exchange information.”

      “That’s what these are for,” Angela said, holding up her ruby bar.

      I walked through the open arches and onto the balcony. Unlike my old room on the other side of the castle that faced the rose garden, this balcony looked out over the domed city. The castle was up on a small hill, overlooking the cascading levels of the streets and houses below.

      Angela followed me and motioned toward the city.

      “This is your responsibility now, Harper. Your duty is to the people and demons who live here,” she said. “Every time you leave the safety of the dome, you risk more than just your own life. You risk everything we’ve built here.”

      “I don’t understand why we can’t keep things like they’ve always been. You do such a great job running the main operations of the city,” I said. “In fact, I was gone for how long? More than six months, I was trapped in the past at the Evers Institute, and this city was fine.”

      Her jaw dropped and she sucked in a breath, a clear sign that she was angry and about to let me have it. Is this what it was like having a sister? Arguing all the time about the same things over and over?

      “Fine? You think we were fine without you?” she shouted. “I was barely holding it together without you here. Jackson completely fell apart. Everyone was terrified all the time. We were not fine, Harper.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath.

      “I was trying to make a point that you’ve always been the better choice for Queen of the Southern Kingdom,” I said. “You were his daughter before I was. You have more experience as a leader. You’ve been handling everything great, even when I can’t always be here.”

      Angela stepped toward me, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “Our father wanted you to be the next queen,” she said. “You may not fully be able to see it, but you changed everything. We’d all given up hope, and we couldn’t see a way out. The Order’s hold on all of us seemed impossible to shake, and all we cared about was survival. We never dreamed we could win. Not until you.”

      “But that’s exactly why I have to keep doing what I’ve always done,” I said. “I understand that we have a responsibility to the people of our kingdom, but for me, that goes way beyond just sitting on a throne and barking orders. If I stay here and focus on what’s safe, we won’t win. Can’t you see that? That’s what Dad did. He stayed here, sacrificing time with the people he loved most in the human world to keep this city safe, and it did absolutely nothing to stop the Order of Shadows. We’ve come too far to go back to playing it safe. This is the time we fight with everything we’ve got.”

      Angela looked out over the lights of the city and sighed.

      “You know, I could tell you were a rebel the second I saw you,” she said.

      I smiled and leaned against the railing next to her.

      “Oh? You could tell that from the way I passed out and made a fool of myself in front of everyone?” I asked, laughing as I remembered that first day of school and my reaction to the demon statue that held Jackson’s powers inside.

      I’d made quite the first impression at Peachville High.

      Angela shook her head and looped her arm in mine.

      “No, I saw a picture of you in your file when they recruited you to Shadowford,” she said. “Months before you were actually sent to Peachville, we knew you were coming. We were just waiting for you to get kicked out of another foster home.”

      My eyes widened. I’d never heard this before.

      “What?” I asked. “Why didn’t you ever tell me this?”

      She shrugged.

      “It didn’t seem relevant,” she said. “But I took one look at your photo and told them you were going to be trouble.”

      She smiled, looking into the distance.

      “We had no idea how much.”

      I bumped her with my shoulder as we laughed.

      “I love you, Harper,” she said softly. “I just want you to be safe out there. It scares me when you leave, because if there’s anyone the Order wants to hurt, it’s you.”

      “I know,” I said, laying my head on her shoulder. “But we can’t change the world without taking risks.”

      “Promise me you’ll be careful tomorrow at Blackwood,” she said.

      “I promise,” I said. “I’ll be home safe and sound before you know it.”

      “You better be,” she said, squeezing me tight and then turning back toward my suite of rooms. “Now, where do you keep the wine in this place? It's been a very long day.”

      I laughed and followed her inside, thinking that maybe having a sister wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “We can see the storm on the horizon,” I said as soon as Harper picked up the connection.

      I couldn’t hide the slight tremble in my voice, even though I tried.

      “So soon?” Harper asked. “How far away is it, you think?”

      I sat down on the bed in my quarters on the Wind Dancer and looked out the window toward the storm. There’d been no sign of it all day in the light of the suns, but somehow, after the moons came out, it had just appeared.

      We’d been feeling impatient the whole trip, but all of a sudden, it seemed like we were moving way too fast.

      Just my imagination, of course, but it was hard to say exactly when we’d get there.

      “Aerden says maybe as soon as two days. Could be more or less, depending on the weather,” I said.

      “Have you needed to use the stone at all?” she asked, yawning.

      “Tired?”

      “That would be an understatement,” she said, laughing. “There’s so much to do here, and I feel like no matter how much gets done, it’s never enough.”

      I closed my eyes and could imagine her there in bed, eyes half closed, a slight smile on her face. Her blonde hair messy against the pillow.

      “I wish I could be there with you,” I said. “I’d wrap my arms around you and pull you close. Let you fall asleep in my arms.”

      “Mmm,” she mumbled. “I would literally give anything for that right now. It’s been a long day.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said, settling into the small, hard bed here below deck. It was nothing at all like the large, comfortable beds in the castle back home, but lying here talking to her at night had made it all a little more bearable.

      Aerden didn’t seem to mind that I’d been using the stones so often in the evenings. He sometimes talked to Lea during the day, but their conversations were always short and private. I hoped they were doing okay, but I had a feeling whatever was going on between them needed time and space.

      I certainly wasn’t getting involved in that mess again.

      Once we got home, things would be different. He’d see.

      Lea just needed time to wrap her head around the idea that she could actually be happy someday.

      “We still can’t get the dome to work at Brighton Lake,” Harper said, telling me all about her day and the progress they’d made on the command center.

      I told her about my conversation with Aerden and how he’d taught me some new stances in our training.

      “That’s really good you two got a chance to talk about your family,” she said. “It’s still so hard to believe everyone is gone, just like that. Sometimes at night, I dream about Illana. It’s like my mind is trying to replay that night at Blackwood. Like I’m trying to figure out what I did wrong or how I could have avoided—”

      “Don’t do that to yourself,” I said, cutting in. “She tried to kill you. Who knows what she planned to do once she got you to that ritual room. You had no choice.”

      “I could have let her go,” Harper said.

      “And then what? Given her a chance to come back for you another time?” I shook my head. “Besides, you had a chance to destroy that ritual room. You had to take it.”

      Harper sighed.

      “I don’t think I did any damage to that ritual room, if I’m being honest,” she said. “When we were in there, trying to save Magda, I could feel the intense power of that place. Whatever’s going on there, it’s important to the Order. I get the feeling it’s not an easy place to destroy.”

      I had the same feeling when we were there, though my reaction to that room and the large diamond on top of that pedestal was very different from hers. I still wasn’t sure I’d come to terms with the pure desire that pulled me toward that stone.

      I’d never been so close to such power in my life, and for just a moment, I’d been so tempted to take it for myself.

      It wasn’t like me at all, and it scared me. Which is probably why I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone before. Not even Harper.

      “Tomorrow is Blackwood?” I asked.

      “Mmhmm,” she said, yawning again. “Angela doesn’t want me to go, of course, but I have to. Once we have this ritual, Jackson, we can open our own portal to that onyx ritual room. What if that room is somehow the key to ending the Order of Shadows all at once? We’re so close now. The High Priestess has to be scared, don’t you think?”

      “Scared or wild with rage,” I said. “Just promise me you won’t try to open that portal before I get home, okay?”

      As much as the power in that room scared me, the idea of Harper facing the High Priestess alone scared me even more.

      Whoever this woman was, she’d killed my mother, my father, and my sister Orian in an instant just to keep them from talking.

      How had she even gotten into the castle in the first place?

      It was so heavily guarded and fortified that it seemed impossible she had simply walked in without being noticed or leaving a trail of bodies in her wake. Yet, she couldn’t live in the city walls and still be going back and forth to this onyx ritual room or commanding the priestesses of the Order of Shadows.

      She had to have some kind of teleportation abilities. Or incredibly powerful allies. Those were the only explanations that made sense.

      Which meant that she could possibly appear on a whim anywhere she wanted. That she’d been watching us all this whole time. And how would Harper be able to defend herself against that?

      “I promise,” Harper said. “I want to figure out what’s going on in that room, though. Just like with the Peachville gates, if we can figure out how to reverse whatever ritual set that room up in the first place, maybe we can end the entire Order of Shadows in a single night.”

      I would have said it was impossible, but Harper had a way of making things sound real. Like anything was possible as long as you believed hard enough and didn’t give up.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      “You’re coming home to me,” she said softly. “Just get close enough to that storm to see if there’s a continent or any sign of life on the other side of that wall. That’s still the plan, right? Don’t put yourself in any unnecessary danger. Use the stone, if you need to.”

      The stone. We had a fully-charged soul stone crystal below deck that could be used to propel the ship if the waters around the storm got too dangerous.

      “You asked earlier if we’d had to use it, but we haven’t,” I said. “The past couple of days, the magic that’s been propelling the ship has gotten weaker since we’re so far from the mainland now, but the wind has been helpful. We put the sails up yesterday morning, and it’s been fine so far. We’re saving the crystal for just in case. Hopefully, we won’t have to use it at all.”

      Harper grew so quiet for a moment that I wondered if she’d fallen asleep on me. She’d been working such long days lately, taking care of so much all at once.

      But after a bit, she spoke again, her voice quiet and thoughtful.

      “I should have married you when you asked me,” she said. “When I got home from the Evers nightmare, we should have had a small ceremony and just taken a day for ourselves. A day of joy, just for us.”

      I rolled over in the small bed and placed a hand under my head as I stared at the ceiling, thinking of how much I had dreamed of that day.

      “Then let’s do it as soon as I get home from this trip,” I said. “We can get married right there in the throne room, if you want.”

      “No, the garden,” she said, laughing softly. “I’ll wear white roses in my hair and have Essex make the most beautiful dress the kingdom’s ever seen. Something simple yet magical.”

      “Aerden will begrudgingly serve as my best man,” I said. “And he and Lea can make googly eyes at each other across the aisle as they pretend not to be madly in love and dreaming of their own wedding someday.”

      “Whoa, who said Lea was going to be one of my bridesmaids?” Harper said, trying her best to hide the smile in her voice.

      “Don’t pretend like the two of you weren’t bonding over your mutual sadness the day we left,” I said. “I saw you on the docks, holding hands like best friends.”

      “Fine,” she said, laughing. “Lea can be in the wedding, but only if she agrees not to wear leather for once.”

      “And someday, in that same garden, we’ll still get that moment I promised you,” I said, closing my eyes and picturing the vision I’d once had of our future family. “Sabine may have taken the promise away from us, but she can’t take it out of our hearts. That’s our future, Harper. I just know it, even still.”

      She grew quiet for a moment, and I wondered if she was crying.

      “I know it, too,” she said, finally. “Be careful as you get close to that storm, Jackson. I still don’t fully trust Sabine for sending you there.”

      “I promise,” I said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow when you get home from Blackwood, okay?”

      “I love you, Jackson. I love you with all my heart, forever,” she said.

      “I love you, too.”

      After we hung up, I joined Aerden above deck to watch the storm in the distance, a feeling of change on the wind.
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      Frustrated and tired, I walked back to my quarters, replaying the conversation with my father in my mind and trying to figure out where, exactly, it had all gone wrong.

      After the spell that had ruled his mind had been broken, my father had promised to listen to what I had to say. He’d said he would support me in this war against the Order.

      “Whatever you need,” he’d said a hundred times over the past few weeks.

      And yet, every single time I asked for help or tried to take some initiative, he had some excuse as to why it wasn’t the right time.

      For example, I’d gone to him today to ask for his help in rebuilding our army. The once-mighty King’s Guard had dwindled to almost nothing over the past few decades, but there were thousands of demons here in the city who were not only capable of fighting, they were begging for a chance to defend their loved ones.

      We needed access to more weapons and armor. We needed room to train.

      Andros and I were perfectly prepared to take on the entire responsibility, but Father said he needed to speak to the council.

      What council? Half the council was now dead, and the other half had sat back and watched as my father deteriorated and the High Priestess’s lackeys took over this city.

      I knew what Andros would say if I talked to him about this, though.

      He’d tell me to step up as Queen.

      But every time I thought about the endless politics involved and the time-consuming process of getting through council meetings and playing the games, it made me want to leave the city all over again.

      Thankfully, I was getting out of here for a little while tomorrow.

      A trip to Blackwood wasn’t exactly a relaxing vacation, but at least it would be a day away from the castle and the growing frustration I felt at the lack of action within these walls.

      And to think I would have ever considered a day with Harper a treat.

      I laughed as I approached my room.

      I was actually looking forward to seeing her. I just had to be careful not to let her know that, or she’d be planning a sleepover.

      The sound of male voices echoed down the hallway, and I was surprised to find that my door was wide open. The maidservants my father had assigned to me were nowhere to be found, which was definitely for the best, because Presha would have had a fit if she’d seen Mordecai’s boots propped up on my dressing table the way they were.

      “Princess, you’re here,” he said, standing to cross the room, arms wide open. “We’ve been waiting for ages.”

      “What’s all this about?” I asked, happy beyond belief to see my best friends and past companions gathered in my front room.

      Joost, Erick, Cristo, and Mordecai had been with me on some of the greatest adventures of my life, and they had seen me through some of the darkest, toughest days.

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure I would still be around if it wasn’t for these guys.

      “We’ve all been so busy lately, we haven’t really had a chance to catch up,” Cristo said. “I don’t think we’ve all been in one place together since the summer after the sapphire gates went free.”

      “Yeah, I’ve missed you all,” Erick said.

      Joost lifted a beer into the air and nodded. “To old friends,” he said, tossing one to me.

      “This is human beer,” I said, cracking it open and taking a long sip. It had been a long time, and it was every bit as bitter as I remembered. “Where did you get this from, anyway?”

      “Mordecai brought it with him from Chicago,” Joost said. “Some local brewery there. It’s pretty good.”

      “I hope you brought enough,” I said with a laugh, throwing my arm around Mordecai’s waist.

      He was so tall, my head barely reached his shoulder, and I’d forgotten how safe I felt standing next to him.

      “Look what else he brought,” Erick said, holding up a deck of cards that was so worn and well-used, they were practically falling apart.

      “No way,” I said, crossing to see for myself. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I thought we lost these twenty years ago.”

      “Joost found them in an old bag he’d stored in some locker in San Francisco,” Mordecai said.

      “San Francisco?” I asked. “When were you there?”

      “Remember that human witch he kind of had a crush on?” Erick asked.

      “The one who lived with her grandfather?” I asked, memories of the old days, travelling the human world with these guys, came rushing back.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Man, how many games of Follow the Queen did we play with these back in the day?” Cristo asked.

      “About a million,” I said, laughing. This particular version of poker was their favorite, because it was their way of poking fun at me at the time. The outcast who would never be queen, and yet had always been queen in their hearts. That’s what they always used to say, anyway, and I suddenly felt the weight of the past few months heavy on my chest.

      “So, what’s one more among friends? What do you say?” Mordecai asked.

      I nodded, my heart overflowing.

      “Not here, though,” I said. “Let’s go somewhere we can build a fire and really make it feel like old times.”

      Which is how we ended up in a courtyard behind the castle, fire blazing and drinks flowing for most of the evening. We must have played a dozen hands of poker, laughing and telling stories about the old days.

      Part of me never wanted the night to end. I had missed my friends.

      “We should do this more often,” I said as the first sun cast its light on the horizon beyond the wall. “I’ve missed you guys.”

      “We’ve missed you, too,” Erick said.

      “Maybe we should make it a regular date,” Mordecai suggested. “Once a month, we meet back here for a few games of Follow the Queen.”

      “I’m in,” I said.

      “Hard to believe after all this time, you really will be queen soon,” Cristo said.

      “I hope you know we’d follow you anywhere,” Joost added.

      Their words touched my heart, and I hoped they each understood just how much their friendship meant to me.

      “Good thing, too, since I’m sending you out to start looking for survivors and refugees tomorrow,” I said.

      “Today,” Mordecai said, pointing to the hint of dawn.

      “Right,” I said. “Maybe we should try to get at least an hour or two of rest, since it’s such a big day.”

      We’d been planning this for a couple of weeks, and even though the council hadn’t officially approved of the mission, I figured we didn’t need their permission as long as everyone going was a volunteer.

      Ten pairs of demons would set out later today in search of survivors living on their own in the Northern Kingdom. Many villages had been completely wiped out over the years since my father closed the castle walls to them, but there were still demons out there who needed our help.

      It was about damn time we offered it to them.

      “Thanks for helping out, you guys,” I said as they walked me back to my room.

      “It’s the least we can do,” Erick said. “If there are survivors out there, we’ll find them.”

      “Love you guys,” I said, giving each of them a huge hug as we parted ways. “See you next month for another game?”

      “Same time, same place,” Joost said, giving me a slight nod.

      Later, I drifted off to sleep feeling renewed and full of hope, knowing that as long as I had demons like that on my side, I could face whatever life decided to throw at me next.
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      I almost died here.

      The cuts on my arms and legs ached as I stepped into the room where Illana had tried to kill me just a few short weeks ago.

      The gathering room, they called it, and according to Magda, the place where her sister Gladys held meetings with her army of panther-like witches.

      It had been empty when Magda and I had first stepped into it that night to hide from the group in the ritual room down the hall, and it was empty now.

      The entire estate appeared to be empty.

      Ever since the night we’d attacked Blackwood, we’d taken it for ourselves. Magda had helped identify Gladys’s traps so that we could disarm them, and Franki had offered some of her vampires from the Brotherhood of Darkness to serve as spies in case anyone came back.

      There had been a small, hidden detail of them in the woods and rocky areas surrounding the property at all times since the attack.

      Of course, Cormac had also placed his own surveillance cameras around the property, along with some magical tripwires of sorts on the Hall of Doorways entrance and the portal room.

      We’d thought that maybe Priestess Black or some of her most loyal witches who had survived that night might attempt to come back and retrieve important items or spell books at some point, but so far, it seemed the priestess and her subjects had abandoned this place entirely.

      “This is where it happened?” Lea asked, circling the room with an intense look, as if she were trying to get a feel for the energy of its memories.

      “Yes,” I said, moving to the spot where I stood when Illana first showed herself. Her true self. “She attacked me here as I headed toward the door. I had just spoken to you and found out that you’d been ambushed, and I’d let Magda go get help. Illana went after my legs, and I hit my head somewhere around here.”

      I went through the motions as best as I could remember, setting the scene for Lea.

      “When I forced myself back to consciousness, she was standing here in the center of the room, setting up the stones.”

      I pointed to the general area, trying to hide the fact that my hand was trembling.

      “Illana placed the pointed stones here along the floor,” I said. “I can’t quite remember the exact order or configuration, but that’s what we’ll want to get from the memory, if possible.”

      Lea crouched and ran a fingertip along the dusty floor, stopping at a spot that was mysteriously free of any dust or debris.

      “Here. See that?” she asked. “Where are the gemstones she used? Do you still have them?”

      I nodded, gathering the straps of my leather satchel in my fist and handing it to her. I was lucky to have gotten one of Essex’s magical bags, which meant I had a lot more room than it seemed, and it all weighed almost nothing.

      “I grabbed them all that night, just in case,” I said. “Do you think this might really work?”

      Lea took the satchel and peered inside before setting it on the ground near the dustless imprint of one of the gemstones.

      “What do you plan to do if it does?” she asked.

      My stomach twisted with anxious energy, as if a family of snakes had decided to nest inside my belly. I’d done a pretty good job of staying calm over the past few weeks, mostly thanks to keeping constantly busy, but being in this place with its memories of what I had been sure were my last moments was messing with my head.

      “I don’t know yet,” I said, which was the truth. “But there’s no doubt in my mind that the onyx ritual room is where the High Priestess conducts her rituals. I don’t know exactly what she uses it for, but Magda told me it’s where the Order of Shadows was first created. It’s important, and since we don’t have any real clue where it is or even which world it’s in, we have to at least try to see if we can open a direct portal to it using Illana’s spell.”

      Lea stared at me, her expression hard to read. I couldn’t tell if she was concerned about me or if she just thought I was crazy.

      “I’ll do what I can to bring up the memory,” she said. “I’ll bring you inside with me, if you really want me to, so that you can write it all down. But I have to warn you again I don’t think it’s such a good idea. Why not let Mary Anne or Franki write the ritual down, instead? This was a traumatic moment for you. I don’t know if it’s such a great idea for you to relive it with everything else that’s been going on.”

      My mouth went dry, and my hands trembled slightly, but I tried my best to hide how I was feeling.

      Besides, what did Lea know about what had been going on with me? I was fine.

      “I need to do it myself,” I said, annoyed that my voice wavered a bit.

      Lea raised an eyebrow, obviously not convinced.

      “Look, this is extremely important,” I said, steadying my voice and straightening my shoulders. “I was the only one in the room at the time, so I’m the only one who knows exactly what to look for.”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she said, her voice softer than expected. “I just know you’ve had some hard times the past year. It can be hard to relive memories like this, and you’ve hardly had a break since you got back.”

      Her eyes dipped briefly to the scars on my arms, and I ran a hand along the roughness of them. These scars were mostly caused by the emerald priestess, but I now had some nasty ones on my legs from Illana, as well.

      Despite Angela’s work on them, they still weren’t fully healed. Wounds like that cut deep, in more ways than one. As I stepped forward, I could feel my jeans brush against the tender spots.

      “We’ve all had hard times,” I said. “But if we can find a way to defeat the High Priestess, we can end this forever. We’ve severely weakened her and the Order of Shadows. Two priestesses dead, one hurt and in hiding, and one on our side, telling us their secrets. We are closer than we’ve ever been to winning this war, Lea. I’ll do whatever it takes to get us there.”

      To my extreme surprise, she touched my hand and squeezed.

      “We’ll do it together,” she said. “You ready?”

      I nodded. “Let me just tell the others we’re starting, so no one interrupts us.”

      I peeked outside the door to find Mary Anne and Essex standing there, guarding the hallway that led toward the ritual room.

      “Hey,” Mary Anne said, anticipation sparkling in her blue eyes. “Everything going okay in there? Does she think she can do it?”

      “Yes, she thinks it could work,” I said, hardly believing this was real.

      If we could figure out this ritual, we could open a direct portal to the High Priestess’s most guarded secrets. We could put an end to her before she ever saw us coming.

      “Everything quiet so far?” I asked.

      Mary Anne held up her ruby bar and nodded. There were people spread out all over the property at this point, so if something had happened, we would have heard about it.

      Rend and Franki were checking on the group of vampires from the Brotherhood patrolling the woods and the edges of the property.

      Magda had a small group of her own ruby witches searching the rooms upstairs for any letters, spell books, gemstones, or journals her sister might have left behind.

      Several other groups were searching the portal room, the garage out back, and the third-floor library, while some of my guards were stationed at the entrance to the Hall of Doorways. Just in case someone tried to come through while we were here.

      “So far, so good,” she said. “We seem to be alone.”

      I took a deep, calming breath. “Let’s hope so,” I muttered.

      We’d taken a big risk coming here, and I didn’t want to put anyone in danger.

      “Don’t let anyone inside until we give you the okay that we’re finished in there,” I said. “We might need to run through the memory several times to get the full ritual written down, so try not to interrupt us unless it’s urgent.”

      “We will keep you safe,” Essex said, taking Mary Anne’s hand.

      “I trust you,” I said, and it felt so good to know that it was true.

      When we’d been worried someone within our small group of friends and council members had betrayed us, I never for a second worried that Mary Anne or Essex had been a part of it.

      True trust was hard to come by, but I knew I could trust the two of them with my life.

      And, despite the fact that we didn’t always get along and our relationship had started off rocky several years ago, I trusted Lea, too.

      Something had definitely shifted between us, and I had a feeling a lot of that was due to her finally finding out the truth about Aerden’s feelings. It was as if the pain in her eyes had been replaced with something softer.

      Something like hope.

      “We need to get going on this,” Lea said when I came back to the gathering room. “I don’t want to be here any longer than we have to.”

      “I understand,” I said, reaching for her hand and steadying my nerves as best I could. “I’m ready when you are.”
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      This was the first time I’d conjured a memory since the scarred room in the abandoned wing of my father’s castle, and I was nervous. Something like this should have been trivial compared to an ancient memory like that one, but it was almost as if the flashes of memory from that room had tainted my entire view of memory-retrieval.

      Like it had poisoned me in some way.

      I hadn’t taken the time to ask my father about it, but as I stood there, nervous to my core to perform a spell I’d done a thousand times, I realized it couldn’t be avoided any longer.

      He’d had the ability to recall memories for thousands of years. If anyone would know what had really happened to me in that room and why that memory had been different, it would be my father.

      I shouldn’t have left it for so long, but I’d been scared to even think about it, much less talk to someone else.

      That’s also what had kept me from performing the same spell on Tatiana’s room after she had died. Seeing the scarred stone and the untouched fabric of her dress on the floor had spooked me for sure.

      And I wasn’t easily spooked.

      In fact, every time I thought about it, I got so angry I couldn’t see straight. I didn’t like anything having control over my emotions.

      “Everything okay?” Harper asked softly, squeezing my hand.

      Her voice pulled me back to the present moment. We weren’t back in my father’s castle, facing some ancient memory of the High Priestess or the diamond key. We were in Blackwood, recalling a memory that, if Harper was right, really could give us a leg up in this war.

      What might be possible if we knew exactly where to strike the High Priestess? If we could ambush her when she least expected it?

      Could we really put an end to this war?

      I certainly wasn’t going to deny us the chance to find out, and every minute we stayed in this priestess’s abandoned house, we risked losing our opportunity.

      Harper was sure the Order had abandoned this place for good, just as they had done with Winterhaven, but I wasn’t convinced.

      This place was a trap waiting to happen, and I had no doubt we’d been here long enough for the Order of Shadows to know we were up to something.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      I closed my eyes and connected to the energy of the earth around us. Here in the human world, I had to draw power from something living, so I stretched my power deep into the earth and connected to the roots of nearby trees.

      Luckily, there were plenty around, despite the fact that the battle here had decimated much of the nearby forested area.

      I drew the power into myself and when I was sure I had enough, I conjured the scene.

      Sometimes, when a place was filled with magic or many horrific events, it could be difficult to pinpoint an exact moment in time, but this memory came raging toward me like a freight train.

      I wasn’t sure whether it was due to Harper’s intense emotions, or if Illana’s portal magic had been so strong as to mark this place permanently with power. It didn’t really matter why the memory came so sharply. All that mattered was that it had come.

      Harper’s eyes momentarily filled with tears as she stared at the memory of herself collapsed on the floor of the room, blood flowing from the gashes on her legs.

      She stood so still for a moment that I wondered if I should take over and write down the words Illana said and the placement of the stones, but before I could offer to do it, she seemed to snap out of it.

      Harper pulled a pen and a small notepad from the back pocket of her jeans and crouched near Illana’s memory in the center of the room, writing down every detail of the ritual as it played out.

      When Jackson’s burst of light splintered the door and he and Magda ran into the room, Harper stood, stared at Jackson for just a moment, and then turned back to me.

      “Again,” she said. “I missed a few words, and I want to make an accurate diagram of the measurements and angles between the stones.”

      We exited the memory and restarted it, almost like rewinding a video and watching it back. Illana and Harper acted out their parts like ghosts around us, and each time I saw the pain Jackson’s sister had caused, it seemed to cut into me a little deeper, as well.

      I had known Illana since we were shadowlings, growing up together in the castle. Of course, I had never been as close to her or Orian as I had been to the twins, but their family had been so close to mine that we’d done nearly everything together.

      I watched her throughout each replay, listening carefully to her words.

      “Once she has you, she’ll reward me for sure.”

      We’d come here at Harper’s request, but as we finished out the final replay of the memory, I felt as if something had come together for me, as well.

      Illana, this sweet demon I had come to love as a sister decades ago, had not been another innocent pawn in the Order’s game. She had access to the High Priestess’s ritual room. She had spoken to the High Priestess in person.

      Learned from her.

      Illana had not just been another servant or someone dragged into all of this by force. From the sound of it, she’d practically worshipped the High Priestess.

      That was not the devotion of someone whose mother had merely traded her loyalty for a key.

      There was more to Illana and Tatiana’s story than I could see from here, which was probably why the High Priestess had decided to kill her. Tatiana and her family knew too much.

      I touched the diamond key that hung, as always, close to my heart.

      As we watched the memory of that night again and again, I listened closely to what Illana had to say about this key.

      “I told Mother that key would be the end to us all.”

      To me, that sounded like Illana knew about the High Priestess and her mother’s relationship to her all the way back at the beginning, before Aerden was even taken. What kind of mother would have gotten her little girl involved in such horrible things?

      And how had that all happened? Was the key the beginning of Tatiana’s relationship with the High Priestess? Or did it go farther back?

      I needed to get home and do some research, but I didn’t even know for sure where to start.

      Then there was the matter of Jackson’s burst of light. I studied it carefully each time, sure that I’d never seen him use that particular type of magic in all the years I’d known him.

      It reminded me of Aerden’s light. The golem he’d conjured to save my life.

      No coincidence that Jackson had tapped into the same type of power within himself to save the person he loved.

      But where did that power come from?

      It was unlike anything I’d seen a shadow demon cast before, which brought chills to my arms.

      “Did you get it?” I asked when the memory faded again.

      After a moment, Harper stopped scribbling in her notebook.

      She glanced around the room, bit her lower lip, and then finally nodded, her shoulders relaxing in relief.

      “Yeah, I think I did,” she said. Her eyes met mine. “Thank you for doing this. I know it’s exhausting for you, but it’s so helpful. It means a lot to me.”

      I smiled. Were we being nice to each other now? Had we evolved?

      If we were both meant to be queens soon, then maybe it was about time we did.

      “No problem,” I said. “But now you owe me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Great. Just the person I want to owe a favor to. A competing kingdom’s ruler. Awesome job, Harper.”

      I laughed.

      “Diplomacy, my friend. Hey, we can’t screw it up any worse than our fathers, right?”

      Harper didn’t lose her smile, but her eyes flashed with a pained expression, and she looked away.

      Wow, way to bring up the fact that your dad is safe and hers is dead.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up any bad memories—”

      “No, it’s fine,” she said, composing herself quickly. “I just miss him these days.”

      She paused, biting her lower lip as if she were trying to decide whether to say more or not.

      Finally, she looked up, her eyes wide and vulnerable.

      “Angela keeps telling me it’s time to officially take the title of queen. To step up and declare that I’m here to lead our people through this war and into freedom from the Order of Shadows.” She shook her head. “I don’t know that I’m ready for that, Lea. Especially not if it means I have to stay in the castle all the time and govern from some throne, waiting for everyone else to report back about what they actually did to win this war. That doesn’t feel right to me.”

      I stepped closer to her.

      “That’s exactly it,” I said, shocked to hear my thoughts coming from her mouth. “I feel like everyone wants the same thing from me. Andros has been pushing me to overthrow my father’s kingdom for decades, and here it is, being handed to me on a silver platter. And yet...”

      I shrugged and knelt next to her as she finished calculating the exact distance between two stones in the pentagram.

      “I’m not ready, either,” I said, saying it out loud for the first time. “For the same reasons you just mentioned, though I hadn’t fully put it into words like that. I don’t want to be a leader who sits on the throne and doesn’t actually do anything.”

      “I feel the same way,” Harper said. “Is it possible we could just choose to be something different? A leader who goes into battle or works behind the scenes the way we have been doing this whole time? Or is it like Angela says? That in order to lead, we have to keep ourselves free from danger?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t have an answer to that question.

      At the same time, though, it surprised me to find that the one person in the world who truly understood how I was feeling at a time like this was a girl I once saw as my enemy. A threat to my happiness.

      We’d come a long way since then, and for the first time ever, I had this vision in my head of us both ruling our countries far into the future. Not as rival queens, but as friends.

      Maybe even sisters.

      That thought nearly took my breath away, so I pushed it away as quickly as it had come.

      “Normally, I would have trusted my father’s advice and example more than someone like you,” I said, holding up a finger to stop Harper from protesting. I wanted her to listen, not to argue with me. “But in this case, maybe it’s your example we should both be following. Everyone told you from the start there was no way to save Aerden. No way to fight against the Order. But you’ve managed to do the impossible. You gave us all hope for a better future.”

      Harper put her pencil down and looked over at me.

      “If you hadn’t been willing to put yourself in danger, we never would have come this far,” I said. “You would be Prima in Peachville right now, and all hope for happiness or freedom would be dead.”

      We were both quiet for a moment, both of us likely contemplating what that might have looked like. Aerden trapped inside Harper’s body. Jackson insane with sorrow and rage. Me never knowing the truth and hating all of them for the way things had turned out.

      No matter what happened from here on out or what the result of this war turned out to be, at least we were not living in the nightmare that might have been if Harper had not been willing to defy the Order.

      “Have you talked to him lately?” she asked, softly.

      “Not for a few days,” I said. “How about you?”

      “Last night,” she said, sadness darkening her gaze. “They’ve almost reached the storm, Lea. They saw it for the first time on the horizon sometime after dark. It won’t be long now, I think.”

      Chills broke out across my skin again.

      “So soon?” I asked, swallowing what felt like a mouthful of sand all of a sudden.

      “I’m scared, Lea.”

      I grabbed her hand.

      “They’ll come home to us,” I said, trying to sound more cheerful than I felt. Why hadn’t I reached out to Aerden more often? I needed to call him today, before it was too late. “It’s all going to work out.”

      Harper smiled, but there was some hesitation in her movements.

      “What?” I asked. “You’re worried about something. I can tell.”

      She sat up on her knees and leaned closer, whispering despite the fact that we were alone in the room.

      “Do you think we were right to trust Sabine so easily?” she asked. “I mean, what do we really know about her, anyway?”

      “She saved Aerden’s life during the battle,” I said. “She helped Jackson get to the past, which saved your life and dozens of other witches in the process. She’s friends with Rend, as far as I can tell.”

      “I think calling them friends is a stretch,” Harper said. “And she only helped Jackson in exchange for something she desperately wanted—his ability to see images of the future. It’s not like she did it out of the goodness of her heart.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s dangerous,” I said, though a nervous knot had formed in my stomach. We’d never really discussed whether Sabine’s motives were pure or not.

      Aerden and Jackson seemed to trust her, so I did, too.

      Was that a mistake?

      “From what I can tell, Sabine never does anything unless there’s something in it for her. Like she’s playing some massive game of chess, moving us all around on the board like pawns,” Harper said. “So, why send them toward that storm? What does she gain from that?”

      “I guess I never thought of it that way,” I said. “Aerden thinks she knows they’ll find answers there.”

      “But what if she only saved him that night so that he would get on the boat and sail toward that storm? What if she’s connected to it, somehow? Or worse, what if she’s sending them both to their death?” Harper was nearly shaking at the thought of it, and I had a feeling she must have been thinking about this ever since they left.

      “She wouldn’t save him just to kill him later,” I said. “You’re stretching here, I think. It’s going to be fine.”

      Harper composed herself and stood up, closing her notebook as she surveyed the empty room.

      “I hope you’re right,” she said. “But you heard Illana, right? You watched that memory a dozen times just now. She said the High Priestess is not a witch like we all believed, but then later she also said she wasn’t a demon.”

      I shook my head.

      “No, she didn’t word it like that,” I said, trying to think exactly what phrase Illana had used.

      “What if she’s neither?” Harper asked. “Not a demon and not a witch. Something else.”

      “Like a fae?” I asked. “Look, I don’t think we should rule Sabine out entirely, but I really don’t think she would have saved your life if she was the High priestess, no matter what Jackson offered her. Surely by now you’ve pissed that woman off enough for her to want you dead at any cost.”

      Harper laughed. “Well, that’s comforting.”

      “Come on, let’s go meet up with the others and talk about our next steps,” I said, putting my arm around her shoulders as we left the gathering room and the horrible memories of Illana’s betrayal behind us.
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      “Where should we talk?” I asked.

      We’d already stayed much longer than I had originally intended, but so far, everything seemed to be going smoothly. I had the portal ritual written down, and it looked as though Magda had found a few things in her search.

      We needed a few minutes to discuss what we’d found and what our next steps were before we each went our separate ways, but I didn’t want to linger too long. Just in case the Order knew we were here.

      “My sister’s sitting room upstairs is gaudy, but it’s comfortable,” Magda said. “I would be happy to make us all some coffee or tea.”

      “We’re not having a tea party in the sitting room,” Lea grumbled.

      I had to press my lips together to hide a smile.

      “Let’s go up to the main entrance,” I said. “We can talk there, where there’s a bit of sunlight coming through. I’m starting to feel claustrophobic down here.”

      Truth be told, I was pretty shaken up by watching Illana’s betrayal scene so many times in a row. This whole place felt more dangerous by the second now that we were all standing down here in a group.

      It felt like asking for trouble.

      I quickly checked in with my two guards stationed in the portal room, Wynn and Lathan.

      “Quiet in here so far. We’ll let you know if anything happens,” Wynn said.

      “Thank you. We’ll just be a few minutes, I think.”

      Our group headed up to the main entryway of the house with its huge chandelier and cheesy, amethyst panther mosaic embedded in the white marble floor.

      Rend, Franki, and Silas were standing in the sitting room staring up at a massive painting of the amethyst priestess.

      “Her original beauty,” Magda said as we came to join them. “Not her glamours but the way Gladys looked when she was young and less obsessive about her cats.”

      “Who’s the artist?” Silas asked, stepping forward to take a closer look. “There doesn’t seem to be any signature here, but the style seems familiar.”

      “I’m not sure who painted them,” Magda said. “But we all have them in our homes. An early gift from the High Priestess herself after we’d each established our first major portal stones and covens.”

      I nodded, remembering a similar painting of Eloisa Winter at Winterhaven, though hers was hanging in a hallway near the stairs, rather than her sitting room.

      “Beautifully done,” Silas said. “A shame the artist is lost to history.”

      “As much as I’m sure we all love art, I think we need to get moving on this meeting,” Lea said, shifting her weight. “We’re wearing out our welcome.”

      “Agreed but let’s meet out here where it’s more open and bright,” I said. “Having Gladys staring down at us like this is giving me the creeps.”

      Together, we all walked out into the main entryway.

      “I trust my young friend arrived safely?” Magda asked.

      I had no idea what she was talking about, but when I turned to question her, I realized she wasn’t talking to me. She was talking to Rend.

      “What friend?” I asked.

      “She and her sister arrived a few days ago, yes,” Rend said. “They’re under my care now, I assure you, though I doubt Connery will leave their side, either.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said, both of them basically ignoring my question.

      Likely just another of Magda’s ruby gate friends, but it must have been someone important to have asked Rend to look after them.

      I sat down on the steps next to Mary Anne and sank deep into the plush, purple carpet, while Magda had one of her witch friends move a large throne-like black chair with a silver panther head engraved at the top to the center of the foyer for her to sit on.

      The look on Lea’s face made it all worth it, too.

      She obviously thought Magda was completely over the top, but in some ways, that’s one of the things I liked about her. Magda was who she was, and she didn’t apologize for it or pretend to be anyone else.

      And I liked the fact that I was one of the few people in the world who knew that underneath all of that ridiculous over-the-top nonsense she loved so much, she did actually care about the things she’d done and the people she’d hurt.

      I believed she wanted to make things right.

      “Let’s get started,” Lea said, leaning against the banister. “Did anyone find anything of significance while we were here? Is there any indication that Priestess Black or any other member of the Order has been here since the night of the ritual?”

      “Oh, heavens no,” Magda said. “They definitely have not been back here, I can tell you that.”

      “And how can you be so sure?” Lea asked.

      Magda smiled and held up a worn black book with a purple ribbon running down the center of its cover. “Because my sister, Gladys, would never have left this behind willingly. Not in a million years. If she’d had any opportunity to come back for it, she most certainly would have.”

      My eyes widened, and I shifted on the steps.

      “What is it? A spell book?” I asked.

      “Better,” Magda said, her eyes twinkling as she opened the cover and flipped through the pages. “It’s her master roster.”

      Lea and I exchanged looks.

      “Roster?” I asked. “As in a list of all the witches in her coven?”

      Magda raised an eyebrow, licked her index finger, and flipped another page.

      “Oh, no. Not her coven.”

      Disappointed, I leaned back against the steps. A roster of her coven members would have been nice to have, because it might have given us a place to start looking for Gladys.

      She was obviously hiding out somewhere, regaining her strength. If we could just get to her while she was still weak, we could end her.

      “What I mean is it’s not just her coven. It’s a list of all the covens. In fact, every witch who has ever been initiated into any of the amethyst gates, from the very beginning is in this book,” Magda said. “We all keep one of these, of course. Can’t have an initiated witch thinking she can go off on her own and leave us without permission.”

      She looked up and laughed nervously after saying that, as if just realizing who she’d been talking to.

      “Excuse me. It’s not an easy mindset to pull yourself out of after a few centuries, you understand.”

      Lea started to say something, but I stood and waved her off. We didn’t need to start an unnecessary argument here.

      We needed to stay focused on what an incredible find this was.

      Something like this had taken us months to put together for the sapphire covens when we were working to free those gates, and even then we didn’t have everyone’s names. The most we’d ever had was a list of the demon gate cities and their Primas.

      “Are all the amethyst demon gate locations listed there, too?” I asked, reaching for the book.

      Magda handed it over.

      “Naturally,” she said. “Current locations for each witch. Information on her children. Any unusual or interesting abilities that manifested in each witch. It’s all there.”

      “This is huge,” Mary Anne said. “How do you even keep track of so many witches and their locations?”

      Magda smiled. “Magic, dearie. The book updates automatically whenever a witch moves to a new home. When she dies or has a child. It’s all part of the initiation ritual magic.”

      I flipped through the book, and was amazed to see records dating back to the very beginning of the amethyst gate. Hundreds of thousands of names, often linked to the same families for generations.

      At a glance, I could see the cities ranged anywhere from small towns in Maryland to larger cities like Seattle.

      I didn’t even know where to start with a book like this, but if we could find Priestess Black and retrieve the master stone, we could finally set the amethyst gates free.

      Then, assuming we could find a way to free the ruby gates without killing Magda, only citrine would remain. Were we really this close to freeing everyone from the Order of Shadows?

      “This is a big find,” I said, closing the book and putting it into my leather satchel so that I didn’t get lost in its lists. I would study it deeper once we got home. “Thank you, Magda.”

      “My pleasure,” she said, crossing her legs and leaning back against the ridiculous chair.

      “You got the ritual sorted out?” Franki asked. “Do you really think the High Priestess uses that onyx room you talked about?”

      “There’s no doubt she uses it,” Magda said. “I’ve been there a handful of times myself, and I can tell you with every confidence that it is the single most powerful place I’ve ever been to in my life.”

      “Whatever knowledge you have of that place is going to be very useful to us,” Lea said, but then couldn’t help but add in a lowered voice, “if you’re really telling us the truth.”

      “I heard that, young lady,” Magda said, spinning in her chair, as if Lea wasn’t just as old as she was. “And though you may be right to question my loyalties, I do remember saving your butt just a few weeks ago, at great peril to my own, might I add. Besides, Franki has that dagger. Use it. I’m telling the truth.”

      Lea looked at me, and I shook my head. This was not the time for it.

      “I have something to share with you, though it’s not something I found here,” Rend said, taking a large packet of rolled papers out of his bag.

      He carefully unrolled the stack and spread the papers across a table in the foyer.

      “My sister Ariella was obsessed with gemstones and the identification of locations of great power. She travelled the entire Shadow World in search of gemstone deposits, locations that seemed to vibrate with different types of energy or held special magical properties. These maps are her life’s work.”

      His voice cracked a bit as he said that last part, and I wanted to wrap him in a hug.

      It was strange to see such a big, tough vampire getting emotional, but it was literally just a flash of emotion before it disappeared behind his dark features once again.

      “She was convinced there had to be large deposits of diamonds somewhere in the Shadow World, but she could never prove it,” Rend said. “From the sound of it, though, it’s possible there really is an entirely separate continent across the sea. According to what I heard of Aerden’s research and the books he found, this other continent holds more diamond deposits than any other gemstone. Do you think that really could be true? Is there any news on where Aerden and Jackson are now?”

      “Approaching the storm as we speak,” I said. “But we don’t know if they’ll be able to get close enough to see this other continent with their own eyes.”

      “I’m sorry to bring up a difficult memory, but can you show me on this map where your sister was when she was taken by the Order?” Lea asked.

      Rend nodded and flipped through them one at a time.

      Curious, I stood and joined them by the table, amazed by the amount of information and detail on each map. His sister must have spent an enormous amount of time putting all of this together. Each map was covered with symbols and notes, most of which I couldn’t read or recognize.

      He finally lifted one map to the top of the stack and smoothed the paper down with his hand. After a moment, he pointed to a spot toward the far northern edge of the map.

      Lea’s eyes widened, and she stepped closer to him.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “This is where I found her camp and her things,” he said. “It looked as if she had simply walked away for a moment and never come back.”

      Lea frowned and made a strange sound in her throat.

      “Why?” Rend asked. “Is there something unusual about that area?”

      “You see this part?” Lea asked, leaning over the map and pointing toward the far northwest corner. “That area is known as the Witchwood. No one ever goes up there, because there have been rumors of ghosts and witches who live in those woods. People say the creatures who live there are unnatural abominations. Devils and chimera. Everyone is afraid of that area.”

      “Chimera?” Magda asked, frowning.

      “My sister Ariella wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone,” Rend said. “Even when she should have been. But she wasn’t attacked or killed by some witch or abomination in the woods. She was taken by a hunter and placed inside the body of an emerald witch. She eventually died in my own arms.”

      I brought a hand to my mouth, surprised by this news about Rend’s sister.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I had no idea.”

      “It was a long time ago,” he said, looking toward Franki, who I could tell must have already known this story, along with a lot more about Rend’s past he rarely ever talked about.

      “But that doesn’t match up with the normal way of the Order’s hunters and who they take,” Lea said, still pouring over the map and trying to make sense of it all. “They almost always take demons from villages and more populated areas. They usually stalk their targets for a week or more, tag them with this magic they put inside a small box, locked away with a key, much like this one.”

      Lea pulled the diamond key from beneath her shirt and showed it to the group of us standing around the foyer.

      “When they’re ready to pull their target through to the other side, they just use the key to open the box, which then automatically teleports the demon they tagged to the open portal. It’s a way of trapping their targets in advance,” she said. “That’s why so many demons disappear from their beds in the middle of the night, never to be seen again.”

      “Where did you learn that?” I asked. “I’ve never heard that before, about the key.”

      Lea frowned again. “Tatiana told me that, so I guess it’s not exactly information we can trust.”

      “That’s exactly how it works,” Magda said. “With the keys, I mean. Each time a hunter is created and tied to a portal, we also create a key for her that controls the gate itself. She can use it to open the gate and to mark a demon for our rituals. It’s horrible, I know.”

      “Ariella was taken suddenly, too,” Rend said. “Everything was perfectly in order. Nothing had been messed with or tampered with in any way.”

      “But that’s the thing,” Lea said. “You told us your sister had been travelling for weeks, right? She was far away from home when she was taken?”

      Rend nodded, and I was starting to piece together what Lea was saying here.

      “They were following her,” I said, walking over to get a closer look at the map. “She wasn’t just some random target from one of the villages. She was singled out and followed by one of the hunters.”

      “They took her before she had a chance to discover something important,” Magda said, and the rest of us grew quiet.

      It was still so strange to have the Order’s perspective on these things. We kept trying to figure things out when we had someone right here sitting with us who knew. Who had potentially created these rituals.

      It was awkward.

      “Did you know about my sister?” Rend asked, his fists tightening at his side.

      Franki immediately stood up and crossed to his side, placing a hand on his arm.

      Magda, unconcerned, shrugged as if she wasn’t talking to one of the most powerful vampires who ever lived.

      “I didn’t know anything about her, specifically, but if she disappeared under these circumstances far from home, the princess is right. She was likely followed and captured because she had or was close to discovering something that could be dangerous to the Order. Or to the High Priestess herself.”

      That got my attention.

      “Are you saying the High Priestess sometimes decides who gets taken from the Shadow World?”

      I thought of Aerden. Had he been a specific target?

      The key Lea wore was supposed to protect him, but he didn’t have it on him the way Tatiana had expected. I desperately wanted to see the whole picture here, but there was still something missing.

      “It’s not unheard of for the High Priestess to send us orders about who to claim with our hunters. We had no choice but to obey if she gave us a name.”

      “Rend, your sister must have been close to discovering something the High Priestess didn’t want her to find,” I said. “She sent a hunter after her on purpose, to keep her from the truth.”

      He closed his eyes, and I could almost feel the heat of rage radiating from him.

      “I told her so many times not to go wandering around the country by herself like that,” he said. “I usually went with her on her travels, when I could. This time, though, I was too busy with my alchemy. Why wouldn’t they have targeted me, too?”

      “They must have known your sister was the real threat,” Magda said.

      “If she was really that close to something big, we need to get up there to that forest and take a look around,” I said, pointing to the area where Rend said she’d gone missing.

      “Let me take a look at that,” Silas said, stepping forward.

      Franki’s half-brother, a vampire I’d met on several occasions but hadn’t spoken to very often, was usually pretty quiet. If he came to our meetings, he rarely said anything unless he had some bit of history or random knowledge that seemed relevant.

      Franki once told me Silas had a personal library in his home that rivaled even the largest collections in the world.

      “What is it?” Rend asked.

      “I've seen this particular symbol before,” he said. “Do you mind if I take a photo of it?”

      “Of course not,” Rend said.

      Silas snapped a quick picture with his cell phone and stepped back from the table, his expression completely unreadable.

      “What do you think it might be?” I asked, feeling in my gut that the symbol was important. “I don’t see that particular symbol noted anywhere else on these maps.”

      Silas looked up, a confused expression on his face.

      “It doesn’t fully make sense, but I believe this to be a somewhat obscure ancient symbol of the fae.”

      My heart raced, and I suddenly felt like I couldn’t swallow.

      Lea and I shared a glance. After our conversation about Sabine, this didn’t sound good.

      “Do you recognize what it means?”

      “I’ve sent the photo to Azure,” he said. “I’ll let you know if I hear back from her, but it’s unlikely she’ll recognize it. I’ve only come across it a handful of times in all my research, and I can’t quite remember what it means.”

      “What do you think Ariella might have found in that area that could be related to the fae?” Franki asked. “Diamonds? How does that make sense? What do diamonds have to do with the fae?”

      “We’re going to find out,” Lea said, glancing at me before taking the map and rolling it up to put inside her bag. “I have some friends up in that area looking for survivors to bring to the city. I’ll ask them to go have a look around the woods there. What else can you tell us about these maps? Are they all from the Northern Kingdom?”

      Rend went through each of the pages, handing any from the south to me and the ones from the north to Lea.

      “Thank you for these,” I said, touching his arm. “I know it can’t be easy to part with her work like this. I promise I’ll return them as soon as I’ve had a chance to study them and have copies made.”

      “I just hope they can be useful to you in some way,” he said.

      “They’ll definitely help us locate the citrine deposits we need to find,” Mary Anne said. “We’ve had trouble locating the citrine ring, and it’s the last one we need to stop the initiations for the entire Order.”

      “Maybe it will even help us find this onyx ritual room,” I said. “It has to be here in the human world or there in the Shadow World somewhere. It’s all connected.”

      I wanted to ask him about his relationship with Sabine now that this new information had come to light, but I couldn’t help but feel our time was running thin here at Blackwood.

      As if on cue, Lea’s ruby bar vibrated.

      “Mordecai,” she said when she saw which of the stones were lit up. “I’ll be right back.”

      She stepped outside the front door to talk to him for a moment, and when she came back, her face was contorted with worry.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Remember how I was just saying I had two friends up in that area near the Witchwood?” Her hands trembled as she spoke. “It’s Erick and Joost, and they’ve just gone missing.”
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      By morning, the storm had consumed half the sea in front of us. Dark clouds stole the suns’ light, and rough wind and waves tossed the Wind Dancer from side to side.

      “Is it just me or is that storm wall a hell of a lot closer than it should be?” I asked as Aerden joined me on deck.

      We’d both been awakened by the intense rocking and the sound of the ship’s creaking.

      “You realize what this might mean, don’t you?” Aerden asked as soon as he saw how far we’d travelled during the night. He practically buzzed with excitement, while I felt sick with worry. “I’m going to check the crystals. If they’re full, Jackson, that could mean we’re close to land. The western continent really does exist.”

      He disappeared down the steps as I stared ahead, seeing the storm in daylight for the first time. Well, what was left of the daylight, anyway. It was rapidly deteriorating behind the clouds.

      The storm itself was more than just a wall of rain and lightning. It looked like a barrier of swirling shadows and angry darkness.

      Overhead, the five suns still shone on the boat and sea behind us, but a little ahead of us, the storm took over, blotting out the suns completely and casting shadows across the water.

      The waves were already much rougher this morning, even at this distance, but just a little farther ahead, and they were tumultuous.

      How close would we be able to get before we’d miss our opportunity to turn back?

      Aerden wanted to sail as close to the storm as possible, because he hoped we’d be able to see the land beyond it. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but I was pretty sure he wanted to try to sail through it, if we could.

      I wasn’t that crazy, and I had every intention of talking him out of it. I just wanted to figure out how far was too far before we reached the point of no return.

      Some of that might depend on what Aerden discovered down below about the power crystals.

      Ships that sailed on the Sea of Glass were equipped with special propellers under the water that worked off the power inherent in the land here. Crystals similar to soul stones drew power in from the air around us and fueled the movement of the ship.

      The entire Shadow World was infused with this special kind of magic and energy, and for some reason, that energy appeared to be much greater closer to land.

      This was one of the reasons most sailors and fishermen chose to stay relatively close to the shore. The ship was easier to manage and took less energy overall. Close to shore, the crystals that powered the propellers would recharge themselves almost as quickly as they were used.

      A day or two from shore, however, where the Sea of Glass grew to depths no one fully knew, ships would naturally slow down. The crystals charged much more slowly, so that when their power was depleted, it might take a full day or two to be restored.

      For times like these, we had a handful of backup crystals and sails to catch the wind, but there was a reason this was called the Sea of Glass.

      There were often days with no wind at all, when the surface of the water looked like a sheet of dark glass. Not a single ripple disturbed its peace.  No waves. No wind. Just quiet and calm.

      On days like this, Aerden and I had used some of our own inner power to charge the crystals enough to keep us moving, but that wasn’t sustainable for long periods of time.

      This was also why we’d had to bring a ship across the sea, rather than simply shifting to shadow and flying over it. By the time we had gotten a few hundred miles from shore, our power would have stopped working, having no land or life to pull from.

      Those were the rumors we’d always heard, anyway, and when we first decided to take this trip, we weren’t exactly willing to risk our lives to test it.

      By the third day of sailing, we knew we’d made the right choice. We could still shift and use our powers, but everything was different out here on the sea. It was similar to being in the human world, where we needed to pull our power from living things.

      Out here, instead of the inherent energy we’d always known to be in the air and the earth around us, giving us unlimited casting power, it felt as if we were cut off or dampened in some way.

      Over the past three or four days, we’d been managing our power and movement as best we could, hoisting the sails on days when there was wind, taking turns charging the crystals, and generally finding peace with our slow progress.

      But now?

      We were moving faster than ever, the water becoming more treacherous by the minute.

      And that storm.

      I’d heard sailors speak of the storm at the end of the world as if it were the stuff of nightmares, but in my mind, it had always been the equivalent of a thunderstorm with dark rain and lightning.

      The kind of storm that might pop up on a spring afternoon in Georgia when the wind is whipping through the pines and the clouds have stolen the light from the sun.

      I’d lived through hundreds of those storms, and over time, I’d even come to enjoy them somewhat. So often, the storms reflected my inner landscape.

      Full of rage and wrath, needing some release.

      But this storm that consumed the sky and sea ahead of us made those Georgia thunderstorms look like child’s play.

      This storm was malevolent.

      I could sense its bitterness from here, and the more I studied it, the more I wanted to turn this ship around and go home.

      “I don’t like the looks of that,” Aerden said, coming to stand next to me.

      “I don’t either,” I said. “What did you find out about the crystals?”

      He frowned.

      “It’s weird. They’re completely drained, even though we just charged them up a few days ago,” he said.

      “Can’t we use one of the backups?” I asked.

      We still had a few that hadn’t been used at all. We’d been saving them just in case, along with one small soul stone for emergencies only.

      He shook his head.

      “They’re all drained,” he said.

      “How is that possible?” I asked, wanting to see them for myself.

      But when we went down there, it was easy to see he was right. Every crystal, including the backups were completely drained.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “If the crystals are all drained, how are we moving so fast? Without power or charge, we should be dead in the water.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t explain it. I was hoping the land ahead was giving us an extra boost by recharging the crystals faster, but something out here’s been draining our power all night long.”

      The ship heaved and tossed, knocking us both off balance. I held tight to the doorframe to steady myself, panic tightening my chest.

      Why were we moving so quickly?

      I ran up the steps and out into the open air, surprised to see large waves now lashing against the side of our ship and spilling over the deck.

      A drop of rain fell on my cheek, and I wiped it away, looking up at the sky.

      Just a few minutes ago, it had seemed as though we were miles away from the edge of the storm. Plenty of time to turn around or try to slow the ship and make some decisions.

      But now, a violent wind came out of nowhere, nearly blowing me off-balance. The sky above us darkened and where there were no waves at all just a short while ago, they were suddenly so strong, the entire ship began to toss and turn.

      I took the ruby bar from my pocket and tried to connect to Harper.

      “We’re being pulled into the storm. I love you. I will come home. I love you, Harper.”

      The light in the stones was gone, though, and I had no idea if she’d even heard me at all.

      The swirling storm with its angry flashes of lightning and wall of pounding rain was so close now, I could feel it reaching toward me, as if it had wrapped its fingers around my very soul.

      “We could try the soul stone,” Aerden said.

      But deep down, I knew that it was too late.

      No power in the world could help us turn back now. We were heading into that storm now, our destiny waiting somewhere on the other side.
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      “What do you mean, they’re missing?” I asked.

      I may not have spent as much time with Erick and Joost as Lea had, but they were my friends, too. They’d been part of the Demon Liberation Movement from the moment we started it, and they’d lived with us at Brighton Manor for months.

      “I don’t have all the details yet,” Lea said, gathering her things and rolling the maps up to place in her bag. “I’ll keep you updated as I learn more.”

      “Let us know if there’s anything we can do,” I said. “I can send some teams up to help you look.”

      “If it’s any consolation, most of the demon gates are currently inactive,” Magda said. “They can’t be pulled through or initiated. Well, unless it’s citrine that has them.”

      “That’s not super helpful, but thanks,” Lea said, glaring at the witch.

      “We’ll get back to looking for the citrine ring,” Mary Anne said. “We can head out today.”

      We’d gotten the amethyst ring easier than expected the night of the attack on Blackwood. Like the other rings we’d gotten before it, the amethyst ring had been there in the center of a large deposit of amethyst stones near the portal’s entrance. The hunters who guarded it must have died in the attack, because Mary Anne was able to simply walk up and take it.

      Each stone in the Order of Shadows had a single ring that worked like an anchor in the Shadow World, anchoring the magic there so that many other portals could be opened. In my mind, I pictured it like a web of magic spreading throughout the Shadow World and connecting places of power together.

      But without their rings, none of the gates in that coven would be able to initiate new members or even open their portals. None of them except this single portal here at Blackwood. It still worked, because it was the original portal stone, but we’d taken the rest of them off-line at this point.

      That meant the only active demon gates for initiating new witches were the citrine gates.

      We just had to pray that if Erick and Joost had been taken the same way Ariella had been, there were no citrine hunters involved.

      “Magda, do you think you could show me some possible locations on the maps? Essex and I could start looking right away. If we can get the ring, we can shut down the Order of Shadows and at least prevent them from enslaving any more demons. That would be a good start.”

      “I’ve got to run,” Lea said, her expression dark and clouded. “But keep your ruby bars close. I may need you.”

      She disappeared in a swirl of smoke and shadow, heading toward the amethyst portal down below. She had a journey to get back to her castle, but hopefully it wouldn’t take her too long. I just prayed when she got back, there was good news.

      What were the chances two of our friends would go missing from the exact area we’d just been discussing? That certainly didn’t feel like a coincidence, but I was hesitant to read too much into it until we knew more.

      “Is there anything else that was found today or that needs to be discussed? I can’t shake this feeling that we’ve already worn out our welcome here,” I said.

      “I agree,” Rend said. “We should be getting home, anyway. The club never sleeps, and Azure’s probably tired of running things on her own.”

      “I doubt that,” I said. “She loves Venom.”

      “Yeah, but she likes to complain,” Rend said with a laugh. “It gives her joy to be mad at me as often as possible.”

      I gave him a brief hug.

      “Thanks for the maps. This could make all the difference for us.”

      “I hope so,” he said.

      “The entire Brotherhood of Darkness is at your disposal, if you need us,” Franki said.

      Silas, who seemed to be glued to his cell phone now, simply nodded in agreement.

      The three of them shared leadership of the Brotherhood, a powerful organization of vampires, and though I hadn’t gotten the full story out of any of them yet, it was exciting that there was finally a female vampire.

      I’d mentioned to Franki that they might want to consider a new name, but she’d only laughed and said she was working on it.

      Either way, I was glad to have thousands of powerful vampires as allies, if it came to it. And I had no doubt that it would before this war was over.

      Rend, Franki, Silas, and a few of the vampires who had travelled with them all went up the stairs, choosing to travel through the Hall of Doorways to get back to Venom as quickly as possible.

      “Thanks to Magda and these maps, we’ve got some leads on where the citrine ring might be located,” Mary Anne said. “Essex and I are going to go back to the domed city and put together a crew to scout some locations. If Erick and Joost are in trouble, maybe we can shut down the rest of the gates before they get pulled through.”

      “Go,” I said. “But stay in touch. And if you have time, update Angela on where you’re going.”

      “What about you?” Mary Anne asked.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” I said. “I just have to get my things together and make sure all the triggers and surveillance cameras are online before we leave.”

      “Okay, we’ll see you soon,” she said.

      She and Essex chose to go home through the amethyst portal, as well. It was certainly faster than flying all the way back to Brighton Lake from here first.

      Of course, this was why we needed a better portal system of our own. We’d been relying on a structure built by the Order of Shadows, and that wasn’t always safe or wise.

      One thing at a time, though, I told myself. We were moving as fast as we could.

      By the time I said goodbye to everyone and gathered all of my things, Magda was nowhere to be found.

      I sighed. Now, where had she disappeared to?

      I shifted and flew throughout the house as quickly as I could, nervous all of a sudden that something might have happened to her.

      To my great relief, though, I finally found her sitting on the bed in what was obviously Gladys Black’s bedroom with its purple velvet comforter and gaudy amethyst curtains.

      I’d never seen a priestess so thoroughly committed to her color scheme.

      “Are you okay in here?” I asked. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Magda sniffed and placed a hand on her heart. Had she been crying?

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Just reminiscing, I suppose.”

      She had something clutched close to her chest, and as I approached, she handed it to me.

      “Who is this?” I asked, looking down at a black and white photograph, faded and worn at the edges.

      Five women in long, simple dresses sat around a table with a candle lit in the center between them. It was obvious who they were, despite the fact that this picture was likely taken over a hundred years ago.

      I practically threw it back at her, not wanting to hold a photo of those five women that close to me.

      “Oh, I know what you see when you look at this,” she said, staring with such affection, it nearly turned my stomach. “But we weren’t always such monsters.”

      I turned the yellowing paper over to see a year written in pen across the back.

      1895.

      “By then you were,” I said.

      This photograph was taken long after the first portals had been opened. It hadn’t been much longer after that when Aerden was taken and the Peachville gate was opened.

      The five women in that photograph may have been innocent once, but who someone used to be didn’t matter nearly as much as who they decided to become.

      “Do you mind if I take this with me?” she asked. “Or will it upset you to see it? I don’t think there are many photos of the five of us together anymore. And, of course, there never will be again.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care, as long as you keep it out of my sight,” I said. “But we need to get going. Are your friends still here?”

      Magda shook her head and stood, giving the room one last longing glance.

      “No, I said goodbye and sent them on their way, back through the Hall of Doorways,” she said as we made our way through the hall and down the grand staircase. “Issa wanted me to come with her, but I told her it’s still not safe.”

      Magda wasn’t truly safe anywhere at this point.

      After she’d so openly betrayed her sisters and the High Priestess by ordering the ruby hunters to join our side in the fight, we’d been certain someone would come looking for her.

      The High Priestess had already made a direct attack against Magda right there in our dungeons once before. Our security there had meant nothing to someone so powerful, which meant that if she wanted, the High Priestess could probably get through the outer dome of our city, as well.

      Magda said there were limits to the High Priestess’s powers, but until we fully understood what they were, we needed to be careful with each step we took.

      “Harper,” she said as we made our way through the marble-tiled foyer and down toward the amethyst portal home, “there’s something I need to tell you about the onyx ritual room. We—”

      But before she could continue, the ruby bar in my pocket vibrated with an incoming call.

      “Hold on,” I told her, seeing that the ninth stone was lit up on the bar. “Cormac?”

      “Harper, tell me what’s happening there,” he shouted, frantic. “Are you okay?”

      I looked around, not seeing anything out of place.

      “Everything's fine here,” I said. “We were just heading home.”

      “You have to get out of there,” he said. “All of my cameras from Blackwood have just gone offline, Harper. I’m totally blind here.”

      “It must be a false alarm,” I said, grabbing Magda’s arm and hurrying toward the amethyst portal stone below. I didn’t want to stay here and find out.

      But as we descended, Cormac’s voice started to cut out, like a bad connection through the stones. I didn’t even know that was possible with these things.

      “Trip— Get out— “

      “Cormac?” I asked, shaking the bar, as if that would somehow help.

      I threw open the door to the ritual room and turned to Magda, hoping to get some kind of answer about why the stones would be acting up, but her face twisted in fear and she screamed.

      When I followed her gaze, the sound of my own horror joined with hers.

      There, in the center of the room, where the amethyst portal stone should have been, was a swirling storm of dark shadows.
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      “We’re going in,” Jackson shouted as the prow of the ship disappeared into the roiling darkness of the storm’s edge. “Where’s the soul stone? We have to get control of this, or we’ll be lost.”

      I attempted to shift and fly below to retrieve it, but my mind was racing too much, my center and focus so disrupted, I couldn’t seem to access my power.

      I pushed back the panic that threatened to consume me.

      I’d had trouble accessing my power in the days after I’d been freed from the sapphire demon gate in Peachville, but I thought I’d overcome that.

      I took a deep breath as I ran below, searching for the stone. This wasn’t the same thing. I hadn’t lost access to my power. I was just distracted. I needed to calm the racing of my heart and find my center.

      Now, where was that stone?

      Having a fully-charged soul stone was somewhat rare, because unlike the crystals that ran the main part of the ship, a soul stone could only be charged with the final gift of a demon’s life-force as they passed into the Afterworld.

      It was a special kind of power that could only be given by choice, the way Trention had gifted me with part of his own power when he died in my arms back in the arena.

      The soul stone we brought with us on the ship was a parting gift from Lea and the king. Often, when demons in the King’s City passed on to the Afterworld, they willingly offered a piece of their power back to the city, for the good of all. Those gifts were what powered the entire ecosystem in Leuxia. The lights. The power. Even the magic of the wall itself.

      Before we left the shore of the Black Cliffs, Lea had placed a dark green bag holding the soul stone in my hand.

      “It’s from the city reserves,” she’d said, her fingers curling around mine in a way that had made my heart ache with longing. “May it help bring you back to us safely.”

      The soul stone was much smaller than the crystals that ran the ship’s propeller, but in theory, even a small piece of a fully-charged soul stone should have been enough to recharge all our drained crystals many times over.

      If I could place it directly inside the crystal power bank, maybe I could get the propellers turning hard enough to fight against the pull of the storm.

      With trembling hands, I untied the bag and removed the stone.

      But the moment I touched it, all hope disappeared. It should have been lit from within, pulsing with power. Instead, it was dull and lifeless.

      This isn’t possible.

      How could everything on this ship be drained of power so quickly? We should have had enough to last us months.

      “Aerden, I need you.”

      Jackson shouted for me from above, and I raced up the steps. The ship tilted and keeled, slamming my body against the walls of the stairway and causing me to lose my footing several times on my way up.

      All light from the five suns had been blotted out by the swirling clouds and shadows that surrounded the ship. Huge waves tossed us from side to side like a violent rollercoaster, and I struggled just to make it across to where Jackson stood, attempting to steer us through the madness.

      “What do you see?” I shouted to him. “It’s too dark for me to make anything out but shadows.”

      “I can’t see anything,” Jackson said. “It’s like I’m blind out here. I’ve never seen such darkness in my life.”

      His words stopped me cold, my entire body suddenly numb with fear.

      “Jackson, can you shift?” I asked. “Can you use your power at all?”

      “I can’t,” he said, gripping my arm.

      I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear his panic.

      “What’s happening?”

      I prayed for light while the darkness consumed us, swirling so fast, the ship beneath our feet creaked and the boards separated. Rain lashed across my skin like painful whips, and as my power went dormant inside of me, I realized I knew this place.

      I had never been here before, but I recognized the feel of it.

      The hopelessness of it.

      I had lived in a place like this for over a hundred years, and while my prison had been much smaller and less turbulent, the suffering was the same.

      A place without light.

      Without power.

      “There are worlds of power inside of you.”

      Sabine’s voice came to me, then, and as one part of me was locked away, something else awakened.

      A powerful flash of light erupted from inside me just as the storm ripped the Wind Dancer apart. I threw my arms and the strength of my power around my brother as we were both thrown into the deep dark waters of the sea at the edge of the world.
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      My shoes slid across the slick floor of the amethyst ritual room as the swirling vortex sucked me in. Magda grabbed my arm and yanked me backward, hooking her body around the frame of the main door to keep from being pulled inside the room.

      “We have to go,” she said. “Do your shifty thing.”

      I shook my head, fear gathering inside me as dark as the shadows on the edge of that storm.

      “I can’t,” I said. “Two of my guards are in there.”

      I had to shield my eyes from the wind with the back of my hand and turn my head sideways just to see through the shadows and the rain now pouring onto the floor.

      What the hell was happening here?

      “You have to just let them go,” Magda said. “You’ll get us both killed if you go in there.”

      She obviously didn’t know me well enough if she thought I would just leave two of my people behind without at least trying to find a way to save them.

      “Stay here,” I shouted.

      I crouched low, thinking that if I could crawl along the floor, I could stay out of the worst part of the wind, but the moment my hand reached forward, I pulled it back, as if I’d been shocked with a jolt of electricity.

      It was more than that, though. It was as if, in that single instant, I could feel it trying to connect to the core of my power. Like the storm was trying to plug itself into me.

      I recoiled, pulling back in horror as Magda threw her arms around me and dragged me back toward the door.

      “Don’t touch it,” she shouted. “It’s like poison. Can’t you feel that? The raw power of it?”

      “I can’t leave them there,” I said, wrenching away from her and heading back to the edge of the storm.

      I couldn’t see them, but I could swear I heard someone screaming for help.

      Why was this happening?

      “It’s too late for them,” Magda said. “Look. It's spreading. We have to get out of here.”

      She pointed to the floor, where tendrils of grey mist crawled along the floor, expanding the reach of the storm’s energy.

      “What is this?” I asked. “How do we stop it?”

      “I don’t know how to stop it, Harper. It’s too powerful. Even I can feel that. We have to go, Harper, please,” Magda said, her voice pleading.

      But I couldn’t accept this. I was the one who had sent these guards in here to watch the portal. I couldn’t just abandon them without trying.

      I took a deep breath and connected to the part of myself that had some small control over the weather, leftover power from the Prima demon who had been bound to Eloise and the Cypress gates for so many years. Some of their power had been transferred to me when I’d tried to save Caroline from the black roses and the crows several years ago.

      Maybe I could do something with this.

      The storm inched closer, the wind whipping my hair across my face.

      I held my hands out, trying to create the opposite momentum with the wind. If I could slow it down, maybe I could create a doorway and my guards could step out of it.

      But the more I tried to control the wind, the more it pushed against me. The wilder it became.

      And if I tried to step closer, I got that same shocking feeling of it trying to pull me in and take me over.

      The strength of the wind was worsening by the second, though, and I could barely hold my body steady. I didn’t have much time.

      Trying a totally different idea, I turned my focus on a table in the corner that held some ritual items and books. I connected to it with my mind, using my energy to lift the table into the air toward the storm. I was hoping that I would be able to penetrate the wall of wind with the table. If it worked, I could use anything in the room to create a large enough opening in the structure of that storm for them to get out.

      But before the table even got close to the outer edge of the wind, it seemed to almost disintegrate, as if its wood were eaten by the toxic energy of the storm itself.

      My hands fell to my side as tears of panic clouded my vision.

      “What is this thing?” I shouted. “Is this Gladys? Can she do this?”

      Magda just shook her head. “This is not Gladys. Please, Harper. Nothing is going to help them now. We have to go.”

      “Go on without me,” I said. “Get to the Hall of Doorways and use the portal we used last time we came here. I’ll meet you back at the abandoned house as soon as I can. If I’m not there in half an hour, use your stones to call Rend and have him come get you there.”

      “I’m not leaving you here alone,” she said.

      “Then help me,” I screamed, trying to literally pull the storm apart with my powers of telekinesis.

      But nothing was working.

      No matter what I tried, the storm continued to grow until it was covering almost the entire room. I could no longer hear the guards who’d gotten trapped inside. I had no way of knowing if they were even still alive in there, or if this storm was also raging on the other side of the portal.

      Had Lea made it through okay? Was she home safely? Was Mary Anne?

      They had just used this portal. I needed to know if they were safe.

      But we were running out of time. In a minute or two, the entire room would be consumed. There was no way to know how far this would go or what it was capable of taking over.

      There was one thing I hadn’t tried yet, though.

      “Get back down the hallway,” I shouted to Magda, my voice nearly inaudible in the roar of the wind. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Magda nodded and ran back toward the gathering room and the stairs that led back up to the main part of the house.

      I took a deep breath and shifted into white smoke, hoping that somehow, being in demon form would help me to fly through the impassable storm ahead of me.

      But the moment my body shifted, I felt the greediness of that storm. The way it wanted to consume me and all of my power.

      If I got any closer, I knew my power would be gone.

      That was why the guards inside hadn’t shifted to demon form. They couldn’t.

      The storm that had now covered the entire ritual room in the basement at Blackwood had stolen their power in minutes.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, knowing they couldn’t hear me but needing to say it anyway.

      Magda was right. There was nothing I could do for them here.

      Not anymore.

      I flew down the hall and shifted back to my human form as I met up with Magda.

      “Let’s go,” I said, throwing one last look toward the ritual room and seeing, with horror, that the swirling shadows of the storm’s edge had expanded into the hallway.

      I reached for my ruby bar and touched the nine for Cormac.

      His voice came through in static again, and I prayed that he could hear me.

      “Tell Franki to get her vampires out of here,” I said. “Blackwood is lost to us now.”

      Terrified, I shifted again and carried Magda up the steps, through the foyer and up the grand staircase to the second floor. The Hall of Doorways was our best chance of getting as far away from this place as possible. We flew up the narrow staircase and threw open the door to the five-sided room.

      The two guards I’d placed up here to keep watch stepped forward, fear and surprise mixed on their faces as I shifted back to human form.

      “We have to get out of here, there’s—”

      But my voice was cut off by the strangled cries of both guards as two giant, scorpion-like creatures materialized out of the wallpaper behind them. The stingers at the end of their tails sank into the necks of each guard, and the lights inside their eyes dimmed.

      Both fell to the ground, dead with a single sting of the creature’s poison.

      This couldn’t be happening. Two more of my guards gone and both of our paths home blocked off.

      “Alexandra,” Magda whispered as she conjured a shimmering magical barrier that cut off the attack of two more scorpions that had appeared behind us.

      There were four of these things inside the room with us now, blocking off both the door inside Blackwood and the entrance to the Hall of Doorways. I immediately conjured fire on the tips of my fingertips.

      So, Alexandra had decided to make herself known to us. The citrine priestess had remained somewhat of a mystery all this time, other than the fact she was the youngest of the five sisters and rumored to be in charge of the European gates.

      Apparently, she had decided to get revenge on us for attacking her sisters.

      Either that or she was really pissed off at Magda.

      Whoever was behind these attacks, one thing was apparent. Whatever relative peace we’d had for the past couple of weeks had been shattered, and the war had found us once again.
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      “What’s the plan?” I asked, turning slowly as several more scorpion-like monsters literally crawled out of the room’s wallpaper.

      Magda still had her barrier up, and it was keeping those things at bay for now, but we couldn’t just stand here in a bubble forever. The storm in the basement seemed to be growing, and if it made its way up the steps, it was entirely possible it would take over this entire house.

      I couldn’t even let my mind think beyond that. Not yet.

      I’d only seen creatures like this a handful of times in my life, one of which being the day I’d had to fight Mrs. Shadowford.

      I would never forget the moment she turned into one of these things right before my eyes, giving me one of the great shocks of my lifetime. It had taken everything Jackson and I had back then to bring her down.

      “I take it you’re familiar with these things?” I asked, placing my back against Magda’s. “Creations of your sister or something?”

      “Alexandra’s always had her own brand of horror,” Magda said. “She just loves creating creatures like this for fun. Chimera, she calls them.”

      The word sent a chill down my spine. Hadn’t Lea just said there were chimera in the Witchwood?

      “I’ve always heard these called guardians,” I said, conjuring stronger flames and lightning on my fingertips. We needed to get through that door and out of this house before that storm reached us, or we were all dead.

      “These things are just one of many types of creatures,” Magda said. “She has hundreds of combinations, and trust me when I say these are some of the tamer ones.”

      “Well, let’s kill these before we have to meet any of the others. You keep those two back, and I’ll deal with these two.”

      Flames shot out from my palms, causing the scorpions to make this terrible high-pitched hissing sound. They kept coming after me, but I could tell from the way they moved, they were severely injured. Thankfully, I’d learned that weakness the hard way fighting Mrs. Shadowford.

      When Jackson and I had fought her, we’d only managed to kill her once the thick green shell around her had been destroyed.

      These scorpions were very similar to her, but they were slightly smaller and had a purple tint to their shell. Still, I was willing to bet they were vulnerable if we could burn through their armor.

      I only wished I’d brought my father’s sword, because a quick look around didn’t reveal any kind of weapon that I could see.

      Except, I did have a weapon with me.

      I hesitated, scared to use something that had belonged to Illana or possibly even the High Priestess. But still, a weapon was a weapon, right?

      I reached inside the bag where I’d kept the stones and ritual items Illana had used here at Blackwood the night of our attack. The diamond ritual dagger she’d threatened me with was wrapped in a piece of rag I’d grabbed from the construction area in the castle. I hadn’t wanted to accidentally touch the diamond, just in case it was cursed or held some evil power.

      I kept the rag wrapped around the stone, and while I poured more flames on the scorpion on my right, I focused my telekinetic powers on the one to my left, lifting it into the air by its tail, spinning it around, and then burying the dagger in its exposed underbelly.

      The thing’s tail managed to take one last swing at me before it died, its thick purple blood oozing onto the dagger and my hand in the process.

      “Ouch,” I hissed, pulling my hand back and nearly dropping the ritual dagger as the acidic blood burned my skin.

      “Watch out,” Magda shouted.

      I spun around to find a scorpion’s stinger dangerously close to my nose. Magda had stopped it with a long red snake-like rope that extended from her right hand.

      “Where the hell did this one come from?” I asked, as I used my flame to burn its shell and the dagger to end its life.

      The one I’d previously burned was limping off toward the Hall of Doorways, so I threw the dagger at its back, piercing what was left of its shell and killing it instantly.

      “They’re still crawling out of the wallpaper,” Magda said, spinning around now as she let her magical barrier drop and replaced it with the magic of her red rope snakes.

      The magic seemed to have a life of its own and still be an extension of Magda in a way I couldn’t quite explain. The tails of the snake-like ropes were wrapped around her wrist and forearms, and the extensions seemed to grow as they flew through the air, wrapping around the tails of each scorpion as they tried to scramble across the floor toward her.

      She lifted the scorpions by the tails and to my shock, the end of the ropes turned into snake heads, their jaws coming unhinged as they opened wide and took a huge bite of the scorpion’s sectioned tail. The stinger part of the tail separated from their bodies, and the chimera screamed and hissed

      In seconds, Magda’s snake ropes wrapped around the scorpions’ torsos and quickly severed their heads from their bodies, too.

      Impressed, I met her eyes and gave her a nod of thanks as I retrieved the diamond dagger and wiped it across my jeans to clean it off.

      “That’s not all of them,” Magda said, cringing as four more scorpions crawled from the wallpaper, strategically blocking both doors out again. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      She was right. We needed a way out of this fast. These scorpions obviously weren’t part of some random attack. They’d been given orders to keep us here in this room for as long as possible, which meant that we had to get out of here or we were going to be in some very big trouble.

      “Okay, so here’s the plan,” I said, creating a small circle of flames on the floor around us to keep those things back for a second. “You put that barrier up around us like you did earlier, and I’m going to basically light the entire room on fire.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds brilliant,” she said. “And how do we not die in this scenario?”

      “Just trust me,” I said, not waiting for her permission. We were running out of time here, and I didn't want to stand here trying to explain myself.

      Besides, I was pretty sure she was going to hate this plan.

      For me, it meant focusing on several different things at once, and though I’d spent a lot of time practicing, I needed to focus on something other than her doubt and protests.

      “Here goes nothing,” I muttered.

      “That makes me feel so confident right now,” Magda said, but she did as I asked.

      The second I saw the magical barrier go up around us inside the circle of flames, I closed my eyes and went off the strength of my own mind. I cleared my thoughts, letting all of it fade away but a single white rose in the darkness. A focus point that allowed me to instantly calm myself and connect to the well of power inside me and in the world around us.

      This time, instead of pulling life from the trees, I let the demon side of my power steal life from the four scorpions in the room. I used them to spread the circle of flames at our feet outward toward the edges of the room.

      I could feel the resistance as soon as the flames hit the five sides of the walls surrounding us, and in that moment, I lifted my arms into the air with a powerful exhale, lifting the flames up the walls until they touched the ceiling.

      The level of high-pitched hissing and screaming caused both Magda and me to cover our ears, cringing in pain as the scorpion chimera inside the wallpaper burned.

      “We’ve gotta get out of here,” I shouted, grabbing her hand.

      I threw open the entrance to the Hall of Doorways and terror blossomed in my chest like fireworks, spreading out from my core until my entire body trembled in fear.

      Dozens, if not hundreds, of chimera waited for us in the infinite hallway.

      Beyond that, as far as I could see, a growing mass of shadows gathered until there was nothing but darkness in their wake. Hundreds, possibly thousands of them.

      Where had they all come from?

      A swarm of insect creatures with buzzing wings and bright yellow eyes flew toward us, and I barely managed to slam the door before they made it through.

      “Get out of the way. I have to seal the door,” Magda shouted. “Otherwise they’ll push through.”

      “If we seal it closed, we’ll never get through,” I said.

      “Harper, we’re never getting through all of that alone,” she said.

      “Where did they all come from?” I asked, my heart pounding as something pushed hard against the door. “And what was that growing mass of shadows behind them?”

      “That was horror itself,” Magda whispered. “If you thought Hazel’s obsession with turning witches into dolls was horrifying, you have no idea just how horrible Alexandra’s creatures can be. Now, get the hell out of my way if you want to survive the next five minutes.”

      Creatures pushed and banged against the door. The wood creaked against the increasing pressure.

      I’d been holding it closed with my body, but now, I put the strength of my mind behind it. Stepping away, I held both palms out toward the door. Even still, with everything I had holding that door closed, the wood still bulged from the weight and power of the attack coming from the other side.

      Magda placed one hand on her heart and lifted two fingers of her other hand into the air.

      “Et oblinito ianuam,” she said, tracing the edges of the door frame with her fingertips. Red light filled the cracks around the frame, flashing before it turned to stone.

      “That should hold it for a few minutes,” she said. “But we need to get out of here.”

      “We’ll have to go back through the house,” I said, my heart pounding against my chest.

      Please, don’t let it be too late.

      “Let’s go.”

      I leaned down to quickly check the two guards who’d been watching the door, hoping that the scorpion’s sting had merely knocked them out, but the second I touched the first one's hand, I knew it was too late for her.

      Magda checked the pulse of the second guard and shook her head.

      “He’s dead,” she said.

      “Dammit,” I said. “This is all my fault. I should have listened to Angela. Coming here put everyone at risk.”

      “Harper, we don’t have time for you to be feeling guilty right now,” Magda said, a hand fluttering to her throat as she stared down the narrow staircase to the second level. “The storm is here.”

      Her words knocked the breath from my lungs. If that storm had already spread from the basement to the second floor, it might already be too late for us to make it out alive.

      But we had to at least try.

      “Hold on tight,” I said to Magda as I shifted into white smoke and searched for any pathway around the tumultuous rain and swirling shadows. I flew down the narrow steps, keeping high to the ceiling of the second floor to avoid the darkness that had consumed the floor and most of the hallway.

      The sheer force of the wind made it difficult for me to fly, but I put everything I had into it. I’d come too far to let something like this bring me down. I was not going to fail now.

      I followed a pinprick of light across the ceiling and travelled around the corner to the grand foyer, where the top of the amethyst chandelier was just barely visible above the storm clouds that expanded upward from the center of the room.

      I pushed my abilities and my power as hard as I could, racing against time as the last of the sun’s light disappeared through the glass panels of the front entryway.

      Glass shattered all around me as I flew through it, seeing no other way out of the mansion.

      I’d never been so happy to see pure sunlight in my life, but I didn’t dare stop until I’d made it to the edge of the woods more than fifty yards away.

      There, we took human form and struggled to catch our breath as we stared at the dark, swirling storm bursting from the windows of the house. The darkness slithered along the outer walls of Blackwood, as if it were a living organism, expanding and growing.

      “You’re hurt,” Magda said, ripping a piece off the bottom of her blouse to wrap it around my hand and wrist.

      “I’m okay, but we have to find the vampires and get the hell out of here,” I said, afraid maybe I was in shock. My entire body trembled.

      “Look,” she said, pointing toward Blackwood. “I think it’s stopped.”

      I didn’t trust it at first. I couldn’t tell if the storm had actually stopped expanding or if my eyes were playing tricks on me.

      After a few seconds, though, I could see that she was right.

      The dark storm had settled over the estate like the dome over my father’s city, but instead of protecting what was inside, it had consumed it.

      From here, I could see no sign of the house itself, or the people who’d been trapped inside.

      “Who could have done this?” I asked, exhausted and scared. “You said those creatures were Alexandra’s creations? Did she do all of this? Or was this Gladys, too?”

      Magda shook her head, fear in her eyes like I’d never seen before.

      “This wasn’t Gladys,” she said. “Or Alexandra. Those chimera were made by Alexandra, but I’ve never seen her use so many at once. And a storm like that could only have been conjured by one person.”

      “Who?” I asked, afraid I already knew the answer.

      “The High Priestess,” she whispered. “She’s taken back the amethyst portal.”

      “And the Hall of Doorways,” I said, knowing we would never be able to safely travel those doorways again.

      But it wasn’t the loss of the portal or the doors that caused my body to tremble and my chest to tighten.

      It was the storm that raged before our eyes.

      The demon I loved more than life itself was currently heading straight into a magical storm that most likely looked exactly like this one. Only, he thought it was a wall. A barrier that once he sailed through, would be harmless.

      But we’d misunderstood that storm this whole time.

      It wasn’t just a wall meant to keep us from the continent to the west.

      It was a dome designed to consume the demons inside of it.

      With trembling hands, I pulled the ruby bar from my pocket and reached out to Jackson on the second stone.

      Please answer me.

      I ran my fingertip across the top of the stone and thought only of his face. Of him safe on the deck of the ship, the way he had been when they’d first sailed away, excited for the adventure ahead.

      They had to turn back now, before it was too late. We knew it might be dangerous, but this storm was beyond anything I’d ever imagined.

      If they went too far, they might truly never come back.

      Please, Jackson.

      But there was no answer.

      The bar slipped from my hand, landing with a thud on the ground as my knees finally gave out and the reality of what just happened came crashing down on me.

      The timing of this was no coincidence. It was masterful. Purposeful.

      Magda was right. This was not the work of her sisters.

      This was the work of her creator, and I had a sick feeling this was just the beginning.
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      I made it home in record time and found Mordecai waiting for me in my quarters.

      “Tell me exactly who’s missing and where they went,” I said, tossing my bag into the corner and quickly braiding my hair to get it out of my way as I leaned over the maps he spread across the table.

      “Erick and Joost were here by the Witchwood,” he said, pointing to nearly the exact location on the map Rend and I had been studying half an hour ago.

      “And how do you know they’re missing?” I asked, refusing to panic. “Maybe they just haven’t had a chance to check in.

      Mordecai’s dark eyes sought mine.

      “They sent a distress signal,” he said. “I wanted to get out there right away, but with everything else going on, I wanted to talk to you first. Do you think this could be a trap?"

      I steadied my breathing, trying to stay calm, despite the fact that these were two of my best friends we were talking about here.

      I walked over to my bag and pulled out the maps Rend had given me just to double-check the locations.

      “Where did you get these?” Mordecai asked. “And what exactly am I looking at here?”

      There were intricate markings and colors all over the weathered, yellowed maps of the Northern Kingdom. There was no key that I could tell to explain the meanings of the symbols.

      “I’m not sure what everything means, but these maps came from Rend’s sister, Ariella,” I said.

      Mordecai’s eyes widened. “Dang. I didn’t even know Rend still had these. He lost her a long time ago,” he said softly.

      “Yeah, and this is exactly where he lost her,” I said, pointing to the spot on the map where our two best friends had just gone missing.

      This particular spot was marked with the symbol Silas had sworn he’d seen before. The symbol he thought might be fae.

      Two lines ran parallel to each other and then curled at the top and bottom. The lines were crossed with a v shape in the center.

      “What do you think it means?” Mordecai asked, his eyes moving over the papers.

      “It means we need to find our friends as soon as possible,” I said. “When Ariella went missing all those years ago, she was taken by a hunter who dragged her through an emerald portal. All those gates are closed now, and we’ve also stopped traffic through amethyst, sapphire, and ruby by this point, too.”

      “That still leaves citrine, though,” Mordecai said. “Is that still active? Are they still pulling demons through?”

      “As far as I know, they still are,” I said. “Mary Anne and Essex are going to try to find the ring and put a stop to it before it’s too late, but I just saw them at Blackwood. It might take them days, if not weeks, to find it.”

      “Lea, if the Order has taken our friends—”

      “You don’t even have to say it.” I placed my hand on his arm. “We’re going to find them.”

      I was about to lay out our plan to go after our friends when someone knocked urgently on my door.

      “Damnit, who would bother us here?” I asked, crossing to open the door when it swung open on its own.

      Anger bubbled up until I saw the worried look on my father’s face as he crossed over the threshold.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Sorry to disturb you, but there’s been an incident,” he said, glancing at Mordecai suspiciously.

      I kept forgetting that my father didn’t know and trust my friends the way I did. For all he knew, Mordecai was another outsider. Someone who had gone with me to the human world when I’d left my duties behind.

      Soon, I’d let my father know that Mordecai was a top choice for the new council I’d be putting together. I wasn’t ready to take over as queen quite yet, but we definitely needed a new council, and I was determined to appoint demons I trusted.

      “You can speak freely,” I said to my father. “Mordecai is one of my most trusted friends.”

      The king cleared his throat. “Just as Tatiana and Walther were some of mine.”

      “No,” I said firmly, raising my finger toward him. He was not allowed to make that kind of comparison. “Not like them at all.”

      I took a deep breath to calm myself. I was letting this whole thing get to me. My father was right to be suspicious of everyone and everything, and I needed to understand that.

      “Sorry, some of our friends have gone missing, and it has me on edge,” I said. “Tell me what this incident was and how I can help.”

      With a wave of his hand, my father shut the door behind him and then stepped closer to us.

      “Your friends aren’t the only ones missing,” he said. “There are two Stone Guardians missing from the basement.”

      I shook my head, not sure I’d heard him right.

      “Say that again,” I said, praying I’d simply misunderstood. I wasn’t sure I had the mental capacity to handle this and my friends going missing at the same time.

      “As you know, we have a pair of guards stationed in that room at all times, day and night,” he said. “This morning when the daytime crew took over, there were two Stone Guardians missing. They claim there is no other sign of activity down there. There’s been no break in. Their bodies are just simply gone.”

      Mordecai sat down hard in the chair beside my bag.

      “Please don’t tell me I just heard what I think I heard,” he said, bringing a hand up to his forehead. “There are Stone Guardians in the city? Where?”

      I swallowed and paced the floor.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this? You don’t think this would have been a good thing for us to know before two of those things went missing?”

      “Stop, okay. I know I should have mentioned it before, but for obvious reasons, we were trying to keep this a secret,” I said. “Besides, they’re dormant. Or broken. I don’t know. They don’t have hearts, basically, so we were hoping that meant they were powerless.”

      Mordecai stared at me, his eyes wide with disbelief.

      “Powerless?” he asked. “Then how did they get out? These things are tall, right? Like giants? And they just walked out of the city? How would we not see that?”

      “He’s got a point,” I said, thinking of the configuration of the room beneath the dungeons. “There’s only one way in that I’m aware of, which means there’s also only one way out. And yes, I think we would have noticed if a giant Stone Guardian had walked up the dungeon steps into the streets of the city. Were there at least scrape marks or footprints to follow so you could see which direction they walked?”

      “We aren’t sure they walked anywhere,” my father said. “There’s no sign of movement at all. It’s more like they simply disappeared.”

      I wanted to grab a decorative pillow off the sofa and scream into it for about five minutes straight, but instead, I did what I could to maintain my fractured composure.

      “Disappeared is one thing,” I said. “But the question is where will they reappear? Because if they are alive or activated, we could have a major catastrophe on our hands here. People are just getting to where they feel safe walking the streets. If one of those giants gets loose, there’s no telling how many could be injured or killed before we figure out how to subdue or kill one of them at full power in the middle of a giant city.”

      I didn’t say it out loud, but without Aerden and his golem, I honestly had no idea if we’d be able to defeat one of them. My attacks had been useless when we’d battled Kael in the arena, and the same had been true for all of my father’s guards.

      A Stone Guardian as powerful as that could probably wipe out most of the city. Millions of demons.

      Thinking about it nearly dropped me to my knees.

      Joost and Erick missing.

      Two Stone Guardians gone in the blink of an eye with no explanation.

      Aerden and Jackson approaching the storm any minute now across the sea.

      Could this day possibly get any worse?

      As if to mock me, the ruby bar in my pocket vibrated. I ignored it. It was probably Harper letting me know they’d all gotten home safely, and right now, I couldn’t afford any distractions. I’d reach back out to her later.

      For now, I needed a plan for how I was going to deal with all of this.

      I paced the room, thinking it through. Of course, I wanted to be the one to go search for my friends, but how could I leave the city with two Stone Guardians on the loose?

      I was the only one in this castle who had faced one and defeated it, even if I hadn’t done it alone.

      I had to stay here, as much as it broke my heart.

      “Mordecai, go find Andros. Tell him about what happened and work with him to choose an elite team of no less than a dozen to go looking for Joost and Erick,” I said. “I want you to go with them, so that you can look for any hints or clues. If you find any personal belongings, like their backpacks or anything, bring it back here to me. Take the ruby bar so you can let me know what you find. Keep your eyes open for that symbol on the maps.”

      “What do we do if we find it?” he asked.

      

      “Proceed cautiously, and take in every detail. Nothing is a coincidence or an accident here. Assume the Order is there and waiting for you, you got me?” I asked. “Trust your instincts.”

      “I’m on it,” he said. “What will you do about these guardians?”

      “I’m still trying to figure that out, but in the meantime, mention it to no one. Andros knows, but other than him and the very small group here in this room right now, pretty much no one else knows what’s beneath this castle, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Mordecai tilted his head to the side. “They’re beneath the castle? Are you kidding me, Lea? You seriously didn’t think it was a good idea to—”

      I put my hand over his mouth and shook my head. “Just get our friends home safely, okay? You can tell me how stupid I am later.”

      Mordecai pulled me into a brief hug and whispered in my ear, “Okay, I’ll bring them home. I promise.”

      “You better,” I whispered back, burying my face against his chest the way I’d done a thousand times when I needed a friend over the past fifty years or so.

      Everything was going to be okay. I just had to take it one step at a time and trust that we could do this together, as a team.

      If only we’d had those maps before I’d sent them out there. There was something too eerie about the timing of this.

      Like it was all connected.

      Like someone had been watching us.

      But how?

      “Have you ever heard of people referring to the Witchwood as haunted?” I asked my father after Mordecai had left the room.

      “Of course,” he said. “Everyone knows there’s strange things that happen in the Witchwood. It’s very dangerous. People have reported strange sightings of creatures made of shadows and a witch in a white dress or a white cloak. She haunts the woods like a specter, they say.”

      My eyes widened, and my chest tightened.

      “Wait, a woman in white?” I asked, thinking of the white-cloaked woman from my memories of the key. “I’ve never heard that before.”

      “It’s likely just a story people tell,” he said, waving it away as if it were nothing.

      But I knew better. Someone didn’t want us going in those woods. The question was, what were they so desperate to hide?

      “All stories have some truth or purpose to them,” I said.

      “What are you getting at? You think your friends were taken by a ghost?”

      He shook his head and patted my shoulder.

      “They’re probably just lost. Those are thick woods up there. It’s easy to get turned around in the darkness. I’m sure they’ll be fine. However, this matter with the Stone Guardians is quite serious. We need to see to it right away. You made the right decision staying here.”

      Yes, I’d made the decision I felt I needed to make to keep the demons of this city safe, but that didn’t mean I believed Joost and Erick were lost. Something more was going on here.

      There were too many connections.

      It was like some giant puzzle was being laid out in front me, and I was being challenged to figure it out before everyone I loved was taken from me.

      “Have you ever seen a woman in a white cloak walking the castle grounds here? Or the city?” I asked.

      Father chuckled, but when he met my gaze, he wisely put a stop to that nonsense.

      “You’re being serious? Lazalea, there are people wearing cloaks of every color here in our city,” he said. “I probably passed five people wearing some different color of cloak or gown on my way here to your rooms just now.”

      I shook my head.

      “This wouldn’t be just any cloak. I’m talking about a pristine white cloak made of thick brocade fabric and lined with silver thread, almost like it was glowing from within.”

      I sat down, picturing the memory as clearly as I could, despite the fact that I’d been knocked out by its intensity when I’d first seen the woman in the white cloak.

      There had to be something else connecting these things together.

      I hopped up and pulled him toward the map, pointing out the symbol Ariella had drawn.

      “What about this?” I asked. “Have you ever seen this symbol before?”

      My father visibly recoiled from it, turning his face toward the wall.

      “I don’t remember,” he said.

      “You wouldn’t have a reaction like that to it if you’d never seen it before,” I said, standing to take his arm. “Can you remember anything about it? Or a woman in a white cloak who might be associated with that symbol in some way.”

      He stood still and tense before finally shaking his head and collapsing into a chair by my dressing table.

      “What is it?” I asked, kneeling at his side. “What’s wrong?”

      “I know this sounds strange, but I got this strange feeling just now that there’s something I should know about this. When I try to recall it, though, I can feel my mind resisting it, like there’s a wall hiding it from me,” he said, his face looking aged and weathered. “I don’t like feeling that way, Lea. It’s too similar to the way I felt with that diamond controlling my mind. It’s like being locked away from myself.”

      I hugged him, knowing this couldn’t be very easy for him.

      “Father, have you ever known a memory recall spell to jump around in time?” I asked. “Like fragments of different places, rather than a single thread or scene?”

      My father stared straight forward, as if seeing nothing at all for the longest time, and it scared me to death to see him that way again. I was about to shake him or run for help when he finally seemed to snap out of it.

      He clutched my hand and looked at me, fear in his ancient eyes.

      “Something terrible is happening here, isn’t it?” he asked. “I suddenly feel as if the next breath might be my last.”

      I wanted to believe he’d been cured of whatever damage the High Priestess and that diamond had done to him, but at moments like this, I could see the truth.

      He might never fully be the king and father he once was.

      Which meant that saving this city and the demons of the Northern Kingdom was my responsibility, whether I was truly ready or not.

      “Come on,” I said softly, helping him to his feet. “Let’s get you back to your room for a while.”

      He nodded. “And where will you go, dear?”

      “I want to speak to the demons in charge of the Stone Guardians,” I said, straightening as if I could already feel the weight of a crown on my head.
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      I awoke on a beach of black sand in a land with no sunlight.

      My body ached, and I was fairly certain from the way a scream ripped from my lungs when I tried to move my arm that it was broken in several places.

      I struggled to sit up, shivering as I pulled my legs from the water that lapped against the shore. One painful motion at a time, I pushed myself back from the sea and onto the strange beach.

      I needed to find Aerden, but as my eyes focused and I truly looked around, I gasped at the wreckage that surrounded me.

      Our ship, the Wind Dancer, had been crushed into hundreds of pieces, now strewn across the black sand. And from the looks of it, ours was not the first ship to meet this fate.

      Nor the hundredth.

      All along the shore, the corpses of shattered ships dotted the coastline.

      Some had been completely destroyed, while others were like skeletons of their former selves, tattered sails still whipping in the constant wind and rain.

      There was no sign of life.

      I looked up at the dark sky, which now looked like one massive covering of ominous clouds and dark shadows. From what I could tell, there was no actual sky visible from here. No sunlight peeking through. No space between the low-lying clouds.

      Before we’d been pulled into the storm, it had been daytime. Five suns had flooded the sky with light just this morning.

      But the moment our ship had been consumed, the light had disappeared almost completely.

      I wasn’t sure exactly how much time had passed since we’d first been sucked into the storm, but it hadn’t been enough for night to have fallen.

      Which meant that now, we were well and truly stuck inside the storm itself, and both the sun and sky were lost to us here.

      Aerden’s books and Trention’s suspicions had been right. There was land here, but it was obvious to me now that what we'd once believed to be a wall keeping us out of something was not that at all.

      This storm was a prison, more likely designed to keep something inside.

      Or something hidden.

      Whether or not anyone else was still alive over here, though, had yet to be determined. From the looks of this particular shore, I didn’t have high hopes about it.

      How are we ever going to get home?

      I shook the thought away before I let it fully take root.

      First, I needed to find my brother and make sure he was okay.

      Whatever he’d done right before our ship was obliterated had likely saved my life, but had it also saved his?

      I couldn’t allow my thoughts to grow as dark as the clouds swirling overhead, or I might lose myself forever. Instead, I turned my mind to the task of standing up without passing out.

      The slightest movement blurred my vision, and I collapsed back onto my butt, needing to catch my breath.

      Which was honestly embarrassing since all I’d done was move two inches at best.

      At least no one was here to see the mighty Wrath crying out in agony from a few scrapes and bruises.

      I wanted to lay my head back against the sand and just sleep it off, but I had a very strong feeling I wasn’t safe out here, exposed on the beach like this.

      And neither was Aerden.

      He was definitely alive. When I closed my eyes, I could sense his power and connection to me immediately. I’d always been able to sense him in the mysterious way twins had with each other, but when I really focused on him, it was almost like I could feel the rhythm of his breath and the steady pulse of his heart.

      And there was something else here, too. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but the sheer power of it was like a siren song, calling to me. I shook my head and beat my hand against the sand. I had to find Aerden. Nothing else mattered more than that right now.

      We could explore this desolate place later. Together.

      I closed my eyes and timed my breathing with his, which sounded kind of ridiculous in my head. But something was happening here.

      Instinctively, I knew which direction to go to find him.

      Unfortunately, however, it was not the direction I’d been hoping to go in.

      To my left down the beach, the sand was relatively smooth and clear of any large ships. I could see quite a ways down, which also meant I could tell that no one was hiding there or waiting to ambush me..

      To my right, however, was a ship graveyard.

      A million hiding places out there in the semi-darkness. Plus, I’d have more debris to search through in order to find him, which meant I needed to deal with this pain.

      The constant wind and light rain of the storm swirling overhead and all around was nowhere near as violent as it had been right at the edge before we’d passed through it, but it was enough to make all of this incredibly annoying. I had to at least try to stabilize my arm before I tried to walk in this weather.

      If I could just grit my teeth and bear the pain long enough to maneuver into a sitting position, I might be able to take my shirt off and tie it into a makeshift sling. It wouldn’t be easy, but what choice did I have?

      I certainly couldn’t shift into my shadow form and try to move down the beach that way. Aerden and I had both tried that as our ship approached the storm, but something here had definitely blocked our magic.

      Or had it?

      I shook my head against the pain that kept rolling over me like dark waves.

      What exactly had happened out there?

      When the storm took us, there was darkness.

      Not the way it was dark on the beach now, where the light was muted and grey. Inside the wall of the storm, it had been utter obscurity. A pitch blackness like I’d never known in my life.

      As a demon who could see in the dark, even the thought of it now sent shivers down my spine.

      Another clue that my magic had been blocked or stolen from me.

      Even in Peachville, when the witches had bound my magic, I still had the ability to see in the dark. In a way, they had only dampened my powers.

      But the wall of that storm had seemed to erase them entirely.

      Still, the last thing I remembered as Aerden and I stood together on the deck of the ship, the boards beneath our feet being ripped apart, was a warm amber light, almost like the flicker of firelight, except stronger.

      It had come from Aerden’s fingertips, surrounding us completely as the storm obliterated our ship. If it hadn’t been for his timing, passing through that wall of shadows might have torn us apart the same way.

      When the darkness and the light collided, the ship flew into the air, as if caught in a tornado that shredded it to pieces.

      I didn’t even remember hitting the water.

      I must have lost consciousness at that point, but how long ago was that?

      I thought of trying to shift again now that I was on the shore, but with my arm in such bad shape, I wasn’t sure it was possible anyway. I needed to try to heal it first, if I could.

      I called Aerden’s name several times, hoping he was close enough to hear me and at least cry out to let me know he was okay.

      But there was no answer.

      Besides, it probably wasn’t the smartest idea to start broadcasting my location.

      There was no way to know who—or what—might be out there.

      So, I needed to test and see if I still had access to any of my healing powers out here. It would likely take an enormous amount of focus, and I was usually better at healing other people than I was at healing myself, but I had to try.

      I took several deep breaths and closed my eyes, shutting out the sound of the crashing waves and the constant roar of the wind in my ears, the rumble of thunder in the distance. Instead, I thought of Harper’s face.

      The way her brown eyes seemed to sparkle with light when she smiled. I focused on her eyes, as if I were looking into them now, and I poured all that emotion into the core of my being, relieved and shocked when an ice-cold energy roared to the surface.

      I’d expected my power to be completely inaccessible, the way it had been in the water.

      But this? This was incredible.

      What usually came to me like a slow trickle of energy, less than half as powerful as Angela’s ability to heal, now poured from me like a rushing river.

      In fact, it came so fast and with such force, I struggled to control and channel it.

      Carefully, I lifted my glowing palm to my opposite arm, moving the power up and down to find the broken and shattered parts.

      With my limited powers of healing, the most I would normally have been able to do was numb the pain and reduce the swelling.

      As I channeled the light through my arm now, though, I could literally feel the shattered bones in my arm fuse back together.

      At first, it hurt so badly I had to bite my tongue just to stay steady and to keep from losing my connection to the power flowing through my hands.

      But after a moment of intense pain that made my head swim, an equally intense relief spread through my arm and down my entire body, repairing bruises and scrapes I had barely even been able to feel beneath the pain of my arm.

      I pulled my hand away and stared at the pulsing blue light.

      What was happening here?

      But before I could even get my mind wrapped around the question, shadows moved in my peripheral vision.

      So much for not broadcasting my presence. I’d just lit up this entire beach like a freaking Christmas tree.

      I dropped the light and quickly scrambled back toward a cluster of grey stones behind me.

      “Aerden?” I said again, hoping to hell that was him.

      All it took was a single screeching cry from the shadows for me to recognize that not only was it not Aerden, it was my worst nightmare.

      Hunters.

      And they had me surrounded.
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      I stood staring at the spot where Blackwood was supposed to be, wondering if I had the strength to face this.

      Was Jackson trapped inside a storm like this one? Its greedy shadows sucking the power from his body the way it had tried to do to mine?

      Ryken, a massive vampire who towered over me at well over six-feet-five inches tall with muscles that scared me just to look at, emerged from the edge of the woods about five yards away. He had a machine gun hanging from a strap on his shoulder which, under different circumstances, might have made me laugh.

      Why did a vampire need a gun?

      But I faintly remembered Rend making some kind of joke about it himself, saying Ryken was ex-military and kind of obsessive about his weapons.

      Seven vampires followed him as he walked toward us.

      “What happened in there?” he asked, his eyes lingering on Magda’s exposed neck for a long moment before he dragged them away.

      How was I supposed to answer that question? I still didn’t even understand it myself.

      “Keep your eyes to yourself, if you don’t mind,” Magda said, attempting to pull the collar of her blouse higher.

      Ryken smiled at her, not-so-subtly running his tongue along one of his long canines before they retracted back slightly.

      I had no idea exactly how Franki had managed to keep these guys satisfied without the blood of witches to feast on, but whatever she and Rend were doing to keep them all in line, none of the vampires had lost control around me or Magda, and if there was going to be anyone who was tempting for these guys, it would have been Magda.

      They seemed totally in control, though. I had a feeling he was just messing with Magda because he knew he could get away with it.

      “You didn’t lose anyone inside, did you?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I wanted like hell to come in there and grab the two of you and pull you out, but Franki told me to stay put, just in case something happened out here,” he said. “She said you warned her it could be dangerous for us, but I thought it was supposed to be our job to look out for you.”

      If we were just looking at size, I could see why he would think it was ridiculous for me to be giving him orders or telling him to stay put while I was in danger, but there was really nothing he could have done in there to stop that storm.

      “I didn’t want any of you coming through that front door and being sucked into that storm, or whatever it is,” I said. “We were trying to get out through the amethyst portal when it first appeared, so we ran up to the Hall of Doorways, instead.”

      “It was in the Hall, too?” A white-haired vampire they called Frost stepped forward.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said. “But we met with other challenges up there.”

      Ryken’s eyes dipped to the scars on my forearms. “Are you okay?”

      “We’re fine,” I said, suddenly remembering that I was bleeding. Awesome. “Is this going to be a problem?”

      Ryken cleared his throat and the veins in his neck pulsed, but he shook his head.

      “We’re good,” he said.

      “Well, consider the Hall of Doorways totally off-limits from now on. It’s filled with creatures Magda says were created by her sister Alexandra, the priestess of the citrine demon gates.”

      “She calls them her pets, but we all call them chimera,” Magda said. “They’re all strange experiments she’s performed over the years. Mixtures of different species of creatures and types of magic. Often, they began as humans, like hunters.”

      I shivered at the thought of what those poor people had been through at the hands of the citrine priestess. Was there no end to the horror?

      “Either way, don’t go in there. Trust me,” I mumbled.

      “What do we do about this place, then?” Ryken asked, nodding toward Blackwood.

      I needed to figure out what was really going on here, and if this storm had really stopped expanding. I also wanted to see if it was possibly the same type of magic Jackson and Aerden would be facing in the Shadow World, not that there was anything I could do from here. I just wanted to know how all of this connected.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said. To Magda, I added, “Stay here and don’t move a muscle.”

      “You can’t seriously be leaving me here with a group of vampires,” she said.

      But I was already gone, shifting to white smoke and flying as high into the air as I could.

      I circled the property, flying around toward the mountains at the back of the mansion and trying to get a good look at just how far out this storm extended.

      From the looks of it, the storm had stopped growing, which meant whatever magic had been placed on it was incredibly specific. In fact, the shape and practical purpose of it reminded me a lot of our own domed city the way it arched over the top of the entire mansion.

      In fact, it was almost exactly like our dome, only this version was malevolent.

      The dome over the southern kingdom’s city was designed to keep the demons and witches inside it safe.

      This storm appeared to want to destroy or harm anyone unlucky enough to get trapped inside. My heart ached for the guards I’d had to leave behind. There was no way for me to know if they were alive or not.

      They would have each had small ruby communication stones to use so they could check in with Cormac at the command center, but since my ruby bar had been drained by the storm’s energy, I couldn’t check in with him to see if he’d heard anything.

      Which meant we needed to try to get back to Brighton Lake as quickly as possible.

      Normally, we would have gone back through the amethyst portal and flown home from there, or we would have gone through to one of our safe houses in the Hall of Doorways and flown from there to Brighton Lake.

      Now, however, without a fully-established portal system of our own just yet, we were stuck here in Wyoming, more than fifteen hundred miles away from Brighton Lake. Getting home was going to take some time, and by using my demon magic, I’d inevitably leave a trail that could be followed by the Order of Shadows.

      Still, it wasn’t like Brighton Lake was some big secret. The Order not only knew it existed, they were certainly well aware of the fact that we had built out our defenses there, as well.

      As I circled Blackwood again, I went through a dozen possibilities in my head.

      I kept coming back to the fact that I needed to get home. The Council would have to meet immediately to figure out how to protect ourselves from further attack. We needed to triple the security on the rose portal, and we needed to get Willow working around the clock on creating a protective dome around the entire command center.

      We couldn’t afford to lose what was basically our only remaining usable portals between the human world and Shadow World.

      I guess deep down, I knew this was coming, but every time a new attack started in this war, it made me feel helpless. Everything was going to shit, and it wasn’t a coincidence, either.

      We needed to figure out if this was the citrine priestess’s work, or if Gladys Black had rigged the entire mansion with her traps a long time ago. Maybe we just missed something on our sweep, and our activity inside today set it all off.

      But if I was being honest with myself, I didn’t really believe that, either.

      The High Priestess was finally making her move, and if we were going to protect ourselves, we needed to figure out who the hell she was.

      I hoped Magda would be able to shed some light on that.

      I flew back down to where Magda had surprisingly not moved at all. Usually, she was more rebellious when I gave her an order, but she must have been pretty shaken up by the whole storm-trying-to-kill-us thing.

      Or maybe it was the whole surrounded-by-half-a-dozen-bloodthirsty-vampires thing.

      “What did you see?” she asked.

      “It’s a dome like the one over my city,” I said. “Only this one is obscuring everything inside, so I can’t exactly tell if what was in there has been disintegrated and destroyed? Or if it’s all intact and just hidden. Either way, it’s off-limits to us for the foreseeable future. Magda, earlier you said you’d never seen anyone cast a storm barrier like this before, right? What makes you think it’s the High Priestess?”

      Magda wrapped her arms around her midsection, as if she were freezing cold.

      “Because I’ve been working with Willow—who is a very talented young demon, by the way—to create a magical dome here in the human world, and so far, it’s been an impossible task,” Magda said. “And that dome is basically just a shield. The type of magic we cast all the time. We simply don’t have enough consistent power to maintain it. This, though?”

      She shook her head, her eyes fixed on the storm clouds, all perfectly encased inside the dome, as if a glass had been placed over the top of a violent, smoky fire.

      “Magic like this would take an incredible amount of power to create,” she said. “But to keep it going? This is like the problem of the dome but add a powerful, magic-negating tornado inside of it that is also intelligent enough to know exactly what to consume and where to stop. It’s elegant magic. This is not something a normal witch or demon could pull off. Not with a thousand human sacrifices. And there has to be enough power to keep it going.”

      So, who could possibly have that kind of power? Would an ancient fae be able to cast magic like this?

      A face immediately came to mind as Magda spoke, and I wondered if, yet again, we’d trusted the wrong person.

      Sabine.

      She was certainly the single most powerful supernatural being I’d ever come in contact with.

      And she was the one who had sent Jackson and Aerden into the storm over in the Shadow World. She’d given them that note, knowing we were desperate to put an end to this war. Knowing Jackson would trust her, because it was his abilities she was playing around with.

      She made us believe they needed to go toward the storm to find the answers we’d been seeking all this time.

      But what if she’d sent them there to trap them? Or kill them?

      What if she’d planned all this time to steal their power?

      The rumors we’d tracked down about the storm said any ship that sailed toward it was never seen or heard from again.

      We knew it was a dangerous mission, but because of Sabine and the things Aerden had learned from his friend Trention, we had all agreed that it was worth the risk, so long as we had a chance to find out the truth about the western continent.

      They were meant to investigate. Get as close as possible without getting into any trouble.

      But what if something had gone wrong? What if the only thing to be found anywhere near that storm was malevolence and death?

      I closed my eyes, attempting to calm my mind and steer my thoughts back to something a little less hopeless.

      We’d found a way out of impossible situations before, and I wasn’t about to give up now.

      “We need to get back to Brighton Lake and find out if anyone knows where this storm originated,” I said.

      “What do you want us to do?” Ryken asked.

      “Do you have any ruby stones that work?” I asked.

      He nodded and pulled a stone from his pocket, freely handing it over to me. “This will contact Franki,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      I activated the stone and gave her an update on the situation here.

      “Contact Angela and Cormac. Tell them to go on complete lockdown,” I said. “I want every soldier we have on high alert. Put guards on the main entrance, double the guards at the lake on the human side, and be on the lookout for anything or anyone who seems out of place. We’re being attacked on multiple levels, and I don’t think it’s over.”

      “Of course,” Franki said. “Anything else?”

      “Get in touch with Lea to make sure she got home okay. I want someone to check the other side of this amethyst portal to see if the storm is also there in the Shadow World, or if it stops here,” I said. Then, my mouth dry, I added, “And see if you can reach Jackson or Aerden. If you can, tell them what happened and that I said to turn around immediately.”

      “And how are you going to get home?”

      “I’ll have to fly back to Georgia, which is going to take time,” I said. Especially since I was going to have to carry Magda with me.

      It wasn’t that she was heavy. Once I was in my smoky shadow form, nothing really seemed to have much weight. It was the distance more than anything. I would have to focus my power for hours just to get us back, and I didn’t want to take breaks.

      I knew I could make it, but it was going to exhaust me to do it quickly.

      Still, what choice did I have?

      Taking my time with it or taking breaks along the way would just put us in further danger.

      “I’ll tell the guards to keep an eye out for you at the lake,” she said. “If you need anything in the meantime, just let me know. Keep this stone for now, so you have something. Ryken has more. I’ll have him stay there for a while and keep an eye on the property at a distance until we hear from you.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

      I broke the connection and quickly went through the plans with Ryken and the others before finally turning to Magda, who sighed and shook her head.

      “Can’t we just rent a car or something?” she asked.

      She hated flying in demon form this way. Apparently, even two-hundred-year-old priestesses could still be terrified of heights.

      “Just don’t think about how high up we are,” I said. “Keep your eyes closed and try to relax, because the more stressed and struggling you are, the harder it is for me.”

      “Stressed flyer?” Ryken asked, a smile teasing at his lips. “I can help with that.”

      “How?” Magda asked, taking a step backward.

      He held a tiny vial of amber liquid up toward the sunlight.

      “Sleeping potion. I’ve always carried them around to subdue nasty witches when they won’t come peacefully,” he said, his eyes cutting toward me with a wink.

      I snatched the potion away from him, knowing full well that it was an energy drink Rend had given all of the vampires so they wouldn’t have to sleep for days while out here on patrol.

      “Stop messing with my priestess,” I said, putting the potion in my pocket, just in case I needed it for myself.

      The seven vampires all laughed, but Magda didn’t find it the least bit funny.

      “Just do it,” she said, stepping close to me.

      I didn't wait for her to change her mind, because at this point, we were well out of choices.

      I grabbed her arm and in an instant, shifted to white smoke and flew into the sky, pointing us toward Georgia and Brighton Lake, nearly two thousand miles away.
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      There were six guards on rotation down here keeping watch on the Stone Guardians at all times, and my father and I had both sworn them all to secrecy at the risk of death and dishonor.

      They were as trustworthy as any demon at this rank and level in the King’s Guard, which I had to admit wasn’t necessarily saying much after the way we’d been betrayed by those we thought faithful, like council members, friends, and family. Heck, even Ezrah, who I trusted with my life on so many occasions, had betrayed us all and disappeared into thin air.

      For all we knew, he could still be hiding somewhere in the city at this very moment.

      There were more than five million demons living in the city of Leuxia right now, and with the refugees pouring in from other villages and cities throughout the north, we could be at five and a half or more by the end of the fifth sun.

      It wouldn’t be that hard for a demon to hide in a crowd, especially if he had friends or allies here who would keep him hidden.

      And I wasn’t about to waste the time of the few men I did have on the guard to start going door to door.

      Still, if there were enemies inside the city, and now possibly missing Stone Guardians on top of it, we were going to need more trustworthy and honorable guards. We had to rebuild our army, and we didn’t have much time. The Council was just going to have to agree or step aside.

      I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I could only deal with one situation right now, and the priority was figuring out what the heck had happened to the Stone Guardians who had disappeared from this room.

      Was it possible one of the six guards we had working down here had let someone else in?

      And then what?

      Like Mordecai said, how could a fifty-foot-tall statue made of stone have gotten out of these sub-dungeons without anyone seeing them?

      There were a couple of possibilities running through my mind. One was that there was another, secret way in and out of this room. That might be why no one saw the guardians leave, especially if there was some passageway from here out of the city. That would be a ridiculously long tunnel, though, and it seemed insane to think we wouldn’t have known about its existence.

      Then again, we didn’t know of the existence of this room, either, until I’d followed Kael down here.

      The second possibility was that someone out there had the magical ability to shrink these things down at will or to teleport them out of here. I definitely did not like that possibility. Not one tiny bit.

      I thought of the way Kael had looked like one of us. He’d been a demon in every way that I could tell, until he suddenly wasn’t.

      What if these guardians could also turn into normal-looking demons when they were activated?

      We could end up with a city full of Stone Guardians and have absolutely no way to tell who they were.

      The six guards stood side by side, their eyes straight ahead and their expressions serious as I questioned them.

      “Who was on duty last night?” I asked.

      “We were, Princess,” the woman at the end said, nodding her head. Her name was Mikela, and her partner’s name was Aleksei.

      We always had them here in pairs, partly to keep them safe. Partly to keep them honest.

      “Did you see anything suspicious at all while you were on your shift? Any movement or something out of place? Even if it seemed coincidental or unimportant, every single thing could be an important clue right now.”

      She shook her head, and I could tell when I looked into her eyes that she was completely and utterly terrified.

      And why wouldn’t she be? Behind her, there were hundreds of Stone Guardians. Even one of these things could take out a large part of the city, and we had no real idea how to fight or bring them down.

      It was terrifying enough when they were just standing there like this, completely inert and lifeless.

      But the thought of two getting out of here under mysterious circumstances was truly baffling and scary as hell.

      “Neither of us saw or heard anything unusual,” she said. “We’ve been here every single evening for weeks now, and it’s always the same. We have a specific route we follow, and we count the statues. We even check them randomly throughout the evening, looking at their feet and measuring their bodies for any sign of the slightest movement. So far, there’s never been anything of concern.”

      “Who took over when you left, and what time was that?”

      “We took over, just as we do every morning,” a tall guard named Rory said.

      “Was there anything unusual about the transition?” I asked. “The timing, the feel of the room, anything you can remember.”

      “I wish there was something we could point to specifically, but we’ve been over it several times as a group,” Rory said. “We can’t identify anything that was out of place or that seemed unusual about last night or this morning.”

      “Except for the missing guardians?” I suggested, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes, except for that.” He shifted his weight awkwardly.

      I asked him to explain how they had discovered they were missing and to show me the location where the giants had once stood.

      When we walked around toward the back of the massive room, it was easy to tell where the missing two used to stand. The rows of stone statues were perfectly straight and ordered, like rows of corn planted for harvest.

      Everything seemed to be perfectly in line, except for the fact that the two on the very end in the back were gone. There were still dusty outlines of their stone feet on the ground, and they were so massive, I could fit my entire body inside a single footprint.

      “How sure are we that there are no other entrances or exits to this room other than the one we just came through?” I asked, absently clutching the diamond key around my neck that had allowed us to open this room in the first place.

      “We’ve searched for other entrances, but so far, nothing has been found,” Mikel said. “We’re so far underground here. It’s possible there’s a hidden door, but a hidden staircase or entryways that go all the way up through the dungeons? It’s unlikely.”

      “If I may, Princess, I would like to show you something,” Aleksei said. “I’m pretty good at drawing up schematics for rooms and plans, since I worked on a few buildings with my father before he passed into the Afterworld.”

      I nodded, remembering suddenly that his father had helped to design several of the buildings in the market district. He’d been considered by many to be as much of an artist as a builder, and in many ways, he could be credited with the current aesthetic of our city’s skyline, despite the giant wall that seemed to obscure the beauty Leuxia once was long ago.

      “Show me what you’ve discovered,” I said, walking around the area where the guardians had disappeared from as he spoke, looking for anything they might have missed when they were looking around earlier.

      “I was able to map out the size of this room and figure out roughly what’s above us on each level,” he said. “Obviously the dungeons are directly above us, though I believe that only accounts for about half the space down here. The dungeons themselves are not nearly this wide.”

      I looked around the massive room and could see how he was right. I’d spent my fair share of time in the dungeons, though I didn’t particularly want to think of that ever again. This room was definitely larger in size than any one floor of the castle’s dungeons, even though there were eight separate levels, each stacked on top of one another.

      “What else is above us, then, besides the dungeons?”

      “If you don’t mind, it would be easier to show you on the map I created.”

      “Of course,” I said, happy to see that he’d had the foresight to bring them today.

      We walked over to a large jeweler’s table where Kael had forced artisans to craft sapphire hearts for the Stone Guardians in this room. Or at least that was our assumption about those sapphires, which is why we’d had them moved away from the castle as soon as possible.

      Aleksei spread his makeshift blueprints across the table, and I was impressed with the level of detail he’d put into these drawings. I wondered if I should have him take a look at Ariella’s maps.

      Maybe he’d know what some of the strange symbols meant.

      Of course, creating schematics for a building was very different from mapping out the terrain and power centers of a continent, but it was possible there was some overlap. If not, he might at least know someone who could help

      “The training grounds are on the surface above the dungeons, where the King’s Guard often runs through exercises and training of new recruits,” he said. “It’s actually a much bigger area than most people realize, but much of the training grounds have been out of use for many years.”.

      The out-of-use training grounds were going to be getting a lot more use these days, if I had any say in the matter. I’d already told Andros to start cleaning things up, and we had intentions to have the entire area set up to train thousands of new soldiers by the end of the next week.

      Less than two thousand guards remained in the city by my last count, and that included members of the Resistance army who were now living here. Two thousand was a drop in the bucket compared to the five million residents of Leuxia.

      In peaceful times, that might not be a bad ratio, but we were in the war of our lives, and it was only going to get more intense. Harper seemed to have a naive hope that all we needed to do was take out the amethyst and citrine priestesses and the war was won, but I had a feeling it was going to be a heck of a lot more complicated than that.

      Besides, I didn’t have much hope she’d be able to find a way to free Magda from the Order without killing her in the process. Since Harper had seemed to make friends with that witch, I wondered how she saw that whole thing turning out.

      “Sorry, Magda. You were cool and all, but I’m going to need that heart now.”

      Somehow I didn’t see that being as easy as Harper imagined.

      Plus, I didn’t believe for a second that the High Priestess, whoever she was, would simply bow down to all of us when her five priestesses were gone. I also didn’t think she’d be left powerless enough to tuck her tail and run.

      As I looked around this room, I worried that her ultimate revenge plan might include hundreds of Stone Guardians rising against my city.

      I simply couldn’t let that happen.

      “Princess?” Aleksei asked.

      “I’m listening,” I said, pulling my focus back to the present moment. “So, the training grounds are all above the dungeons. What’s this to the east of the dungeons, then?”

      “As far as I can tell, there are some large storage rooms next to the dungeons on seven of the eight levels,” he said. “Mikel and I checked them out, and there’s not much to report. Two of them seem to be mostly empty, three are filled with supplies for prisoners like uniforms, chains, pickaxes that are used sometimes in the mines behind the castle.”

      I cleared my throat at that, thinking of all those months where Aerden was forced to mine sapphires behind the castle. After everything he’d been through. It was an injustice, and I hated that he’d endured that at the hands of my own father.

      But I was glad, at least, that Aerden had the satisfaction of killing Kael himself. I prayed that moment of victory and vengeance had brought him some level of peace in his heart.

      He deserved the world, and I wanted him to be happy.

      Harper had said they were approaching the storm wall last time she’d spoken to Jackson, and I couldn’t help but wonder how close they were now.

      Dammit.

      I was letting my mind wander again. Not a very good trait for a queen. I needed to get my shit together.

      “And the other two rooms?” I asked.

      “Those we couldn’t open,” he said. “Floors six and seven. The doors seem to be sealed shut.”

      “What about the eighth floor dungeons?” I asked.

      That was where I had been kept, so I knew from experience those dungeons weren’t very clean, and they weren’t often used. I’d been alone in my cell for longer than I dared to think about now.

      “If there are storage rooms next to the other dungeons, it would stand to reason there might also be a storage room on the eighth floor.”

      “Yes, we thought the same thing. But after going to inspect the area, there doesn’t seem to be a room there at all,” Mikel said. “At least nothing we could find.”

      “So then what would be there? Just pure rock?” I asked, looking up at the ceiling far above us. I suddenly realized just how much this place reminded me of the grand hall in the Underground where the Resistance had lived for so long. Built by trolls, everyone had said.

      Only, no trolls that I had ever known had a hand in building this castle.

      Had the castle been built on top of a troll underground without the king knowing it?

      Except for the lack of pillars and passageways leading to hallways full of housing and meeting rooms, this room was almost identical to the grand hall. I don’t know how I hadn’t noticed that before.

      Possibly because of the Stone Guardians that seemed to take up the majority of the space. That was a bit distracting, to say the least.

      “The eighth floor, though, is just above this room, right?” I asked, feeling that I was close to understanding something important.

      “Yes, we believe so,” Aleksei said.

      I carefully conjured a light above the palm of my hand and sent it up toward the ceiling, illuminating a dark, smooth surface that seemed to have simply been carved out of the existing rock. Yes, exactly like the Underground, except that Andros had grown black roses there to manipulate the power of the soul stone.

      This didn’t seem to be the same consistency of soul stone, but I wondered if anyone had looked into the properties of this black stone. Was it the same in energy signature to the black cliffs and the rest of the castle? Or was there something unique about this room?

      “Show me the location of the storage rooms, to the best of your knowledge,” I said.

      “It would be about here, I believe,” Aleksei said, walking to a spot more in the middle of the room near the back.  “Why? What are you looking for?”

      I moved the light along the ceiling until something up there caught my eye. My chest tightened, and I couldn’t draw a breath for a long moment as I tilted my head up, staring at the symbol carved into the smooth ceiling.

      It was the same symbol I’d seen already twice today, both times marking map locations where my own soldiers and friends had gone missing.

      What the hell was it doing on the ceiling of a room filled with Stone Guardians?

      “A door,” I said softly. “I’m looking for a door.”
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      It took us a few hours to fly all the way across the country toward Brighton Lake, but I did it as quickly as I could. Magda was quiet the entire way, which wasn’t really unusual for her, though I had never carried her quite so far.

      I was happy for the silence, because I needed to be aware of our surroundings at all times.

      Even being up in the clouds didn’t guarantee we weren’t being followed. Normal witches couldn’t necessarily follow us up this high or fly through the sky like demons, but as I knew all too well, the Order of Shadows wasn’t just made up of witches. Their influence and allies, whether forced or voluntary, extended as far as demons on the council of a rival kingdom.

      Demons on my own trusted council, too, for that matter.

      Family of the demons I loved most in this world.

      I still didn’t understand why Illana had gotten involved with the Order of Shadows.

      No, not just the Order.

      She’d been purposely placed in our path by the High Priestess, herself.

      Magda and her sister Hazel, the emerald priestess, had not known that Illana was working for the High Priestess. As far as Hazel knew, she had simply captured another powerful demon.

      If she’d had any idea that Illana was working with the High Priestess, she never would have captured her and threatened to place her inside her daughter’s body when she’d planned to reopen the sapphire gates.

      Of course, we knew that the emerald priestess made all of those plans behind the High Priestess’s back.

      That night at Blackwood, Illana had told me the High Priestess arranged for the emerald priestess to capture her, knowing that if Illana used her powers of dream walking to reach out and let us know where she was, we’d come for her.

      It was all an elaborate plot to make Illana seem like a helpless victim and move her into our trusted inner circle.

      But at what expense to the Order?

      The more I thought about it as we flew toward Brighton Lake, the more I realized just how messed up that whole situation had been.

      The High Priestess had planned for her own emerald priestess to fail. It was almost like we were supposed to stop the emerald priestess that night. Why hadn’t the High Priestess tried to stop us and save her emerald gates?

      It was a mystery I hadn’t truly contemplated until now.

      If only Hazel Evers hadn’t gotten away that night, things might have been so different for us.

      My heart ached just thinking about all the sorrow and pain that had been put in place that night. Zara had sacrificed her own cursed life to save me, and she’d been stuck in that cocoon ever since. I’d never even had a chance yet to tell her how much I appreciated what she had done for me.

      And when she did awaken, would she still be the same Zara we had loved? Or would she be completely reborn? A new person with no memories of us or what we’d all been through together?

      Then, I’d been carried away to be tortured and brainwashed, which wasn’t exactly the most awesome experience of my life, even if it had allowed us to save people like Brooke and all the other girls who’d been trapped there.

      And with me captured, Illana had easily won her way back into her brother’s heart and trust.

      I couldn’t blame Jackson for that at all.

      He’d been without his family for so long, and in many ways, he’d never expected to even see his sisters again, much less have a chance to be close to them. He’d been through so much, saving Aerden and then losing him again. Losing Zara and me.

      With Illana there, of course he was going to lean on her for comfort.

      So, had that really all been some massive, orchestrated scheme to get Illana into our castle? Into our lives?

      There was no doubt that while she was living in the castle and pretending to be an ally and a part of our family, she’d been feeding information to the High Priestess.

      That was why we’d had diamond hunters at the Underground when Magda had said we’d face only amethysts. That was why they’d attacked early, because Illana had told them our plan to evacuate before the attack.

      That was also why the ruby bombs in my own castle had detonated off-schedule, killing Tulianne, my handmaiden and friend. Another major loss for Jackson, as Tuli had often been the only reason Jackson got any sleep or ate anything at all when I was gone. She had looked after him in the kindest way, and we had been excited about asking her to join our council.

      She had deserved so much more in her life.

      She was killed because of Illana, who must have changed the timers on the ruby bombs, hoping to set them off when Jackson and I were in the castle.

      Illana was also the reason the diamond hunters had been late to the party when Lea and Aerden had shown up to save Andros in the Shadow World that night. Illana had believed our main assault would take place at Blackwood, and we’d never told her about our plan to lead most of the army to the Shadow World side of the portal.

      We’d purposely kept all of that plan to our smallest possible circle—myself, Jackson, Lea, and Aerden.

      It hurt me not to include Mary Anne in that list, but the smaller we could make it, the less likely we were to fail or get blindsided.

      And yet, blindsided we were.

      Illana must have had some way of communicating with either the High Priestess herself, or with the diamond hunters, directly, because just when it looked as though the Shadow World side of the battle had turned our way, the diamond hunters poured in.

      Late to the party, yes, but there just in time to put an end to all hope.

      As I flew across the country, I thought through the puzzle of the High Priestess and the Order of Shadows. The Order’s priestesses obviously worked for her, but they didn’t always seem to be working toward the same goals.

      The night we attacked Blackwood, Priestess Black had been attempting to initiate dozens of witches into the Order of Shadows all at once. A full moon ritual that could give the new witches incredible power. Surely, that would have been extremely beneficial to the High Priestess, especially after so much loss with the emerald and sapphire gates.

      I’d always assumed the High Priestess wanted nothing more than to make the Order of Shadows as strong as possible. To preserve the Order and to grow the number of witches, thereby increasing their power throughout the world.

      But if that was true, why prepare for a fight against us that night at Blackwood without ever warning Priestess Black or telling her to cancel the ritual?

      Priestess Black had some heightened security at her home the night we attacked, but she didn’t seem to expect our entire army to attack, and she didn’t have the support of the High Priestess’s hunters out there to protect her fortress.

      Certainly, there was more she could have done to protect herself from us, which in my mind, meant that even though the High Priestess knew what we were planning, she never told Priestess Black the full extent of our plan.

      Why not?

      Maybe because the High Priestess had something she cared about more than the Order of Shadows. More than her priestesses or the witches under their rule.

      We’d spent so much time trying to figure out what the Order’s goals were, but what about the High Priestess? What if her goals were separate from the Order itself?

      Maybe I had missed some clue about her motivations by presuming all this time to understand someone I truly knew nothing about.

      In fact, we’d all assumed she was a human witch, just like the other priestesses. Someone who had learned to siphon and use the powers of demons to extend her own life and amplify her own powers.

      But Illana had confirmed that the High Priestess was not a witch, and it was possible she wasn’t a demon, either.

      Perhaps a hybrid of some kind, like me or Azure?

      Neither fully demon nor fully witch.

      Or maybe she was something else entirely.

      Someone even more powerful than all of us. Someone who’d been manipulating everything from behind the scenes this whole time.

      Someone who had bided her time for decades until the love of my life needed to save me from the past, knowing he would come to her and ask for a favor, at which point she’d be able to steal the one memory that had given us both hope and certainty since the real war began.

      Someone with the power to conjure and maintain a powerful storm over the entire Blackwood estate.

      Someone like Sabine.

      It was no coincidence that every possible path in my mind led me back to her. An ancient fae with powers and motivations none of us had ever questioned.

      Until now.

      As soon as we made it safely back to Brighton Lake and the domed city, I was going to research every single thing I could find about her, and if I had to, I’d go to the Swamp of Nightmares and face her myself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Not For Centuries

          

          Aerden

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A hunter’s scream sounded in my nightmares, and my eyes opened to darkness.

      Fear rushed through me, greater than any other terror as my mind took me back to the pure and utter darkness of life inside the statue above the Peachville ritual room. I was back there again. Trapped forever.

      “No,” I shouted, sitting up and smacking my head against something hard.

      My body shook from terror and cold, but the physical pain was glorious. I wasn’t back in Peachville. I was here, in my body.

      So, where the hell was that?

      My clothes dripped with freezing-cold water, and rough sand gritted against my legs.

      But I would take pain and discomfort any day over the darkness of captivity.

      I took several deep breaths until the pounding of my heart calmed enough for me to start thinking about what I could remember.

      “Jackson,” I whispered as our last moments on the Wind Dancer came rushing back to me. I had to find my brother.

      I felt around in the dark, trying to get a sense of where I was.

      Somewhere very close, waves crashed against the shore. I’d somehow managed to lose my shoes in the crash, and there was sand under my feet. I had to still be on the beach, but I was trapped in some kind of structure. A piece of the boat, maybe, judging from the splintered wooden planks under and above me.

      No wonder I’d believed I was trapped in that statue again. I might as well have been trapped inside a coffin, from what I could tell, and without any light, I couldn’t see the best route out of here.

      Okay, no light, but I was a demon with an affinity to fire, after all. I could create light.

      I held my open palm in front of my body and willed the flames to come in vain, which is when I remembered something else from those moments just before we were pulled into the storm.

      I can’t access my power.

      But no, that wasn’t right, either.

      As the ship was being ripped apart, I had practically burst open with power.

      How were both things true at the same time?

      With a trembling breath, I lifted my palm again.

      Bringing up the power I’d first used the night I faced Kael was not something I’d been able to do at will before, but doing it now was like flipping a switch somewhere inside myself.

      Instead of the heat of my flames, I focused instead on the passion of my light.

      A glowing ember ignited across my fingertips, illuminating my temporary prison. I gasped, turning my hand around in front of my eyes as the light brightened and spread across my palm.

      I wasn’t even sure how I was controlling it, but it obeyed my thoughts in a way my power had never done in the past.

      I brightened the light enough to get a full look at my surroundings. I was definitely trapped by part of our ship, but toward my feet, there was black sand that glimmered slightly in the warmth of the light.

      Okay, so I was definitely still on the beach.

      I did a quick check of my own body, looking for any injuries that might be more serious than I realized, since I was definitely going through some type of shock.

      I honestly expected to find some major injury after the way I’d been thrown off the ship in the middle of what looked like a tornado on steroids, but I had miraculously managed to get away without much more than a few scrapes on my legs and arms. My ankle looked a bit swollen, but other than that, I seemed to be okay.

      I prayed the same could be said for Jackson.

      I carefully pushed upward on the boards above me, checking to see just how trapped I was. The structure barely budged at all, but I did feel at least a little bit of give to it.

      If I put all my power behind it, I could probably lift it enough to slide underneath.

      I moved my body into a better position on my back, wanting to get as much leverage as possible. Gritting my teeth, I lifted the side of the boat just enough to roll underneath, grateful there was at least a little bit of light out here.

      Not as much as I would have expected in the middle of the afternoon, but at least I wasn’t stuck in complete darkness anymore.

      I moved to stand right as a shadow slipped by the edge of the boat. I extinguished the light on my fingertips and peered around the broken pieces of wood to watch the shadow glide further down the beach.

      It stopped about fifty yards away, merging with a group of similar shadows, all circling something.

      Or someone.

      “Great,” I muttered.

      What kind of trouble had Jackson managed to get himself into in the five minutes we’d been on this new continent?

      My arms erupted in goosebumps as the thought crossed my mind.

      We’d made it to the western continent. It was real.

      But the barrier storm we’d come through appeared to be much more than just a wall. It seemed to have consumed this entire place, from the looks of it.

      I was anxious to get a better look at our surroundings, but I had to figure out what was going on down the beach. If it wasn’t Jackson down there, I was going to need to find him and get us both the hell out of here as quickly as possible.

      And if it was him?

      Well, I’d potentially have to fight whatever these creatures were that surrounded him.

      And judging from the screams I’d heard and the way these things were gliding slightly above the sand, I had a feeling I knew what they were. I just didn’t want to believe it.

      I looked both ways down the beach before I crouched low and made my way toward the circle of shadows. I tried to shift to my own shadowy demon form, but despite the fact that the amber light had come so easily, my shadow form seemed to be completely inaccessible.

      I couldn’t explain it, but there were parts of my power totally locked away, while others felt stronger.

      Which I had a feeling explained the flashes of icy blue light ahead.

      Jackson was in trouble.

      I carefully crawled my way toward him, sure as I approached that these were hunters of some kind.

      Their robes were much nicer than the shredded and decayed versions I was used to seeing, and a glimpse at some of their faces revealed that these hunters had perhaps retained more of their humanity than the hunters I had encountered in the past.

      But they were hunters, nonetheless.

      And Jackson wasn’t facing just one or two of those things, he was surrounded by more than a dozen.

      They seemed to all be staring at the bright light shining from his hands as he turned in a circle, waving his power around like it was a torch and they were a pack of hungry lions.

      He looked a bit crazy, but it seemed to be working.

      There was something like fear in their eyes, which was an unusual emotion for a hunter. Especially ones dressed as nicely as these.

      Someone here had been taking good care of them.

      The hunters backed up each time he aimed his light toward them and then closed in to get a better look when he turned his back on them.

      Well, two could play at this game, and I happened to have the element of surprise.

      For some reason, I knew I’d be able to bring the warm amber light of my golem up at will, despite the fact that some of my other powers had faded to nothing. It was like when Sabine had simply touched my forehead and the light had flowed out from me like a waterfall.

      I could feel it there, flowing beneath the surface.

      A giant, towering golem might not be such a great idea right now, seeing as how a dozen hunters had found Jackson this quickly after he arrived on their beach. I didn’t want to attract whatever else might be hiding out there, but with the speed at which the fractured daylight out here was already disappearing, I had a strong feeling we didn’t want to be out here in the open any longer than we had to.

      Especially since we still had no idea where we really were or what kind of place this was.

      In all of my research and reading, no one had mentioned anything like this beach, with its storm that blotted out the sky and the constant roar of the wind and pelting rain.

      In the journal I’d read about the western kingdom, it had said it was a beautiful, lush land filled with sunlight and diamonds. Talk about false advertising.

      Was the entire continent like this? Or just the beach? Something horrible had obviously happened here, and I was eager to find out what that was.

      Just as soon as we dealt with these hunters.

      I struggled to my feet, wincing at a bit of pain in my left ankle and a gash that felt sticky with blood on my chin.

      Overall, not too bad for having literally crashed a ship against the shore of a foreign continent.

      The hunters exchanged glances, and several screamed into the dreary semi-darkness that appeared to be a result of the strange storm overhead. When they screamed, lightning flashed far above their heads, lighting up the beach long enough for me to get a good look at these things.

      And to count them.

      Fifteen.

      Crap. This wasn’t going to be easy. How could I possibly get him out of that circle?

      I had no weapons, no idea what power I could use and what was restricted here. Fifteen hunters would have been difficult for us to take under normal circumstances, but here? What if these hunters were stronger than the kind we knew?

      But before I could formulate a plan to get him out of there, Jackson spoke.

      “I don’t want to harm you, but if you don’t give me some space, I will end each of you before you have a chance to get any closer,” he said, his voice way more confident and commanding than I expected. “Tell me what you want with me, or leave me in peace.”

      This, at least, finally revealed the leader of the group.

      A hunter with her back to the water.

      Jackson turned to her, no fear showing on his face.

      “What’s your choice?” he asked, the blue light dancing in his hand growing just a little bit stronger.

      “First, tell your friend to join us,” the hunter said, turning toward me.

      She wore a velvet hood that covered up much of her face, but from the side, she looked young and pretty. When she turned her face toward me, though, I recoiled at the other half of her face, rotting with her cheekbone and half her forehead showing through the decaying skin.

      “Show yourself,” she said, pointing a long, skeletal finger directly toward where I hid behind the debris of another ship.

      Damn. So much for the element of surprise.

      I lifted my hands into the air in surrender and slowly stepped into view.

      Jackson’s shoulders dropped at the sight of me, whether from relief to see me alive or fear that I was caught, I couldn’t be sure.

      “Why do you cower in the shadows?” she asked. A long tendril of dark hair striped with silver cascaded down her shoulders, but she had no weapon that I could see. “You did not escape from the conclave. Where do you come from?”

      The conclave? So, there were survivors here. The fact that she used the word escape didn’t bode well for their safety, though.

      Had hunters taken over this entire continent? The only marking I could see on this one’s robes was some kind of symbol I hadn’t seen before, embroidered onto the back of the robe in a silver, shimmering thread.

      A rune maybe?

      “We don’t mean any harm to anyone,” I said, keeping my hands raised and the flow of my power just beneath the surface. “We crashed our ship, and I just woke up over there down the beach. I was looking for my brother, that’s all.”

      The hunter narrowed her eyes at me, glancing back and forth between Jackson and myself, her eyes lingering on the bright blue light Jackson still carried in his palm.

      “How is it that you carry a flame in this place?” she asked. ““No demon can cast such powerful magic here. Not for centuries.”

      My mouth grew dry at the thought. No casting for centuries?

      I drew an unsteady breath. Something terrible had happened here.

      Was that the purpose of this storm? To dampen the magic of the demons who lived here?

      And if so, how could Jackson and I still use our power?

      The thought of it nearly took my breath away. Some part of me understood it, but I wasn’t ready to admit it yet. I needed to know the truth.

      “We do not wish to fight with you,” I said, lifting my bloodied chin as if I were royalty on this foreign soil. “We simply need time to repair our ship so we can go home.”

      The hunter turned full toward me then, flashing a sinister smile.

      “I do not know who you are or how you are able to wield such power in this place, but I can assure you this,” she said, inching closer to me. “In all my years of service to the goddess, no one has ever left this storm, and you, young one, will not be the first. Not on this day of all days.”

      With that, she lifted one hand into the air and screamed.

      A stream of lightning reached down from the dark and swirling clouds, as if she had commanded it from inside the storm itself. In fear, I backed away, breathless as she turned, holding a bolt of pure lightning in her hand like a spear.
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      Any relief I’d felt at seeing Aerden alive and standing upright was destroyed in an instant when the hunter who’d obviously been put in charge of this group literally called down a lightning bolt from the storm to use as her personal weapon.

      What the hell were we dealing with here?

      I’d fought a lot of hunters in my time, but I’d never once seen one do something like this.

      And apparently she wasn’t the only one with that capability.

      Several of the others standing in a circle screamed and drew down their own lightning spears, which meant Aerden and I didn’t have much time to figure out how exactly we were going to defend ourselves against this madness.

      It was obvious this storm was doing something to our powers. Just standing here, I could feel some of the strength draining from me, but healing my arm or holding the light in my palm made it seem like this place was siphoning the power directly from my body.

      How much longer could I keep this up before all of my power was gone?

      And once it was gone, would I ever be able to get it back?

      The hunter had said no one had cast magic here in centuries.

      I almost didn’t want to think about the implications of that statement. Did that mean there were demons here in this continent? Survivors of whatever had taken place here?

      Demons who no longer had access to any of their own power?

      The idea of it brought prickles of fear along my skin.

      We needed to survive this attack if only so we could figure out what was going on in this place. Otherwise, I had a feeling the tragedy of this entire kingdom might be what the Order of Shadows had in store for our own kingdoms.

      I knew what it was like to have my power stripped away, only to have those above me dictate my every move.

      I would never let something like that happen again.

      Not to me, and not to the demons and witches I had sworn to defend.

      So, basically, we needed to put an end to this group of hunters as quickly as possible and then pray we could either find some of these possible survivors or a way back through that storm.

      The silver-haired hunter reared back and threw the bolt of lightning toward Aerden, but before the shock of white-hot energy could reach him, he shifted to shadow, quickly flying around to the back of the circle.

      How had he managed to shift? I’d thought that part of our power was lost to us, but I realized suddenly that my own ability to shift was back, too. I could feel it pulsing there in my core.

      I followed his lead, shifting and flying between two hunters to catch up with my brother.

      “Nice of you to come rescue me,” I said.

      Standing next to him, I realized he was the source of my demon power returning to me. I couldn’t explain why or how I knew, but we were stronger together, and I was grateful he was here.

      “Here,” Aerden said, lifting something from the sand and throwing it toward me.

      His original axe.

      How had he even known it was here? And where was the other one?

      I didn’t have time to question him, because another bolt of lightning flashed in the semi-darkness of the stormy beach.

      Aerden and I locked eyes in that second, and something inside me ignited.

      Hope.

      Power that had long been dormant, as if some part of me had been asleep my entire life.

      We both had access to something neither one of us really understood or fully knew how to use, but one thing was obvious.

      We were in this together, and together, we could do anything.

      He nodded, and I smiled, lifting my hand and summoning a bright blue wall of energy like a massive shield around us. Aerden had created something similar to surround us as we passed through the giant barrier of storms around this continent, and I had a feeling that energy shield was the only reason we were standing here alive and still able to use our powers.

      Three blinding flashes of lightning hit the barrier I’d created, bringing it down. But the moment the light disappeared, I could feel it being pulled from me, as though the magic itself was attached to the core of my power with a tight string.

      A teardrop-sized remnant of the blue light zipped through the air toward the silver-streaked hunter, and her eyes widened with greed and hunger as the light disappeared into a large, round diamond amulet hanging around her neck.

      I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that it had consumed some piece of my magical power, the diamond glowed from within.

      The hunters standing all moved toward us, their expression ravenous.

      “What the hell just happened?” Aerden asked.

      “I think that diamond around her neck just ate my power,” I said.

      It had awakened something in that leading hunter, too, because her jaw dropped open and she hissed at the other hunters like a feral cat. She raised her arms in the air, spreading her robe out like black wings against the dark and stormy sky.

      The other, lesser hunters lowered their heads and backed away as she flew around them in the center of the circle, hissing and screeching at them.

      “They’re mine,” she said, finally turning her eyes on us. She seemed to grow about six inches taller in the process of claiming us.

      “Well, this should be fun,” Aerden mumbled. “Maybe give me that axe back.”

      I actually loved the heft of this axe, and the confidence it seemed to strike within me, but Aerden was right. He could wield this mighty, double-headed axe with one hand, while I needed two just to control it.

      Until we could figure out where the second axe was, it was more dangerous in his hands than mine.

      I handed it over and focused my mind on the ocean water steps away, conjuring a frozen spear from the waves and drawing it into my hand.

      The hunter called down another bolt of lightning and threw it toward us.

      With no time to cast a barrier, Aerden and I both shifted and split up, moving around the hunter until we were on opposite sides of the beach. Luckily, none of the other hunters around the perimeter stepped in to attack.

      I didn’t fully understand the hierarchy here, but at the moment, it seemed to be working in our favor that this particular hunter wanted us all to herself.

      Her lightning struck the spot where we’d been standing, the energy still sizzling and sparkling across the black grains of sand as I rushed toward her with my icy spear. I aimed for her neck, but she moved a lot faster than I expected, twisting around to the side, knocking me off balance.

      Aerden caught my eye, and I could practically hear him chastising me. This was exactly what he’d been teaching me not to do all those days on the ship.

      As if to show me up, he teased the hunter with a dim glow of amber light dancing across his fingertips. She took the bait, her eyes ravenous as they caught the light of his power.

      She wanted it so badly, she was willing to do anything to get it, like a starved animal.

      Calling down another lightning bolt, she lunged forward, unleashing it toward Aerden. But he was ready for her, already anticipating her movements before she’d decided to make them.

      She only leaned forward for a second, but he used it to his full advantage, flying around her left side and slicing his axe across the now-exposed side of her body. The hunter screamed as blood poured from her side like black acid, her voice reverberating inside my head and making me involuntarily have to cover my ears.

      But not Aerden.

      He was graceful and swift, never missing a beat as the hunter turned on him, gathering her own magic in her hands this time with raw fury in her dark eyes.

      Just before she unleashed a spell that seemed to be made of some thick tar-like substance, Aerden met my eyes for a brief moment and flicked them toward her back. We had practiced this move on the ship, but I’d never actually used it in combat before.

      But he trusted me, and I was not going to let my brother down.

      It all happened in an instant, but Aerden and I moved as one.

      The hunter flung her tar-like spell toward him, and he shifted easily, dodging the mass and throwing the hunter off-balance by flying close to her again. She tried to turn, scared now of the axe he wielded in his left hand and completely oblivious to the fact that I’d now positioned myself and a newly-conjured frozen spear behind her.

      I aimed for her heart and buried the tip of the spear in her back, putting so much force behind the motion that it pierced straight through her. Her scream of surprise was cut off instantly as Aerden reformed and sliced through her neck with a single motion.

      The hunter’s head fell onto the sand, her face still screwed up in a grimace of horror and shock.

      Aerden and I instantly moved back-to-back, ready to deflect further attacks from whatever hunter decided they wanted our power next.

      But instead of attacking us, the hunters fled in horror, their screams growing distant until they were eventually drowned out by the sound of the storm and the crashing waves at our feet.

      “What are the chances they’re gone for good?” I asked.

      “Slim to none,” Aerden said, wiping the blade of his axe across the dark robes of the fallen hunter. “Most likely they’re going for help, and we need to be gone when they come back.”

      “Then let’s find as much of our stuff as we can and get the hell out of here,” I said, wanting to shift to shadow and look around the beach for our bags and other supplies, but at the same time understanding that the more we used our power, the faster it would be taken from us.

      We searched the wreckage there on the beach as quickly as we could, but we’d only found a single backpack, a couple bottles of water, and a handful of Aerden’s books, now soaked through and ruined.

      I loaded the water and any other supplies I could find into the backpack. As I passed by the decaying body of the dead hunter, I reached down and ripped a piece of fabric from the hem of her robe.

      “What are you doing?” Aerden asked.

      I nodded toward the diamond amulet lying abandoned in the sand. It might come in handy later. Besides, some of my power was now trapped inside that diamond, and I wanted to see if I could find a way to get it out.

      I wrapped the fabric around the amulet and secured it into the front pocket of the backpack just as the sound of hunters’ screams echoed in the wind.

      “We gotta move,” I said, glancing up at Aerden to see that he was practically frozen in place, his eyes locked on the single source of light we could see on the continent.

      He seemed to be mesmerized by it, and if I was being honest, something about it called out to me, too. Whatever was over there, it was incredibly powerful.

      No, not just powerful.

      It was familiar.

      I secured the straps of the bag across my shoulders and immediately conjured a fresh weapon made of ice from the waves.

      “What is it?” Aerden asked, nodding toward the light in the distance.

      “I’m not sure,” I said, wincing as another set of screams sounded on the wind. “But we need to get off this beach. Come on, let’s go see if we can figure out what happened on this continent and how the hell we’re going to get home.”
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      As the familiar trees and forested areas around Brighton Lake came into view, my heartbeat settled slightly.

      We were almost home, and everything was going to be okay. It had been a very long day, and I was looking forward to gathering everyone together and talking through our next steps. I needed my community around me, so we could figure this out together.

      While I was definitely interested in knowing more about Sabine and even talking to her if I had the opportunity, I had basically talked myself out of confronting her alone.

      I was angry, but I wasn’t dumb enough to walk into the Swamp of Nightmares by myself.

      “Hey, Sabine, I know this is your domain of terror and you could kill me in the blink of an eye, but are you the High Priestess? Just wondering.”

      That definitely wasn’t going to work.

      Part of me was hoping that I’d get home to find Jackson and Aerden had gotten in touch with Angela since I’d been out of contact, saying they were fine and on their way home. Maybe I was freaking out for nothing.

      I descended to the tops of the trees and then slowly navigated deeper into the forest, flying one pass around Brighton Lake, just to make sure everything looked good and safe. I also wanted to be sure we hadn’t been followed.

      I didn’t notice anything alarming from above.

      They had obviously gotten Franki’s message to increase security, because there were at least twice the normal number of guards stationed around the command center and in the woods surrounding the lake.

      Cormac stood just outside the command center building, giving orders to a few soldiers who seemed to have just come through the rose portal.

      “Magda, are you ready to land?” I asked, unsure if she was even still awake.

      “Yes, thank goodness,” she said, her voice tense and nervous.

      “Here we go.”

      Relieved, I descended quickly, landing just outside the stone wall that circled the roses.

      As soon as I took human form, several of the guards started walking our way while another called out to Cormac. He waved and motioned for the soldiers to stay put.

      I helped Magda get steady on her feet. I knew from experience how disorienting it could be to travel such a long distance in a form that felt so unnatural to you. The first time I’d had to do that was after the Halloween Ball when I’d attacked Lydia Ashworth right there in front of everyone. Jackson left everything behind to take me away that night, and I could still remember just how strange it felt to be back on solid ground after he’d carried me across the country in shadow form.

      “Not so bad, right?” I said.

      Magda looked a bit green, to be honest, and she kept one hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Harper, please let’s not do that again for a very long time, dear, I—”

      An explosion rocked the forest, knocking us both back at least fifteen feet. My body slammed against a tree, and I screamed in pain.

      I struggled to draw a breath, and my vision blurred from the power of the blast, but I didn’t have the luxury of recovery time. We were under attack again, and it was most likely my fault for being stupid enough to come back here.

      I gritted my teeth against a sharp pain in my shoulder and pulled myself to a low crouch behind the narrow pines. The entire command center area around the rose portal was in chaos.

      Smoke rose from some kind of bomb or spell that had gone off near the main command center. It seemed to have taken out part of the wall, and a witch lay motionless on the ground near where the gate had been.

      Cormac took control quickly, even as another blast rocked the area, directing the guards into position around the unfinished wall.

      “Hold your position and protect the roses at all costs,” he shouted, pulling a dagger from his belt. “No one gets through. Someone find our princess.”

      The forest was already filled with shadows this late in the afternoon, but I realized with a start that a lot of those shadows were now moving. Rapidly.

      More of Alexandra’s creatures, from the looks of it.

      They seemed to be crawling out of the ground, falling from the branches, and materializing from the bark of the trees around us, the same way they’d practically walked out of the patterned wallpaper at Blackwood.

      How was she doing that? Had these things been out here watching us, waiting this whole time?

      Or was she nearby, conjuring them right now?

      “Magda,” I said, crawling over to where she lay on the ground, blood trickling across her forehead.

      I gripped her shoulder and shook her hard. She moaned.

      “Wake up,” I said. “We’re under attack, and I need to get you back into the domed city.”

      Her eyelids fluttered open, then closed again.

      Dammit. I needed to carry her, but with my arm in so much pain, I wasn’t sure I could grab her and shift to shadow.

      “Magda, come on,” I said, slapping the side of her face as hard as I could. She’d probably be pretty pissed at me later, but I needed her to carry her own weight this time. “Wake up.”

      She frowned and shook her head, but when I lifted my hand again, she reached out and grabbed my wrist.

      “Don’t you dare,” she said, opening one eye to peer up at me.

      I smiled. “Then get your lazy butt up and help me get this under control.”

      She sat up, sucking a hiss through her teeth as she reached for her leg. The calf of her designer slacks was covered in blood.

      “Well, that freaking hurts,” she said, wincing as she pulled a shard of glass from her leg.

      “Can you walk?” I asked.

      “Give me a second,” she said.

      She touched her snakeskin belt, and I scrambled backward as it turned into an actual snake.

      “What the hell?”

      She shushed me and directed the large snake down her leg to the spot where she’d been hit. It wrapped itself around her wound several times and then swallowed its own tail. Before my eyes, the slimy, scaly snake turned into a bandage that appeared to completely seal Magda’s wound.

      “Okay, now I can walk,” she said.

      Magda’s magic never ceased to amaze me, but I didn’t exactly have time to sit here staring at her leg. I needed to get her somewhere safe, because if the Order snatched her away from us, we’d lose all hope of freeing the ruby gates.

      But when I turned my attention back to the rose portal, my jaw dropped.

      How were there so many of those things?

      There had to be at least a hundred chimera attacking the wall around the roses now, along with about a dozen witches who had emerged from the woods just in the past couple of minutes, all blasting the stone with spells that covered the wall in acid.

      “Wait,” I said, motioning for her to crawl back into the woods with me. I needed to deal with this shoulder, because the only way we were going to get through this without getting completely surrounded was if I could shift.

      And there was no way I was doing that without use of this shoulder.

      I lay flat on my back on the forest floor, maneuvering my body so that my injured arm was out at a ninety-degree angle from my torso.

      “I need you to relocate my shoulder,” I said, wincing at the pain. “Quickly.”

      Magda’s eyes grew wide. “What? I don’t know how to do stuff like that,” she said. “We need to get you to a doctor or to see your sister or whatever. I can’t do this.”

      I gave her a look.

      “Did you see all those chimera out there? We’ll never get through that if I don’t have full use of my abilities, and we’re wasting time,” I said. “So, unless you have a snake bracelet that can do it for you, I need you to take my wrist in both hands and put your feet against my torso. Yep, just like that. Okay, now pull slowly until you feel it pop—”

      I shouted as the bone popped back into place.

      “Was that it?” she asked, her face screwed up in a grimace as she pulled her hands back.

      “Yep,” I groaned. “That was it.”

      I sat up, still in considerable pain, but at least I could move my shoulder. I took a deep breath and centered myself, putting the sound of the explosions and shouts out of my mind long enough to focus on the image of a white rose suspended in darkness.

      The rose was the focal point that allowed me to shut everything else out and reach deeper into my own magic. I tapped into the trees around me, their root systems a part of my magic just as much as my own blood.

      “Here we go,” I said, grabbing her and shifting into white smoke. I flew straight through the chaos of the battle, zipping around and through shadowy body parts of the creatures who’d been mixed together in Alexandra’s experiments.

      Dog-like creatures with three legs and long, lizard tails. Flying insects with shadowy wings and the heads of ravens.

      The ones causing the most damage, however, seemed to be the two-headed chimera closest to the wall. Their bodies were thick and sinewy with claws like a lion, but their heads were rams with twisted horns that dripped with acid.

      I flew around and through the mob of beasts until I’d landed next to the portal of roses.

      “Go,” I shouted, dropping Magda to her feet. “Get inside and tell Angela to have Willow seal the roses off from the rest of the dome.”

      We’d practiced this in emergency drills before, but I’d always hoped we would never have a reason to use it.

      Cormac grabbed my arm, his eyes wild as blood dripped from three deep gashes in his shoulder.

      “Willow’s gone,” he said, nodding toward the woman lying in the grass beside the command center. “They targeted her right from the first blast.”

      “No,” I shouted, shifting to shadow and flying to her side.

      We couldn’t lose Willow. She was a part of our family inside the dome.

      But when I turned her over to check her pulse, I had to close my eyes and look away. Most of her front side was completely unrecognizable. She must have been hit directly with that first blast.

      Tears blurred my vision, but I pushed them back. I had to be a leader here, and that meant saving my emotions for later. Right now, I had to keep the rest of our people safe, but my heart was broken.

      We were outnumbered by more than ten-to-one, and judging from the shadows moving in the distance at the edge of the forest, more were on their way.

      Think, Harper.

      I could order for more soldiers to join us, but to what end?

      So we could lose half our army trying to defend this portal?

      So we could risk having shadowy chimera force their way into a city filled with innocent children who had no idea how to fight? Children like Ryder who trusted me to keep them safe?

      I wiped away the tears that slipped down my cheek as I stared at the beautiful roses my father had planted here for my mother. This place was the last real connection I had with her, and the best proof I’d ever had of their love, but it was suddenly clear what I had to do.

      I stood and drew on my power, flames dancing along the tips of my fingers. I joined the fight, focused on clearing an area around the roses and holding the chimera back long enough to get our people inside.

      “Take the guards through the portal,” I shouted. “Get everyone through as fast as possible. I’ll hold these things off while you move.”

      Cormac shook his head. “There are too many,” he said. “We need to hold the portal from here.”

      I grabbed his wrist.

      “This is not a request,” I said, staring into his dark eyes. “As your future queen, I am commanding you to retreat through the rose portal. Get every guard through and set up a perimeter around the garden. Tell Angela to set up a perimeter around the front entrance, too. Be on the lookout for fresh attacks on the dome itself. I want the city in complete lockdown. No one in or out until I get in touch.”

      He paused, mouth open.

      “What are you saying?” he asked, glancing around at the battle we were so clearly losing out here. “You can’t possibly hold them all by yourself. How will you get through to us? We will not abandon you.”

      “I didn’t choose you for this job so you could question me, Cormac,” I said. “This is the only way you get home to your children and keep them safe. Trust me. I will be okay.”

      A tear fell down his cheek, but he bowed his head.

      “Yes, Princess,” he said, squeezing my hand.

      With that, he gave the orders for our soldiers to retreat to the portal, so I turned my attention to how I was going to hold all these creatures and witches back long enough to make sure everyone here was safe.

      What I needed to do was likely to destroy the entire woods surrounding Brighton Lake, but at this point, all I cared about was saving the demons and witches inside the domed city.

      And I didn’t have a second to lose.

      I dug my power deep into the earth and with a groan, lifted upward with my hands, pulling a wall of compacted dirt about twenty feet into the air. Within seconds, some of the more insect-like chimera had already skittered over the top of the earthen wall.

      I breathed in, drawing energy from the trees and root systems for at least a mile. The canopy of branches overhead shriveled into dust, scattering in the slight breeze that blew all around us.

      I hated to destroy this forest, but I vowed to come back someday and heal the area. For now, I did what I could to make the most of their sacrifice. I poured every ounce of energy I had into creating a shield that covered the top of my earth-wall like a dome.

      I tried not to think of the two people who had taught me everything I knew about shields and domes. Zara, still sleeping inside her cocoon in my castle, and Willow, lying dead at my feet.

      I poured my love and gratitude for them into my barrier, shouting at the soldiers to move faster. I wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer, and I had to hold enough power in reserve to do what needed to be done.

      The creatures outside the circle pounded the area with their hateful magic, the essence of their power bitter and putrid on my tongue as it hit my shield.

      My stomach lurched. I’d never created a shield this large before, and I’d certainly never had so much evil energy absorbed at once. If this was the essence of Magda’s sister, Alexandra, she was truly one twisted person, because this felt even darker than Priestess Evers when she’d attacked me.

      The barrage of spells against my shield nearly brought me to my knees, and the two-headed chimera beasts were already breaking through the makeshift wall of earth. I wasn’t going to be able to hold this much longer, and there were still a handful of soldiers making their way toward the portal.

      “Go,” I shouted, straining against the evil that continued to be absorbed by my shield.

      I stretched the core of my focus even deeper into the earth and outward to the trees all the way back toward where Brighton Manor once stood, drawing it into me, but I was going to have to come up with another solution to this shield. I couldn’t take on that much negative, toxic energy. It was destroying me.

      The shield dropped, and I turned my focus to destroying the chimera who rained down on me from the top of the earth wall.

      I wished for the second time that I’d brought my father’s sword with me today, but I hadn’t expected to need it. Instead, I pulled the diamond ritual dagger from the back of my jeans and sliced the leg off a spider-like creature who lunged toward me.

      A dog-like chimera snapped its jaws toward me, knocking me onto my butt in the dirt. I lifted the dagger upward into its underbelly, getting my legs underneath it and pushing it off me so I could shift and come back around toward the rose-portal.

      The moment I reformed, though, a ram-headed chimera broke through the earth wall and bucked toward me. I braced myself for impact, but before it hit, the head of a snake wrapped itself around the creature, pulling it sideways and squeezing the life out of it, even as it bit the thing’s neck.

      I turned to find Magda standing beside the white roses, snakes coiled around her wrists.

      “What the hell are you doing out here?” I shouted, blasting a steady stream of flame toward a group of chimera crawling over the wall. “I told you to get into the safety of the domed city. Don’t test me here, Magda. Get in there now, before you get us both killed.”

      Magda used her snakes like whips, slashing the chimera who got close to us.

      “You aren’t my future queen, so I don’t have to obey your orders,” Magda said, leaning toward the ground and conjuring a mass of giant snakes with a single word whispered under her breath.

      When she stood, the snakes slithered outward from us in a circular pattern, spreading around the entire area, their mouths open and fangs dripping with some kind of glowing red magic.

      “You need me,” she said, then met my eyes. “Besides, I’m not about to let you destroy this portal and leave me locked in that castle with your sister breathing down my neck.”

      I jerked my head toward her as I formed ropes of white smoke and grabbed the legs of the chimera who’d broken through the wall near me. I flung the monster into the air and back over the wall, slamming him back to the ground.

      I started to deny that I’d planned to close this portal and lock them all inside, but I could tell from the certainty in her eyes that she already knew the truth. How someone like Magda could understand the idea of self-sacrifice was beyond me.

      But I didn’t have the energy or the time to argue with her. It was either accept her help or lose more of our guards and potentially some innocent citizens inside the city before all of this was over.

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “But stay right next to me, or I swear I’ll leave your ass here.”

      Magda laughed. “I’ll deal with these,” she said. “You get the roses.”

      The last guard had disappeared through the portal, but I hesitated. Could I really trust Magda to hold back more than a hundred shadow creatures?

      “Just hold them for a few seconds,” I said, my lip trembling as I turned toward the portal.

      Not because I was afraid, but because destroying the roses here would most likely destroy them in the palace gardens, too. Could I really do this?

      I had grown up most of my life believing that no one wanted me. That I had been abandoned and unloved. A reject and an outcast.

      The truth of my mother’s sacrifice had changed everything for me.

      She knew full well that my father’s identity and power would make me a target for the Order, and that once they got their claws in me, they would either rule me or ruin me.

      And she refused to allow it.

      She’d given up everything, including her own chance at happiness and safety, to keep me alive and free.

      My parents had both given everything for me to be standing here now, fighting to survive.

      These roses had become a symbol of their love for each other and for me over the years, and I had spent hours dreaming of the day when my own children could run their hands along the soft petals of these roses, knowing a life of safety and joy in both worlds.

      Jackson had drawn them in his vision of our future, and I had been so certain of that future with him that I was able to fight without fear. To move forward with hope, knowing that even in moments of hell, there was heaven yet to come.

      But now, losing this portal felt like losing a piece of hope.

      As if something had shifted for us somewhere along the way. Where had we gotten so off track?

      Had we left our destiny behind?

      Were we going to lose this war?

      Not if I have anything to do about it.

      I would sacrifice whatever it took to keep my people safe, and I would not lose hope. They were just roses, after all. The real symbol of their love was standing here now, fighting with all my heart to make sure their sacrifices were not in vain.

      “I love you, Mom,” I whispered, reaching deep inside my core of power and tapping into the gift of fire and flame that came from having Aerden as a piece of my family’s power for generations.

      A roaring amber flame grew hot against my palm, and I sent it down to the ground, stoking the fire until it spread in a circle around us, like a wave of pure wildfire, sending the chimera scrambling back into the shadows.

      I turned to the beautiful roses and took a deep breath, closing my eyes to connect with the delicate root systems that stretched into the earth below. I stretched my fingers out and dug into the air, imagining my power digging into the earth surrounding the rose garden.

      I searched for the roots of each plant with my magic, and when I was certain I had them at their core, at the very root of their power, I unleashed a great cry and pulled them upward, ripping them from the earth with a giant heave.

      To be sure the magic was gone from them, I dipped my power into the ring of fire surrounding us and directed the flames toward the delicate white blossoms, watching as they curled in on themselves, shrinking and turning black as they were consumed.

      Destroying the roses was like ripping my own heart out, but I could not stay here to mourn their loss.

      I had just enough power left in me to flee this place, so I tore my eyes away from the past and looked to my unlikely future.

      I put my hands on Magda’s shoulders, and she nodded her head.

      I shifted to white smoke as flames consumed the entire area, sending ashes of my parent’s beloved rose petals swirling into the air.

      Priestess Love’s horrifying creatures rushed forward to reach us, but they weren’t fast enough. They ran through the rising flames, screeching as they burned.

      By the time they reached the place where we had stood, Magda and I were gone, and the beautiful portal of white roses that had been my path to my father’s kingdom and castle for so many years was destroyed.
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      “Any word on Joost and Erick?” I asked, checking in with Mordecai as soon as I left the dungeons.

      I had about a million things on my mind, and I wanted to get to the library to see if any of the scholars there knew more about that mysterious fae symbol, but I had to make sure my friends were okay first.

      “They still aren’t responding to our calls, and we’ve done a full sweep of the area with no luck,” Mordecai said. “I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but there’s no way they would have abandoned the mission or failed to check in for this long without a reason.”

      My chest tightened at the thought. Where could they have gone?

      “There’s more,” Mordecai said.

      I groaned. What more could possibly be going wrong today? I’d had about all I could take for one day.

      “There have been a series of attacks,” he said. “Franki said she’s been trying to get in touch with you, but you didn’t answer.”

      I sucked in a breath. Crap. Someone had been trying to reach me when we were in my room earlier, but I’d been dealing with the news about my friends and the interruption from my father, which of course had turned into an entire afternoon of stressful discoveries.

      “What kind of attacks?” I asked. “Is everyone okay?’

      “Blackwood,” he said. “Just after you left, apparently.”

      He quickly explained what Harper had been through at Blackwood shortly after I’d headed back here.

      “The Hall of Doorways, too?” I asked. “So, it’s like last time. They’re trying to hit us all at once on multiple levels.”

      Were Joost and Erick part of the assault? Did the Order of Shadows know how important they were to me and our efforts to free the gates?

      They’d been a part of my original crew from the moment we broke through to the human world together, one autumn night in a small town in North Dakota. An emerald portal was initiating a young teen girl that night, but the five of us had come through, instead.

      We hadn’t left any witches alive, including the Prima herself.

      I wasn’t exactly proud of my actions that night, but at the time, it was our only pathway into the human world, and we all had vengeance in our hearts. We’d been searching for the truth about Aerden and the Order of Shadows for years on the other side, and I’d just recently lost Jackson to the witches at Peachville.

      Our actions in that town had put a target on our backs right from the start, and I was certain the Order was well aware of who we all were, but my friends had never specifically been singled out like this.

      Which meant it was personal.

      Whoever was behind this wanted to hurt me.

      “You need to get out of there,” I said, the weight of over a hundred years of sorrow and loss falling on my shoulders. “I can’t lose you, too. Where’s Cristo? Is he with you?”

      “Yeah, he’s with me, hold on,” Mordecai said. “Angela’s calling me now. I’m going to patch her in.”

      Another expansion of our abilities now that Magda had offered some of her power to the cause. Ruby bar party lines. Wonders never ceased.

      “Angela? I’ve got Lea on with me, too,” Mordecai said.

      My heart raced as people in the background screamed and sobbed.

      “What the hell happened there?” I asked, racing toward my quarters as we spoke. If Harper needed me in the domed city, I could be on my way in less than twenty minutes. “Is Harper safe?”

      “I don’t know where she is,” Angela said, more stressed and out of control than I’d ever heard her before. “She just destroyed the rose portal. She’s lost her damn mind.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, stopping mid-stride. “Harper did what?”

      “We were being attacked by these creatures at Brighton Lake. I don’t know if they followed Harper and Magda there or if they were there waiting for their chance,” Angela said. “It was hard to tell everything that was happening on the cameras, but there were so many of them. Hundreds. Lea, Willow’s dead.”

      Angela’s voice was filled with sorrow and rage, both tinged with complete terror. And I couldn’t blame her. She’d lost Harper to horrible circumstances before, and I knew from my earlier conversation with Harper at Blackwood that Angela had begged her not to go this morning.

      And now Willow was gone. That was a huge blow to our efforts, since she’d been the most knowledgeable person when it came to the dome itself. In fact, as soon as she got the rose portal dome working, she was supposed to have come to our city to help us create a barrier to hold the Stone Guardians inside the room downstairs.

      I leaned against the black stone wall, the weight of what happened today making my knees weak.

      “We should have stuck to protocol,” Angela said. “But Harper told all the guards to retreat back to the domed city and set up a perimeter. We had a contingency plan for this, but she was supposed to come through with us, not destroy the whole portal. What was she thinking?”

      “She was thinking of you and all the innocent people inside that dome,” I said.

      “Was she?” Angela shouted. “Because she’s supposed to be here with us, helping us protect them here as their queen, not out there running around trying to play the hero with Magda.”

      “Magda’s out there with her?”

      “Yes, which just puts even more of a target on Harper’s back.”

      The tears in Angela’s voice were slowly taking over the rage, and I couldn’t judge her for that. We’d all lost so much.

      I understood where Angela was coming from. Harper’s people needed her. A city without its leader was vulnerable, but it wasn’t like she’d left them without anyone there to lead in her absence.

      “Those roses meant more to Harper than just about anything in the world,” I said softly. “She never would have destroyed them if she didn’t feel it was the only way to keep you safe.”

      Angela didn’t say a word for a moment, but I could hear the hitching of her breath.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” she asked after a long silence. “Whatever that storm is that took over Blackwood has now also taken over the original portal stones at Winterhaven, the Evers Mansion, and Magda’s home at Thornhill. We don’t have cameras at Priestess Love’s citrine mansion, but it’s possible that’s been blocked, as well. None of us have any clue what all this means or what the Order’s planning next. It’s all spiraling out of control.”

      This was bad. Too many attacks on multiple levels. We needed to find a way to get ahead of this before we lost more than we could afford to lose.

      “All you need to focus on right now is keeping the people inside the dome safe,” I said, pushing off the wall and heading in the opposite direction now. I needed to talk to my father. The domed city might need help, and we needed to be on full alert here, as well.

      The next big attack could be at our door already.

      Or worse.

      It could happen here inside the city, and there was no way we were going to be ready to face it fast enough. There wasn’t a moment to lose when it came to getting our new army trained and ready to fight.

      “What about Harper’s ruby bar?” I asked. “Can’t we just reach out to her and ask where she’s going? We need to get her and Magda to a safe place for the night, and we need to try to find a free portal to get them both back here.”

      “No, it’s no good,” Angela said. “The power of that storm drained her com stones completely. She has one that links to Franki, but she hasn’t used it yet. I’m hoping Magda can recharge their stones, but right now, we’re just waiting to see where the hell they went.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to wrap my head around all the possibilities. We needed to all work together and stay in communication as much as possible.

      I didn’t even know how to decide what was most important.

      “Okay, we need to let Jackson and Aerden know what’s happened today,” I said. “After all of this, it might be better for them to head home, rather than try to keep moving that way. I’ll reach out—”

      “Lea,” Angela interrupted, and just the tone of her voice nearly ripped a hole in my heart.

      Some part of me already knew, I think, but hearing it in her voice just made it all too real.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head and putting a hand to my heart. “They can still turn around and head home. It’s not too late. We have to stick together here.”

      “I’m sorry,” Angela said. “I wish I had better news, but we’ve been trying to reach them all day. Jackson and Aerden’s stones have gone completely dark. Drained, we think, just like Harper’s.”

      I struggled to pull in a deep breath as I leaned against the smooth black stone of the pillar at the entrance to the throne room.

      Why had I just let him go like that? Without telling him the way I was feeling?

      The thought of losing Aerden now hit me so hard, I nearly dropped to my knees.

      There was a kind of elegant symmetry to all of the day’s events, and I wasn’t dumb enough to believe there was any piece of it that was coincidental. Someone intelligent had orchestrated this entire day.

      Only, it was more than that.

      This was done by someone who knew every move we made, from my friends looking for refugees to our meeting at Blackwood to the twins approaching the wall of darkness halfway across the world from us.

      Someone who could possibly see a lot more than any of us had ever dreamed. But how was she doing it?

      It felt like being trapped in a spider’s web with no idea exactly where the spider was or how long it might be before she came in for the kill.

      “Lea? Are you still there?” Mordecai asked. “What do you want me to do up here?”

      “I’m here,” I said, straightening as one of my father’s guards passed, nodding his head to me but concern flashing in his eyes. I waved him off before he asked how I was doing. “Call everyone back to the city. Tell them to bring whatever survivors they were able to find so far but to abandon the rest of the day’s plans. Come back to the castle, immediately. Come find me when you get back. I’ll either be in my chambers or in the royal library.”

      “Library?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “We need to get ahead of this before we lose anyone else. Get moving.”

      Mordecai’s stone dimmed as he broke the connection, but Angela was still on the line with me.

      “Increase security on the city’s main entrance,” I said. “You know how to do this, Angela. You’re every bit as much a leader in that city as Harper. Your father would be proud of you and the work you’ve done there. You know what you need to do. Just reach out if you need my support in any way or if you hear from Harper.”

      “Thank you, Lea,” she said. “I will be in touch, but I have one more question. Mary Anne and Essex went looking for the citrine ring again right after they got back here this afternoon. They don’t want to come back until they find it, but I think they should come back. It’s too risky for them to be out there with just a small group of guards, but I know Harper would want them to keep looking. What do you think? From one princess to another.”

      “Let them keep looking,” I said without hesitation. “That ring is the last one we need to shut the Order’s initiations down for good. It’s worth the risk, and they know how to handle themselves. Just tell them to check in with you every hour. If they don’t check in at any point, let me know.”

      “Okay. I trust you,” she said. “We’re going to get through this, right?”

      “Of course,” I said, remembering something Aerden had once said to me that left a mark on me forever. “Where there is life, there is always hope.”

      “Thank you,” she said, softly. “I just don’t know what I would do if I ever lost her.”

      “I’ll check in with you soon,” I said, not even letting that thought into my head.

      We hung up, and I raced toward my father’s study, realizing that even though we’d faced hard times and scary situations before, this was different.

      Somewhere between coming home and learning the truth, I’d opened my heart to the possibility of happiness and love again.

      Which meant that now, more than ever, I didn’t just have something to lose.

      I had everything to lose.
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      I followed Jackson through the growing darkness, off the beach and onto a rockier terrain devoid of all grass or life of any kind. I wished like hell I could see in the dark the way he could.

      I’d been reading journals and various accounts of life on this continent for weeks now, and never once had I imagined it to be like this.

      Desolate was the only word that came to mind, and I had no doubt the Order of Shadows and the High Priestess had been a part of this. Magda had claimed not to know anything about a wall of storms in the sea or a separate continent full of shadow demons, though, so maybe whatever happened here happened long before the Order of Shadows had come to be.

      The hunter on the beach had said no demon had held such power in centuries.

      I wanted to know how long ago this place had been overcome by these storms.

      I did my best to note any memorable landmarks we passed, so that Jackson and I could find our way back to the beach tomorrow during the day to look for the rest of our cargo and weapons, but there wasn’t much left standing.

      We passed a village that reminded me all too much of the abandoned or decimated villages in the Northern Kingdom, only fast-forward about five hundred years. These structures hadn’t been lived in for a very long time, and there was no sign of life to be found anywhere, save for the screams of hunters who might have very well been searching for us.

      Light quickly slipped away until I could hardly see Jackson’s outline as he moved in front of me, but when I looked toward the sky, there was one area in the distance that seemed to light up like a beacon in the storm and rain.

      The moment I looked toward it, I felt the spark of desire deep within. The light beckoned me, and from the way Jackson stared at it, he must have been feeling the same strange pull.

      It was no coincidence he’d been leading us in that direction this whole time, either.

      As we moved further inland, shadows moved everywhere over the desolate terrain. Hunters. No doubt about it. Every once in a while, one came dangerously close, and we were forced to hide in the ruins of an abandoned house or behind a large boulder or hill.

      But where were the demons who had once lived here? Had they all been captured or killed?

      The hunter had said something about a conclave earlier. Maybe that was the source of the strange light in the distance.

      We travelled in silence for another half hour, sneaking through the shadows. There were no trees and no grass. No animals that I could see. Not even the smallest insect buzzed around my head.

      The only sounds were the increasing intensity of the wind, the rumble of distant thunder, and the far-off screams of hunters.

      Occasionally, Jackson paused to listen, staring at something behind us. I didn’t dare ask him where he was leading us or what he saw out there in the darkness. I didn’t want to speak at all until he said it was safe, so I followed for what felt like hours as the storm intensified overhead.

      Finally, Jackson paused and pointed to a larger structure ahead. He tapped a finger beneath his eye, and I nodded, understanding that he wanted me to keep a close eye on him. It had been a while since we’d seen any hunters, but the way Jackson kept glancing behind us, I worried that a group of them might be following us.

      I stayed close to him as he crouched low and crossed a stone road, then disappeared behind the wall of what might have once been a warehouse of some kind. Only part of the roof still stood, but it was enough to keep us sheltered from the wind and light rain for the first time in over an hour.

      I expected we’d be settling in for a rest after such a long walk, but Jackson didn’t take off his backpack or relax at all. Instead, he nodded toward my axe and held a finger to his lips.

      I hardly dared to breathe, even though the sound of the wind in my ears was too loud to hear something as quiet as breathing or even a light sigh out here.

      We had no idea how attuned the hunters were to the sounds of movement or the feel of power in this place, so I figured it was better safe than sorry.

      We’d made quick work of the hunter on the beach, but if all fifteen had decided to come for us, it could have been a bloodbath. I’m not sure we could have survived it. Especially if they all had diamond amulets that would take a piece of our power each time we made a direct attack.

      Jackson stood and peered through a small hole in the stone wall, looking back the way we’d come.

      So, we were being followed. I gripped my axe and readied my stance, just in case. I also kept the flow of my power running just beneath the surface. Hopefully not strong enough that a hunter would be able to sense it, but close enough that if I need it quickly, I could shift or conjure without hesitation.

      My heart raced, ready to face whatever came around that corner.

      But Jackson’s shoulders relaxed, and he motioned for me to lower my weapon as he stepped around the side of the wall.

      “I know you’re following us,” he said. “I can see you there by the broken well. Enough with these games.”

      I stood and peered around his shoulder, seeing no one in the darkness.

      By now, the suns beyond the cloak of storms must have long since set, and whatever moons might have appeared were not strong enough to shine through the clouds and rain that covered this continent in shadows.

      “There are five hunters just there,” Jackson said, pointing off to the right without even glancing that way. He kept his eyes straight ahead. “Maybe fifty yards away and getting closer. This is your last chance to cross to us before we’re separated. Show yourself or lose your chance to ask your questions.”

      At first, I thought maybe he’d lost his mind or was taking a wild chance on there being anyone back there. I certainly couldn’t see any movement in that direction.

      But then, suddenly, there she was.

      A woman with long braids appeared from behind a shadowy structure just ahead and carefully crossed over the stone road, throwing a glance in the direction of the hunters Jackson had mentioned.

      She quickly darted around the side of the wall and crouched there with me in the darkness of the corner. Her skin was dark, and she was tall for a woman. Strong as hell, too, I realized as I caught sight of the weapon she held in her hand.

      My second axe. The replica Lea had made for me, which Jackson still couldn’t hold in one hand.

      This woman had been carrying it this whole way without missing a step, apparently.

      Luckily, she seemed to have no interest in attacking us with it.

      Jackson joined us, holding up a hand to silence us as the group of hunters passed by the area where she’d just been hiding.

      When he was sure they were gone, he removed his backpack and sat down across from me.

      “Who are you, and why are you following us?” he asked.

      “How did you know I was back there?” she asked. “No one can track me. Not even the hunters.”

      “Answer my questions first, and then I’ll tell you.”

      “He can see in the dark,” I said, not missing the nasty look Jackson shot me.

      The woman didn’t miss it either, but she did smile, which was kind of the point.

      We’d found a survivor, and though Jackson was right to be wary of her motives for following us, I was sure she hadn’t come to hurt us. Besides, I was anxious to get some answers about this place, and we weren’t going to get them from someone who was scared to talk to us.

      “I’m Aerden,” I said, extending my hand to her. “This is my brother Jackson.”

      The woman stared at my hand, as if thinking it over for a second before she finally grasped it and nodded.

      “I’m Solange,” she said. “Forgive me for sneaking around, but I didn’t know if you were to be trusted. You show up on the beach today of all days? The first to survive the wall of storms in over five hundred years? Your hands glowing with magic? That can’t be a coincidence. Who sent you? Have you come here to help her? Or to stop this madness?”

      “Stop what?” Jackson asked, glancing down at her hand as she gripped the hilt of my axe.

      “So, you don’t know about what she’s doing at the temple?” Solange asked, narrowing her eyes at us. “What she’s planning?”

      A shiver went down my spine.

      “What who's planning?” I asked.

      Solange looked down at the ground, loosening her grip on the axe and shaking her head as if not fully sure what to think of this.

      “The believers like the one you killed out there on the beach call her the goddess,” Solange said, meeting my eyes. “But to the demons of this world, she is known as death itself. She has taken everything from us, from the light in the sky to the hum of power inside our hearts. And just when we thought there was nothing left for her to take, she took our very souls.”

      Her midnight eyes shone with tears and rage.

      “Come with me,” she said, her jaw tense. “I will show you what she has done.”
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      I couldn’t stay in the air forever.

      Not only was my strength drained from the long, emotional day, I was also afraid of being followed.

      Magic always left a trace, and the demon half of my magic being used to travel fast like this was even more dangerous than witch magic, which could be more easily cloaked or hidden.

      Today, the Order managed to cripple our ability to travel between worlds and cities. We hadn’t even presented the slightest challenge to their power, either. Their attacks were precise and well planned, and other than destroying the roses before any of the chimera got inside, we’d been almost powerless to stop their attacks.

      And it felt like step one to me.

      What was next?

      I needed time to sit down and quiet my mind for a few minutes.

      Actually, what I needed was my full Council around me, so that we could talk through all the possibilities and come up with a plan for how we were going to stop these attacks before things went any further.

      Instead, I was cut off from everyone I loved, travelling alone with someone who could stab me in the back at any moment.

      I had come to trust Magda, but I’d been through too much to let my guard down around anyone but my closest friends. She’d saved my life multiple times now, but she hadn’t earned that title yet.

      She was my responsibility right now, though, and I needed to make sure both of us survived the night. If nothing else, Magda was still the one carrying the ruby master stone, and that meant one way or another, she was the key to freeing thousands of ruby witches and demons from the Order.

      Keeping her safe and by my side was my main priority right now.

      I’d think about tomorrow once the sun came up and we were both still alive and safe.

      I descended from the clouds and searched for a relatively well-populated area, so I could get my bearings. I had no idea what state we were in right now or how far we’d travelled from Georgia. I hadn’t purposely pointed us in any one direction when I’d fled the rose portal.

      All I’d cared about was getting out of there as quickly as possible.

      Now, though, I had to start coming up with a real plan.

      As a Council, we’d created a few contingency plans in case one of us got separated from the group or needed a safe house, but since Illana had known about many of those, we were forced to start all over after she died. We had to assume she told the High Priestess about all of our plans.

      I had been so busy with the refugees from the Underground, the search for more portals, and the plans to start freeing ruby gates that I hadn’t had time to find new safe zones we could count on in times like this.

      But there was one place no one else knew about. Something that belonged to me and Jackson alone.

      Once I figured out that I’d flown us halfway to New Orleans after destroying the rose portal, I stopped in a random field and downed the energy drink I’d taken from Ryken.

      It was a miracle I was still able to keep my eyes open at this point, but I was in survival mode now. I would do whatever it took to keep us safe.

      When I made sure Magda was doing okay, I shifted again and turned north, heading toward Nashville, Tennessee. Jackson and I had spent a weekend there once before all hell had broken loose with the emerald priestess.

      We’d fallen in love with the city instantly, and it had been so much fun to just be normal for a few days, listening to good music, eating at some fun restaurants, and walking down Second Avenue like normal tourists.

      That felt like a million years ago now, but I pushed back against the sadness that threatened to consume me just thinking about simpler days. I’d hardly had a break in the madness in months, and after all I’d been through, I felt like a girl on the edge.

      But I had to keep moving forward. There was no backing down at this point, so I pushed my feelings down and focused on getting us to a safe place.

      Our last night here, Jackson and I had decided to create our own little getaway plan. Something only the two of us knew about, just in case.

      I never expected to actually need it, but right now, I was so very grateful to have it.

      Some of the safe houses we’d set up in the past were actual houses. Often places abandoned by the Order or that were cheap enough we could afford to pay the rent in cash for a year at a time.

      What we’d set up here in Nashville wasn’t as fancy as all that, but it would do.

      “Where are we?” Magda asked, looking around as we landed in an alleyway near the river.

      “Nashville.”

      “Oh, I’ve always wanted to visit Nashville,” she said. “Unlike most large cities, I don’t have any gates here.”

      “We won’t be here long, but when all of this is over, Jackson and I will bring you here and we can all have a big ol’ country hoe-down. For now, though, we’ve got to keep moving.”

      I searched the darkness of the evening for any sign of moving shadows or lingering gazes. When I didn’t see anything out of place or suspicious, I motioned for Magda to follow me up the hill toward Second Avenue. We passed a little basement bar called The Beer Sellar where Jackson and I had played a few games of darts.

      Despite the huge selection of beers on tap, neither of us had tried any of them. That was one of the side effects of never truly feeling safe anywhere. Neither of us wanted to feel altered in any way or so relaxed that an attack could catch us off guard.

      Still, the sound of laughter that poured out of the open door as a group of guys walked inside made me miss Jackson more than ever. Just one hour of fun and carefree laughter with him would feel so good right now.

      “What’s the plan?” Magda asked, almost running to keep up with me. “Why are we walking so fast? It’s been a long day, Harper. Can we just stop for a minute and get some food? Take a breath?”

      I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. We were running for our lives, and Magda wanted to stop for a burger and some line dancing. I decided to cut her a break, though, because I knew how much the flying freaked her out.

      We’d both been through a lot over the past twelve hours or so.

      “Look, I know you’re hungry and tired, but right now, we have no way to know if someone’s out there, tracking the trail of my magic. I picked a bigger city so that we could hopefully get lost in the crowd, but that only works if we completely stop using all of our magic from this moment on. Literally nothing, you understand me?”

      She raised her hands and shook her head.

      “Did I complain? No, I didn’t,” she said. “I don’t need magic to be comfortable.”

      “That means no glamours, no manipulating anyone, no eavesdropping on conversations,” I started, walking ahead.

      She jogged a bit to catch up as we stepped onto Second Avenue and headed across the street toward the entrance to the parking garage.

      “Wait, when have I ever been caught eavesdropping?”

      Now, I had to roll my eyes. There was no containing it.

      “Oh, please. You’re the worst,” I said.

      “I’m not,” she said, pouting.

      After I’d given her the silent treatment for a few steps, she finally admitted to it.

      “Okay, I eavesdrop sometimes, but I genuinely try not to do it very often. Sometimes, it’s just easier to hear the original conversation than to wait for you to come tell me later what you all decided to do. Honestly, I’m saving you time in the long run. You should be thanking me. Besides, if you knew I was listening, why didn’t you just let me into the room?”

      I smiled and opened a heavy metal door that led to the stairway.

      “You don’t seriously think we were letting you listen to everything, do you?” I asked. “It’s not that difficult to cloak the room and cut out certain pieces of what you could hear.”

      “Oh,” Magda said, frowning. “I never considered you would do that.”

      “See? That’s why your precious Order of Shadows is always losing in the end,” I said. “You think your power and intellect is the best. You underestimate everyone you’re up against, thinking there’s no way we could be as wise or powerful as you are.”

      Magda seemed to chew on that for a second as we made our way up to the fifth floor of the parking lot. She was out of breath and grabbing my arm by the time we made it to the top level.

      “Are you sure we can’t use just a little bit of magic?” she asked. When I shook my head, she said, “Then can we at least slow down, please? Those stairs were trying to kill me. It’s been a very long time since I had to climb stairs like that on the power of my own two legs.”

      I studied her face to see if she was trying to be funny or not, but I was surprised to see she was completely serious.

      “You aren’t going to die from going up a few flights of stairs, I assure you. In fact, it might help to extend your life, which you’re going to want to start thinking about if this is your last glamour,” I said. “Once you get free of the Order of Shadows, you’ll need to start really taking care of yourself, Magda. That includes exercise.”

      For a moment, I thought she might cry.

      “That’s just cruel, Harper. Don’t kick a girl when she’s down.”

      I laughed and searched the parking level for the car I’d parked here. Nothing fancy. Just a used Hyundai we’d bought with cash off a college student. Jackson and I had paid the parking fee for a full year with assurances from the manager that as long as the spot was paid for, no one would tow the car, even if it didn’t move for a while.

      Luckily, that manager had been telling the truth, because as we turned the corner, the small blue Hyundai was still exactly where we’d left it.

      I did a quick sweep of the car, looking for any magical traps or mysterious fingerprints. Without being able to cast any magic of my own, I couldn’t be absolutely sure there was no magic here, but everything seemed to check out okay.

      So far, no one had followed us up to the parking level, either, which was a good sign.

      We had to keep moving, though.

      We’d taken a real chance hiding the key in one of those magnetic boxes you can slide under the car, but both of us figured if we were in a real emergency situation, we wouldn't necessarily have the luxury of heading back home to get our keys first.

      If worse had come to worse, I could have jump started the car with my magic, but the key was exactly where we’d left it.

      “Get in,” I said, motioning to the passenger seat as I popped the trunk and retrieved a plain black duffel bag from inside.

      I threw the bag into Magda’s lap and started the engine. Within minutes, we were on our way out of downtown, and within half an hour, we were already on the highway heading north.

      With any luck, our magical trail had stopped there in that Nashville alleyway, so anyone following us that far would have no idea where we’d gone from there.

      “What’s all this?” Magda asked, unzipping the bag and looking through a bunch of things that really should have been obvious.

      “Getaway supplies,” I said. “Cash, a couple of fake IDs, a change of clothes. Stuff like that.”

      Magda dug through the clothes and came up with a protein bar. “Ooh, and snacks.”

      “Sweet, thank you. I forgot I put that in there,” I said, snatching it from her hand.

      She looked so sad and helpless, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Oh, Magda, I’m sorry. I was just messing with you,” I said, breaking the bar in half and handing her the larger half. “We’ll share it.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You haven’t had to take care of yourself much, have you?” I asked.

      She had obviously held her own when it came to battling a bunch of scary creatures back at the portal, but when it came to the simple things like walking up stairs on her own strength or finding food, she seemed lost.

      “It’s been a long time since I was on my own in any real way,” she said. “Ever since I was a teenager, I’ve had people waiting on me hand and foot.”

      “I can’t even imagine growing up like that,” I said, wanting to know more about Magda’s childhood but not wanting to push. She had a tendency to close herself off from me any time I brought up her sisters and their past. “I had to fend for myself everywhere I went. The only time people were watching me was when they thought I had stolen something or that I’d done something crazy like move a lamp with my mind. It was a pretty lonely way to grow up.”

      Magda folded the clothes back up and organized the bag.

      “I know it sounds strange, but you can grow up in a house full of family and still feel like you’re all alone,” she said softly. “But once we were chosen to start the Order of Shadows, we were always together, my sisters and me. It was fun at first, like being a part of something greater than myself. But then, I don’t know. It turned into something I don’t think any of us ever intended. Not until it was too late to turn back.”

      I couldn’t tell if the sadness in her voice was because she missed her sisters or because she genuinely hated what the Order had become.

      Maybe this was her way of distancing herself from what she’d done, but I wanted to know how it had all come to be. How the Order had grown into the organization it was today.

      “Then why keep going?” I asked. “Why not just close the gates and put an end to it, if you didn’t want to do it anymore?”

      She laughed, but the sound could have easily been a sob instead. It seemed to be somewhere in between.

      “I know my sisters and I are seen as the masterminds behind so much of what’s done in the Order of Shadows, but we’re just puppets, Harper. We’ve been puppets from that day in the woods when we first came across the stones, even if we didn’t know it at the time.”

      She scooted down in her seat and leaned her arm against the window, looking out at the flashing lights of passing cars.

      I didn’t want to push her to say more, because I knew how exhausted she was, but at the same time, I’d been waiting for her to open up to me about the truth. She knew more about the Order of Shadows than those of us who had been trying to find answers from the outside.

      She’d been there at its creation, and even if she didn’t exactly know who the High Priestess was in name, she knew more about the mysterious leader of the Order of Shadows than me and all of my friends combined.

      But every time I tried to bring it up, she shut me out. I couldn’t tell if she was too scared to talk about it, or if she was playing me somehow.

      I’d given her a lot of space so far, but after the events of the past few hours, I needed her to start talking. There was too much at stake to worry about her feelings, at this point.

      “Magda, what happened with the stones?” I asked. “You said you came across them in the woods?”

      She nodded, not looking away from the window.

      “It was a long time ago, Harper. I don’t want to talk about that right now,” she said, letting the bag slowly fall to the floor at her feet as she leaned even further against the window, closing her eyes. “I’m going to rest a little until we get wherever it is we’re going.”

      I let out a sigh.

      “Get some rest while you can,” I said, reaching back onto the floorboards in the backseat and grabbing one of the blankets I’d put back there when Jackson and I first set up the car. Back then, I’d assumed it would be the two of us running away from trouble together.

      I certainly never dreamed I’d be handing this blanket over to someone who should have been my enemy. And yet, somehow, I felt sorry for her.

      “Magda?” I asked softly.

      She opened her eyes a little and looked at me. “Yes?”

      “You were the one who came to me, remember? If I’m going to help you and put an end to the Order of Shadows, you’re going to have to tell me what really happened to you and your sisters. I need to know everything you know. We can’t afford to wait much longer.”

      She looked away, taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly as she settled back against the door.

      “I can only deny fate for so long.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, Magda? What does fate have to do with the past?”

      She smiled and her eyes filled with tears.

      “When the time comes, I’ll tell you everything I know, and then for you, just like for me, nothing will ever be the same again.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about or if it was just the exhaustion taking over, but there was a hopelessness in her voice that chilled me to the bone.
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      As much as I wanted to drive straight through the night, keeping whoever might be following far behind us, it wasn’t going to do anyone any good for me to fall asleep at the wheel.

      Rend’s potion had kept me flying at the top of my speed for hours earlier, but now that we were driving, I was losing it. After the third time I’d had to practically slap myself across the face to keep my eyes from drooping, I had to admit defeat.

      I finally pulled off the highway and into the parking lot of the nearest motel.

      It wasn’t a fancy place by any means, but on this less-populated stretch of highway, tired beggars couldn’t be choosers. Besides, the more out-of-the-way we could be at this point, the better.

      Magda groaned and stretched, rubbing her eyes.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      As she woke up enough to see more clearly, she cut her eyes toward me and shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I am not staying in a place called the Roadside Motel. That sounds like the kind of place where people get murdered.”

      I hid a smile. Magda had probably never stayed in a motel in her life, not that I’d had much experience with it myself. A few road trips when I was really young, but right now, I wasn’t exactly trying to be picky.

      “You’re welcome to sleep in the car, if you prefer,” I said, gathering my things.

      “I have a strict three-star and above hotel policy.” Magda followed me toward the office, despite her protests. “We’re travelling on a major interstate. There has to be a nicer hotel close by.”

      “I honestly didn’t look, and since I don’t have a cell phone with me, I couldn’t GPS it,” I said. “Besides, I wasn’t going to make it much further without getting in an accident, and this place only has two cars outside.”

      “So?”

      “So, that means there aren’t a lot of people here to notice us or give any kind of description of us if someone comes asking,” I explained. “The more we can stay under the radar, the better, and you know as well as I do that we shouldn’t use glamours right now. They’ll be looking for any magical signature, and since you’ve got a piece of the Order literally inside your chest right now, I have a feeling they could track us if they really wanted to.”

      Magda sighed and straightened her blouse.

      “Fine but this better just be for a few hours until you feel rested enough to keep going.”

      We stepped into the front office, which was little more than a tiny square box with a high desk inside. The guy sitting behind it was on his phone, and when he heard us come in, he quickly extinguished a cigarette and waved his hand around in the air, as if he honestly thought we wouldn’t notice.

      I didn’t care what he did in here, though, as long as he could get us into a room as quickly as possible without too many questions.

      “How can I help you?” he asked, turning his ball cap around and pushing his glasses up higher on his nose.

      “We’d like a room with two beds for the night, please.”

      “No problem,” he said, tapping some keys on what looked like an extremely outdated computer system. “I just need to see some ID and a credit card. Queen rooms are fifty bucks for the night. Internet and cable are free. No restaurant nearby, but there’s a gas station with a few things just up the road and a handful of vending machines there by the ice machine. Those only take cash, though.”

      I handed over the fake ID I had stashed in the duffel bag and a few twenty-dollar bills.

      “Cash okay for the room?” I asked.

      The guy frowned. “We’re not supposed to take cash only,” he said. “Manager likes to have a credit card on file in case there’s any damage to the room or calls made, that kind of thing.”

      He looked from me to Magda, his eyes dipping to the ruby necklace Magda wore.

      I should have made her take that off. It was obviously a custom piece that someone would easily remember with its snake features and gigantic ruby. Magda, however, didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy rubbing her fingers along surfaces and mumbling to herself.

      I gently kicked her leg, and she frowned, turning her back to me and checking out the coffee machine and TV on the other side of the small box of a room.

      I had a prepaid card in the bag, but I didn’t want to leave a paper trail behind us if I could help it.

      “Look, I understand the policy, but I promise we’ll leave the room as tidy as we found it,” I said, smiling and leaning a bit over the counter. “I’ve been having a bit of a rough time, and I honestly don’t know if I’ve got any money in my bank account right now. I would really appreciate it if you’d let it slide just this one time. We’ll be out of here first thing in the morning, and it will be like we were never here. I promise.”

      The guy looked from me to Magda again, probably trying to figure out exactly what our story was. She was obviously older than me, and even though she was a bit disheveled compared to her usually put-together self, she looked like someone with money.

      Thankfully, though, his phone dinged with another text message, and he seemed much more interested in getting back to that conversation than standing here talking to us.

      “Yeah, alright,” he said, typing in some information, swiping a key card, and then sliding it across the counter. “Room seven. You can park right in front if you want. Ring me up if you need anything.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      I grabbed the key, and tapped Magda on the shoulder.

      She waved a hand toward the guy at the counter, but he’d already gone back to his phone. He already had a fresh cigarette in his mouth, too.

      “Next time, you stay in the car,” I said.

      “Did you see how filthy that place was?” she asked, rubbing her fingers together and shaking her head. “I can’t imagine this is going to be a very nice room, Harper.”

      “Probably not, your highness, but I think you’ll survive.”

      “Tasteless, really,” she mumbled.

      I laughed and handed her the room key. “Number seven. I’ll pull the car around.”

      When I got to the room, Magda had already claimed the bed farthest away from the door and disappeared into the bathroom.

      I kicked off my shoes and jeans, then rummaged through the duffle bag for one of Jackson’s t-shirts, shamelessly burying my face in it, hoping for just the slightest hint of his smell. It had been freshly washed when we’d put it in here, though, so it just smelled like laundry detergent, which was a huge disappointment.

      I took off my tank top and bra and slipped into the t-shirt, wishing Jackson was here with me now. I just couldn’t bring myself to believe he might be stuck inside a barrier of storms like the one we saw at Blackwood earlier today.

      Was it even possible to survive inside of a storm like that? How was he going to get home?

      I climbed into bed, holding the shirt close to my body and missing him more than ever.

      I had to believe we would find a way. We always did, didn’t we?

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen two people so in love,” Magda said when she emerged from the bathroom, freshly showered and wearing some of my clothes she’d grabbed from the bag.

      She ran a small white towel across her hair.

      “Well, you’re both demons, I suppose, but still. I have more experience with people. Over the years, I’ve studied the witches from my gates. I’ve witnessed love before, of course, but usually there are ulterior motives involved. More money or power. Better social standing. More attractive children or a nicer house on the right side of town. It’s rare to see a couple who loves each other so thoroughly they’d sacrifice everything for each other.”

      I didn’t exactly know how to respond to that.

      “I think we had a strong connection the moment we first laid eyes on each other,” I said, then kind of corrected myself. “Well, except when I was a baby and he took me away from Peachville, but neither of us remembered that moment. When I first came to Peachville a few years ago, though, I saw him outside, standing under my window, and it was like a part of me just knew he was mine. It felt like fate.”

      “I have spent a lot of time pondering fate,” Magda said, sitting down on the edge of her bed, one finger running along the snake’s tail of her necklace before she set it on the side table between us. “Are our lives already written for us? Or can we change things? Make different choices for ourselves, even when it seems things are heading in one certain direction?”

      An interesting question for a priestess of the Order of Shadows to be asking herself. How many choices had she made that she regretted in her life?

      “There’s not much we can do about choices we made in the past, but I think we are always free to make whatever choices we want for our future,” I said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe there are certain things we’re destined to experience no matter what choices we make or how hard we try to avoid it.”

      “What is this about?” I asked.

      “I just want to know your thoughts. Like, what about your demon’s vision for the two of you?” she asked. “In the garden someday, a little silver-eyed shadowling playing in the roses at your feet? Is that your fate? Or the result of a very specific combination of choices?”

      I turned my eyes on her.

      “How do you know about that vision?” I asked.

      “I thought you said you were aware of my eavesdropping,” she said.

      “I don’t even remember discussing that anywhere you might have been able to hear it,” I said, pulling the covers over my legs and leaning back against the pillows.

      Magda casually shrugged. “No, but you think about it an awful lot.”

      I nearly choked.

      “What?” I asked, sitting up. “Please do not tell me you can hear my thoughts, too.”

      I’d known enough to block her from listening in on certain aspects of our meetings and conversations in the castle, but my thoughts? That was something I never dreamed I needed to block.

      “Don’t worry. It’s not like I’m constantly listening in,” she said. “Sometimes, I’m not even meaning to listen, but with your thoughts about Jackson, they are often so intense and emotionally charged, I can hear them even when I’m not trying to.”

      I put my hand over my forehead, as if the motion could somehow block her from hearing my thoughts.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” I asked.

      Illana had been able to put dreams into my mind, but I’d never known anyone with the power to hear my thoughts. It was disturbing.

      “Oh, god, are you listening to my thoughts right now?” I asked, placing both hands on the side of my temples. “This is insane.”

      She laughed. “I’m not,” she said. “I do respect you, Harper. I promise I haven’t been listening in and invading your privacy very often. More so in the beginning, when I wanted to be certain I could trust you not to rip my heart out.”

      “Well, that’s comforting,” I mumbled. “Why tell me about it now, then?”

      She smiled and tossed a book on the bed in front of me. “Because fate has caught up with me, I’m afraid, and I need your help.”

      Frowning, I reached for the book and opened it, flipping through the pages again.

      “The roster for the amethyst gates?” I asked. “What does this have to do with anything? I don’t understand.”

      “Flip to the most recent names,” she said. “What do you notice?”

      I turned to the end of the book, my hands trembling.

      The book was nearly filled to completion with only about three pages left in the antique roster. Each name had been filled in with a beautiful cursive script, handwritten by magic itself.

      The most recent initiate was from just a few weeks ago. A sixteen-year-old girl named Robin from South Dakota. Despite her young age, though, her name had a line going through it with a death date noted in the final column.

      “This poor girl died three days ago,” I said, my heart racing as I flipped to the page before it to see every witch’s name crossed off.

      “Wait. All of these names are crossed out,” I said, flipping faster.

      I was five full pages in before I found a name that wasn’t crossed off.

      “Every one of these witches has died in the past few days.”

      I gasped and tossed the book onto the bed as another name was crossed out before my eyes, a death date of today written in as if by a ghost.

      “What’s happening here?” I asked. “Is this Priestess Black? She’s killing her own witches to get her power back or something?”

      Magda shook her head slowly, not looking surprised by this news at all. In fact, she seemed to have expected it.

      “Talk to me,” I said, moving to sit up on my knees. “What does all this have to do with fate, Magda?”

      “Before I can explain what I think this means,” she said, picking up the book and running her hand along the front, “I need to tell you the story of how the Order of Shadows was created. And why.”

      My heart beat faster in my chest, and I sat up straight, clutching the comforter in my hands.

      “So, you’re finally going to tell me why you came to my domed city? Why you want out of the Order of Shadows, even if it might kill you in the process?” I asked.

      I’d been waiting for this story since the day I first met her back in the nineteen fifties when she promised to seek me out if I ever made it home.

      “Yes,” she said, turning to fully face me on the bed. “And when I am done with my story, what happens to me next, dear Harper, will be up to you and your choices.”
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      The hour was getting late, and I had to speak to my father before he retired for the evening, but when I turned the corner to his private study, I was surprised to see the remaining members of the council walking through the door.

      Jailan—a member of the council since before Tatiana and Walther—Izaiah, and Riyah.

      Then, at the end of the line, one additional demon who definitely didn’t belong here.

      Darian.

      Andros had warned me about that guy, saying he’d heard rumors of Darian making a move for the crown, but I hadn’t taken it seriously. My father would never hand the crown over to someone else, so what exactly was going on here?

      My chest tightened, and I looked around the throne room, making sure no one was watching me.

      When we’d freed my father from the diamond that had taken so much of his power away from him, I’d naively believed that his pure loyalty to me had been restored along with his mind. Hell, he’d even told me he thought it was time for me to take the crown.

      Had my protests somehow made him believe I was abdicating my position?

      I considered marching in there behind the others before the door shut and demanding to know why they were holding secret meetings behind my back, but instead, I held back, deciding I might be able to find out more if they had no idea I was there.

      I shifted to darkness and moved along the shadowy edges of the throne room, keeping an eye out for guards or other lurkers. When I was fairly certain no one was around, I moved into the shadows closest to the study door and listened.

      At the start of the conversation, I held onto some naive hope that this was all innocent. A misunderstanding or an impromptu late-night visit to the king to discuss something trivial no one wanted to bother me about.

      But it didn’t take long for the truth to become apparent.

      “Thank you for seeing us so late,” Riya said.

      “I’ll have you know that requesting to leave my daughter and heir to the throne out of this meeting is completely unorthodox and unappreciated,” my father said.

      To hear him say that was a relief, at least, but why was the Council requesting a meeting without me? And why had he agreed to it in the first place?

      “Please, forgive us, Your Highness,” Jailan said. “But we have been with you for a very long time now. We understand the situation here in Leuxia much better than the princess. We know what the demons of this city need in order to feel safe, while Princess Lazalea is only concerned with dragging us back into the war she helped to start.”

      It took all my concentration and willpower not to burst through the door at that statement. A war I helped to start? Was I the one who first started stealing demons from our lands and enslaving them in the bodies of human witches? No, I wasn’t. I merely chose to fight back when none of them would.

      But I held myself back. Arguing my point had done nothing to change the minds of the demons in that room, and I wanted to know what they were proposing to do about their princess problem.

      “Before you argue her points, my king, I would like for you to hear us out,” Jailan continued. “Darian here has been a loyal member of the King’s Guard for over a century. The people admire and trust him. He has come to us with news that a refugee from the Resistance is recruiting demons from throughout the city to join a new initiative to fight back against the Order of Shadows. Why is it that none of us were told about these plans to recruit and train a larger army?”

      If I’d been in solid form, I would have groaned and rolled my eyes. Okay, so my father had asked me to hold off on the recruiting for a little while, and I’d told Andros to go ahead with it anyway. The training hadn’t officially started yet. We were just putting out feelers. Getting an idea of how many would be willing to train and fight, when it came to it.

      What was the harm in that?

      So far, a surprising number of demons wanted to fight back. Almost everyone Andros had spoken to since he and his friends first started asking around had expressed interest in the training. Not that I expected these guys to tell my father that.

      “The princess and I do not have to discuss every decision we make with the Council,” my father said, much to my surprise. He was defending me? I’d probably never hear the end of it, but it was a relief he hadn’t thrown me under the bus. Yet. “The Council is meant to be a group of advisors, not a ruling body.”

      “Of course, my king. It’s just that Princess Lazalea hasn’t been home long enough to understand the delicate balance it takes to maintain order inside the walls,” Izaiah said. “If we start spreading the word that we need more soldiers to join the fight, we also risk spreading fear and panic. We’ve worked so hard to keep the fight out of this city. Our people need to feel safe.”

      “What, exactly, have you come here to propose?” Father asked. “Or have you simply come to subvert my daughter’s authority?”

      “Nothing like that, Your Highness,” Riya said. “We have simply come to propose a solution that might help keep the city safe and calm, while also restoring the people’s faith in our leadership. You’ve no doubt heard the rumors that many within the walls of the King’s City are worried you are no longer fit to rule.”

      “I have,” Father said. “Which is why my daughter and I have been discussing our plan to transfer the crown to her rule. What could you possibly propose that might be a better solution for our people than to be ruled by their own princess?”

      It gave me chills to hear him stand up for me in that way.

      I’d gotten so used to disappointment and betrayal, I had forgotten how to trust my father.

      “You misunderstand us, King. We are not proposing to take the crown away from her, of course,” Jailan said. “We told you before that we are committed to you and to this kingdom. We know we will eventually have to join this fight, and we aren’t opposed to building a new army. We simply believe it would be helpful to soften her leadership a little by bringing someone else into the castle who is trusted by the people. Someone considered a hero, even. Someone they can lift up as a shining example of loyalty and strength.”

      At his words, I could no longer hold there in my shadow form. I pressed my back against the wall, my heart beating faster and my mouth dry. They couldn’t seriously be saying what I thought they were saying.

      “Darian is a reputable demon, beloved by everyone,” Riya said. “Your daughter will make a wonderful queen, and I believe it would be to her benefit to take someone as her mate who is stable and reliable. Someone with a good sense of reason and responsibility, as a counterpoint to her quick judgment. Someone the people trust.”

      “And you’re proposing Darian here as her mate? Is that it? To keep her in line?”

      I felt ill just listening to this. Was there no end to the number of arranged marriages they would make me suffer through?

      “No, that’s not at all—”

      “If you’ll forgive me, Your Highness, I would like permission to speak my heart.”

      Darian. I recognized his voice, even though I had barely spoken to him in years.

      “Your daughter is as fiery and passionate as she is beautiful,” he said, making my stomach twist into knots. “I have admired Princess Lazalea since our days as shadowlings, and it would be a great honor to rule at her side as an advisor and a servant of the people of Leuxia.”

      Oh, he admired me, did he?

      So much, he specifically wanted to keep me out of the room when he proposed? This was ridiculous.

      All they wanted was someone to tame my fiery and passionate nature, as they called it. The fact that they thought a demon like Darian could ever tame me made me furious.

      I would not be offered up as someone’s prize ever again, no matter what my father had to say about it.

      Even still, I held my breath, waiting to hear his response. Arranged marriages here were not to be taken lightly, and I’d already been promised to Jackson and later Kael. Would my father entertain this idea that Darian was next in line for my heart?

      “I appreciate your kind words about the princess,” my father said after a brief silence. “She is indeed fiery and passionate. She is also strong-willed and obstinate, so you’re right. She would benefit from a patient and reliable mate. Someone who would always stand by her side and help her to see reason when passion or anger clouds her judgement.”

      I felt sick.

      “Thank you, my king,” Darian said.

      “But you are wrong in saying Lazalea does not understand the delicate balance here in Leuxia,” he said. “She understands the value of keeping the city safe, but she knows more than any of us that our safety here is but an illusion. She wishes to empower the demons of Leuxia, and judging by the response to Andros’s inquiries in the city over the past few days, I believe this is what the people want, as well.”

      His words took me by surprise, once again. He knew about the recruiting this whole time?

      “As Lazalea has told me more times than I can count, true safety is not found in sitting behind some wall and waiting for the war to come to us. Long-term safety can only come from putting an end to the terror before it gets here and takes everything from us.”

      “It would be my honor to help the princess rebuild the King’s Guard,” Darian said.

      “I’m sure it would be,” my father said. “And I am sure you are an honorable demon with much still to offer in service to this kingdom. But as a mate for my daughter, I’m afraid that is not possible.”

      I let out a sigh of relief.

      “But my king, I beg of you to rethink this union,” Jailan said. “There is no other demon in this city who is more worthy.”

      “Maybe not,” the king said. “But I have put my daughter through enough in her short lifetime. I do not wish to cause her any more pain, and while there may be no demon currently in this city who is worthier than Darian here, I do believe there is a demon beyond our walls who has already claimed her heart. I will not stand between them again. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it is quite late, and I have much to do tomorrow.”

      My father’s words brought tears to my eyes, and I clutched the diamond key, my hands trembling as I shifted and disappeared into the shadows again.

      Was it so obvious to everyone but me that I had fallen in love?

      Why had I been so hesitant to tell Aerden the truth when I’d had a chance?

      And would that chance ever come again? Or had I lost him forever?
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      “How do we know we can trust you?” I asked the woman with the braided hair.

      I’d first noticed her following us shortly after we left the beach, and it was obvious she had watched the battle with the hunter. She’d done nothing to help us, but I couldn’t really hold that against her.

      Especially if she had no powers to speak of.

      There had been fifteen hunters on that beach. A single, powerless demon showing up would have only gotten her killed.

      Somewhere along the way, though, she’d found Aerden’s second axe, and she still hadn’t offered to give it back.

      She must have noticed my eyes drifting toward it, though, because she smiled and held it out toward me, spinning it so the hilt faced me.

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced at Aerden, whose face beamed with appreciation.

      “Not many people can handle that axe without using two hands,” he said. “Not even my brother here.”

      Solange shrugged. “Here, you must learn to be strong in both mind and body,” she said. “They may have stolen most of our magic, but they have not taken everything from us. Not yet.”

      She pushed the axe toward me.

      “Here. Since you can’t seem to stop nervously looking at it, you take it,” she said. She reached into her pocket and took out the depleted soul stone, as well, throwing it onto the dirt at my feet. “This is yours, too. I wasn’t trying to steal them. But I saw you looking through the debris on the beach, and these both seemed too valuable to leave behind. What does the crystal do?”

      I picked it up, wishing like hell there was at least a small charge left. I needed to recharge my ruby bar above all else. Let Harper know we were doing okay. No doubt she’d tried to check in with me today, since I’d told her the storm was close.

      We’d discussed the possibility that the storm itself might knock out our communication for a brief time, but none of us expected it to be like this. We had thought this storm was a wall or barrier, and that once we were through it, we’d be in a land of sunshine and diamonds.

      We never imagined this desolate landscape and the canopy of clouds.

      “Are you alone out here?” Aerden asked.

      Solange nodded. “In a way,” she said. “The rest of my people are hiding in an underground cave nearby. I was on my way to see how far the believers had gotten when I saw flashes of strange light on the beach. It’s been a long time since I saw anyone use magic like that.”

      “But you’re a shadow demon, too, right?” I asked. “How long have you been held captive like this? Without access to your powers?”

      “Longer than most remember,” she said. “Hundreds of years since the Reckoning, when the goddess first appeared, killing our queen and her only daughter. The temple went up in a matter of days, something tugging on the power inside each of us. We tried to fight back, but she conjured beings made of stone that towered above us. None of our magic could defeat them.”

      “Stone guardians,” Aerden said. “I’ve faced one of these myself.”

      Solange raised an eyebrow, her lips parting in surprise before she nodded in respect. “And yet you are sitting here, alive and well,” she said. “Impressive.”

      “You said she conjured them? Do you know for sure that she created them? Or was it possible she just brought them with her?” I asked.

      “She created them,” Solange said. “I did not see this with my own eyes, but demons I trust saw the goddess create them with her own magic. She brought the stone to life by fusing a demon with a diamond stone she pulled from the ground. When she placed the diamond in the giant’s chest, it came to life and answered only to her command.”

      Chills ran down my back.

      “We come from a kingdom across the Sea of Glass, and for the past two hundred years, we’ve also been terrorized by someone who likes to steal the souls of demons and place them inside of something else,” Aerden said, bitterness in his tone. “Only most of the time, it’s the body of a human witch, rather than a stone.”

      Solange’s eyes widened.

      “Then it’s true,” she said. “Your arrival here is no coincidence.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You asked how you know you can trust me?”

      She pulled up the sleeves of her dark shirt to reveal scars that reminded me so much of Harper’s that it nearly took my breath away. Only, Solange had wounds of different shapes and sizes along her collarbone, her arms, her legs, and even across her stomach.

      “I am a survivor, and I have had to fight for my life every day for the past seven hundred years since that storm went up over our beautiful violet sky,” she said. “The moment I looked into your eyes, I recognized the same determination and strength. No matter what they put us through, we are survivors. You can trust me because I, too, have been lost in darkness and refused to give up.”

      Seven hundred years with no light? Her power locked away or stolen?

      I’d nearly lost my mind in Peachville with no access to my power for fifty years. That was nothing compared to what this demon had been through.

      I bowed my head to her.

      “Show us what you need for us to see.”

      I handed the axe back to her and shook my head.

      “My brother’s right, by the way. I still need two hands to lift this thing,” I said. “If we run into any trouble, this might be better off in your hands for a while, though I will want it back before this is all over.”

      She nodded and took the axe, practically twirling it in her hands before hooking it to a strap of leather around her waist. Damn, she really was strong.

      “Which way?” I asked.

      “I will lead you closer to the Temple of the Goddess, but know this,” she said, all hint of her playful smile gone now. “The closer we get, the more believers there are. Move in silence and follow my every footstep. If they leash you, there is no coming back from that. Do you understand?”

      Aerden and I both nodded.

      Yes, we understood, and neither of us would go back to that life ever again. We would die before we let that happen.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      In silence, we made our way across the barren landscape toward the shining light of the temple in the distance, its pull growing stronger with every footstep.
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      There were times when I wished I couldn’t see in the dark, and in many ways, this was one of them.

      The level of destruction here rivaled the worst post-apocalyptic movies I’d ever seen in my life. Only this wasn’t some movie. This was something the demons of this land had actually been through.

      Aerden had read some of the passages from the journals and books he’d brought with him on the ship, and this continent had been described as an oasis. Lush and green with deposits of glittering diamonds that stretched out as far as the eye could see.

      That image couldn’t have been farther from the landscape we traversed as we approached the light of the temple.

      Nothing grew here. Not a single blade of grass.

      Even the dirt itself seemed to be bone dry, despite the constant mist coming from the storm clouds above.

      We travelled through the shadowy ruins of villages that had become nothing more over time than piles of stone and rotting wood.

      It reminded me of the way much of the Northern Kingdom looked these days, only about twenty times worse.

      Seven hundred years of decay and abandonment. So, where had all the demons who once lived here been staying? How many had survived over the years?

      Solange had mentioned an underground cave, but Aerden’s books had detailed a continent filled with millions of demons, all thriving in the vibrant community and inherent magic here. Somehow, I doubted millions had been living underground this whole time, but what was the alternative?

      I shuddered thinking about how many lives the Order of Shadows had taken.

      Only, the Order of Shadows had not existed seven hundred years ago. As far as we knew, the priestesses had created the original portal stones about two hundred and fifty years ago.

      So, who was responsible for the destruction of this place?

      The High Priestess? Was she also the goddess who had appeared here and killed the queen of this continent?

      There was no doubt in my mind the two things were connected. I just needed to find out how and why.

      I had a million questions I wanted to ask Solange, but we moved in total silence, hiding whenever a group of hunters got closer. She had called them believers, but they seemed to be the same as the hunters we knew. I couldn’t be absolutely sure these hunters had once been human, but whenever we had a chance to talk again, I would ask Solange what she knew about these believers and whether they had appeared at the same time as the Stone Guardians or at some point afterward.

      I needed to connect the dots, but I had no doubt this was why Sabine had sent us toward this storm. Not so we could get captured here, but so that we could finally see the truth of what was happening.

      Because if this continent had been conquered almost five hundred years before our own, we had severely underestimated the reach and power of the High Priestess all this time.

      How did we know there weren’t worlds of destruction in her wake?

      What if the Shadow World wasn’t the first place she’d taken by force?

      The thought made my stomach turn.

      Who the hell were we dealing with here?

      And if she had this level of power, how were we ever going to have a chance against her?

      I let my mind go through all the possibilities as we moved through the desolate landscape, but Solange was right. The closer we got to the temple, the thicker the concentration of hunters.

      The stronger the pull of the magic inside this place, too. It was so strong, I was tempted to shift and fly toward it. I yearned to be closer, which made no sense to me, because there was nothing beautiful or safe about this place.

      Why did I long to be close to it?

      By the time we were close enough to actually see the structure of the tall white tower rising up into the sky and piercing through the clouds, there were more hunters around than I could count. Hundreds, if not thousands.

      But that wasn’t what took my breath away.

      What shattered me was the lines of demons chained together by strands of lightning and being led toward a giant pit lined with sheets of pure diamonds.

      Aerden gripped my wrist, and though we could not speak for fear of being heard, I knew exactly what he was feeling, because the sheer terror of it left me on my knees in the dust, my gut churning.

      There had to be at least fifty thousand demons huddled together inside the pit, with another thousand being led that way in chains. The diamonds that lined the walls of the pit also extended up toward the side of the temple itself, like some kind of glittering runway of horror.

      What exactly was happening here?

      Hunters stood on the top of the pit wall, shoulder-to-shoulder, guarding the demons below.

      Not that the demons in the pit looked like they were in any shape to fight back. Most of them looked severely malnourished. They had no weapons, no fire in their eyes. No hope.

      I knew that look.

      I knew what it was like to lose all hope, and I’d never been through half of what these demons had been through.

      Solange tapped my arm and nodded toward the temple, her eyes wide with fear as the ground trembled slightly.

      Aerden and I both looked in awe as two massive Stone Guardians stepped forward, guarding each side of the long diamond runway. Diamonds glittered in the center of each guardian’s chest, giving them life.

      The fear in Aerden’s eyes told me everything I needed to know.

      These must have been identical to the one he’d faced in the arena back in the King’s City. He’d told me the story of that battle and how so many of the king’s guards had died without being able to land a single blow against the massive being made of stone.

      And now there were two of them.

      Even if we could somehow find a way to defeat the hundreds of hunters flying around this place, we would also have to defeat two powerful Stone Guardians to have any hope of saving these demons.

      Because whatever this goddess was planning for them was potentially worse than death. I was anxious to get away from this place safely so that I could find out just what Solange knew about this pit and the demons trapped inside it, but I had some idea of what might be happening here, and it scared the crap out of me.

      I took a few more minutes to study the layout of the temple grounds. There seemed to be only one main entrance besides the runway of diamonds, and that was a massive white-stone door that hadn’t opened a single time since we’d been here.

      There were no windows along the entire column of the temple itself, which appeared to be relatively narrow and, I noticed with a chill, five-sided like a pentacle.

      The main tower rose high into the sky, piercing the storm above and seeming to extend above it, which gave me some hope. If the top of this tower was outside of the storm, did that mean we might be able to use the ruby bar up there? Or access enough of our power to recharge the stone somehow?

      I was about to motion for Solange to lead us to a safe place where we could talk when the massive door to the tower swung open. In that moment, the yearning and pull I’d been feeling since we first noticed the light of the tower magnified so strongly, it practically slammed into me.

      I fell back, a groan escaping from my lips before Solange placed her hand over my mouth. Aerden’s arms wrapped around my back, holding me up as a vision shook my entire body like a seizure.

      In my mind’s eye, a large diamond pulsed on top of an onyx pedestal. A five-sided room with large, colorful stones arranged around the center diamond.

      The birthplace of the Order of Shadows.

      It had never been in the human world. It had all started right here, less than a hundred yards from where we stood.

      And I suddenly understood with certain clarity that we had been sent here to end it once and for all.
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      “I never really knew my parents,” Magda said. “Everyone believes the Order of Shadows was started by five sisters, but even though we have called ourselves sisters for many years, we were not born to the same parents.”

      This was a shock to me, but I kept quiet. Now that she was talking, I didn’t want to interrupt.

      “All of those stories are lies made up over the years like a fairytale,” Magda said. “Before the Order, there was no official organization of witches, but there was still a hierarchy and a way of doing things in the magical community. It’s not a big part of the story I need to tell you today, but let’s just say that back before the Order of Shadows, there were both men and women who wielded powerful magic, and the most powerful families ruled everything. A magical aristocracy, if you will.”

      My heart raced as I listened. I’d never heard any of this before. Once again, the Order had managed to rewrite history and memories to tell the story it wanted everyone to believe.

      “Whenever a member of one of these magical families strayed from an approved match, the children born from that unwanted union were immediately taken by a group of stewards,” Magda said. “Everyone was told the baby died in childbirth, but in truth, all of the outcast babies were brought to a special place where they would be trained and groomed for service. For me and the babies who would someday become my professed sisters, this was Ashcroft Home for Girls.”

      Hearing this sent chills down my spine.

      “Sounds familiar,” I muttered.

      Magda smiled a sad smile.

      “You can see why I have such admiration for you,” she said. “Under similar circumstances, most girls would choose power and popularity. But not you. You chose yourself, and that’s a very difficult thing to do in the face of extreme danger and pressure. I wish I had made different choices, but by the time any of us understood what we’d agreed to, it was much too late to turn back. But I’m getting ahead of myself here.”

      She took a long sip of water and pulled her legs underneath her and to the side, running a hand along the golden snake on the side table.

      “There were dozens of girls at Ashcroft, all brought there as newborns and trained in various forms of magic.”

      “What were they grooming you for?” I asked.

      “Mostly to be sold into servitude with those same powerful magical families who’d denied and abandoned us at birth,” she said. “But if I go into the specifics of that history, we’ll be here for days. What’s important for you to know is that the five of us who would eventually create the Order of Shadows quickly rose to the top of our class at Ashcroft. Exceptionally talented, we were told. Cherished for the price we would someday command. We grew close as young girls. Hazel and I especially. We were practically inseparable from the time we were five years old. I loved her dearly.”

      It was difficult to hear someone talk so lovingly about a witch who had done such horrible things in her lifetime. A witch I’d basically killed with my bare hands.

      “I had no idea,” I said. “I’d been told you were sisters. Daughters of a witch named Haven who became greedy for more power.”

      Magda shook her head. “That was never our real story,” she said. “We didn’t go looking for more power. It came looking for us.”

      “In what way?”

      “As we grew into our teen years, the five of us used to meet in the woods behind the house. We would perform ritual circles. Midnight spells. Dances. None of us really felt we were being challenged by our teachers. We’d surpassed their knowledge, so we met in secret under the moon, experimenting with new spells and constantly pushing the boundaries of what we were told was possible,” she said. “It was actually fun, if you can believe that. I felt I had really come into my own, enjoying magic and being in nature. But then one day, we found a set of large stones on the floor of the forest, arranged in the dirt on each point of a five-sided star. A gift.”

      “From who?” I asked, breathless.

      “We didn’t know, but the moment we saw them, we knew they were for us. We assumed someone had been watching us, drawn to our power and our joy. We were so naive.”

      Magda grew quiet for a moment, and I waited for her to continue.

      “There were five stones and five of us, so naturally, we each picked the stone we liked the most. Eloise picked first. She was the oldest of us, anyway, and had always loved the color blue,” Magda said. “Hazel chose emerald, I chose ruby, Gladys wanted the amethyst stone, and Alexandra took the citrine. We took them home and put them in our rooms, knowing somehow that the person who’d left them for us would come to us in time. It was exciting. Our little secret.”

      “How old were you?” I asked.

      “Eloise was eighteen at the time,” she said. “Hazel and Gladys were both seventeen. I was sixteen. Alexandra was the youngest at fifteen. Too young for what happened next, though. We all were.”

      My heart raced, wanting to know and yet afraid to hear what they had been through.

      It was strange to sympathize with the priestesses of the Order of Shadows. They’d all done unspeakable things over the years, but Magda’s story of them as children playing in the woods, having fun with their magic, made it seem so tragic.

      Who was behind all of these carefully-laid plans?

      “A few weeks later, I woke up to the sound of a terrible flash of lightning and the sound of rain pelting against my window,” she said. “Only when I sat up to look, there was no storm at all. The woods outside my window were calm, bathed in the light of a full moon. I remember being so confused at first, wondering if I’d just had a nightmare. But when I turned to curl back under the covers, I saw a woman standing there at the end of the bed.”

      I swallowed and sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for more.

      “She looked like an angel, bathed in light with a glowing doorway behind her. She wore a white cloak and a large diamond amulet on a chain around her neck, but her face was lost in shadow.” Magda pulled her legs up to her chest and rocked slightly back and forth. “She held her hand out to me and called me her child. She said my sisters were all there waiting for me and to bring my new ruby. I was hesitant at first, not sure if I was awake or dreaming.”

      Magda took a few deep breaths in before continuing, her eyes closed as if she were taking herself back to that moment over two hundred years ago.

      “She told me not to be afraid. That she’d been watching me for a long time, and that she could see just how special I was. How special all five of us were. She said she could give me a life beyond my wildest dreams, where no one would ever again treat me like an outcast or a trinket to be sold away. All I had to do was take her hand and I would have anything I ever wanted.”

      A tear fell from the corner of Magda’s eyes.

      “That’s how easy it was to take my soul from me,” she said, finally opening her eyes and looking at me. “I didn’t argue or fight. I didn’t question her or ask who she was or what she wanted in return for this life of power. I’d never had a mother or anyone to tell me I was special the way she did. She offered that to me, and I took her hand. If I had the power to go back in time the way Hazel did, that’s where I would go. Back to that moment so I could make a different choice.”

      “Where did she take you?” I asked, careful of my tone. I could tell how difficult this was for her, but this was the information I’d been longing for since she first appeared in my domed city.

      “You’ve been there,” Magda said, her words nearly taking my breath away.

      Of course.

      “The onyx room where Jackson and I saved you back in the dungeons,” I said.

      She nodded.

      “Yes. She led me through the portal of light and into that room with walls carved from black, shiny stone,” Magda said. “On the floor of the room were five stones, similar to the ones we’d found in the woods, only these were much larger and were embedded into the floor of the ritual room.”

      I could picture the onyx ritual room clearly in my head, even though I’d only seen it once, but I was seeing it now through Magda’s eyes. A sixteen-year-old girl, just like I was at Shadowford, brought into a ritual room, not understanding the weight of her actions.

      “My chosen sisters were all there. All except Alexandra, who joined us a few minutes later. Hazel and I held hands, clutching the stones we’d found in the woods in our free hands, both full of excited jitters,” Magda said, holding back tears. “In our years at Ashcroft, we’d often been brought into ritual rooms and introduced to new spells or new forms of magic. Walking through a portal with a new witch and being told we’d been chosen to learn powerful magic was exciting, but it didn’t feel scary or impossible. It just felt like another step on our journey. A new adventure.”

      I tried to imagine what that felt like.

      I’d been through similar things in Peachville, like when I was taken through some of the prima futura rituals and ceremonies. No one really explained what was happening, and it all happened so fast, it was hard to say no or ask for more clarification.

      I could definitely see how Magda and these other young girls would have gone along with this, not fully knowing what would happen.

      “The woman who appeared to us made us feel special. Like we’d been chosen above all others,” Magda said. “That meant something after a lifetime of being cast aside by our true families and hidden from the world. We’d all grown up feeling ashamed of our magic to some degree, and the High Priestess knew it. We were easy to manipulate because of how desperately we wanted to be accepted and loved. I wish I’d been stronger.”

      I knew exactly what she was talking about. That was where I’d been, too, just a few short years ago. All I wanted was to belong. To be a part of something.

      But then again, it was hard to admit that I related to the priestesses of the Order after all they’d done over the years. They might have started out innocent, but that’s not how they ended up.

      Was it possible the High Priestess changed them that much?

      “What happened once you were all in the room?” I asked, anxious to hear the rest.

      “She told us to each stand behind the stone we’d chosen. I remember Alexandra asking what she was planning to do to us, but the woman’s voice was so soothing and convincing, I don’t even remember her answer. All I remember was that we each did as we were told,” Magda said. “And then, there’s nothing.”

      “What do you mean nothing?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “The next thing I remember, I was waking up in my room at Ashcroft, wondering if it was all just some dream. The only thing that had changed was that the ruby sphere I’d found in the woods was gone, and my power, all of a sudden, was stronger than ever.

      She placed a hand on her heart, and I realized what must have happened that night.

      Magda’s human heart had been replaced by that ruby stone, now powered by a demon’s magic and soul.

      “So you don’t remember anything about the ritual itself?” I asked.

      “I don’t,” she said.

      I sat back against the pillows, frustrated that Magda couldn’t remember much of the actual ceremony. She’d told me as much before when I’d asked, but I still hoped to get more out of her than this. Without knowing the exact ritual, we might not be able to reverse it.

      Ever since we’d come up with the idea of reconstructing the portal stones and ritual Illana had used to open the doorway to the onyx room, I’d had this idea in my head that if we could simply figure out the ritual that had been used to create the Order of Shadows, we could reverse it the same way we’d reversed and freed the sapphire and emerald gates so far. Just on a larger scale, ending the Order of Shadows in one ceremony.

      My dreams of that happening now, though, were fading away.

      The only possibility remaining for this was to either find a spell book with the ritual written inside or to somehow get Lea to that ritual room so that she could try to pull up the memory of that night.

      “What happened next?” I asked.

      “It was soon obvious we hadn’t been dreaming,” Magda said. “Our powers had grown exponentially overnight, eclipsing that of our teachers. Magic hummed in our veins. We hardly slept or ate. Instead, we spent all our time exploring these new powers and testing the boundaries of our abilities. This led, as you know, to opening the demon gates. One for each of us, at first, and then eventually, hundreds. Even though we have never seen her face or known her true name, the High Priestess has guided us for all these years, making it clear that if we ever wanted out or dared to betray her or disobey, we would be killed in horrible ways, exchanged for a witch who was more loyal.”

      This part didn’t surprise me, but I also didn’t believe for one second that the priestesses had all gone along with the horror of the Order of Shadows out of fear alone.

      “You make it sound like you acted against your will,” I said, my shoulders tense. “But from what I’ve seen over the short time since I was first brought to Peachville, the priestesses enjoyed their power and immortal life. They hurt people for the fun of it. Destroyed lives and imprisoned millions over the years. Including you.”

      Magda lowered her head.

      “I won’t try to defend myself and my sisters,” she said. “What we went through over the years brought us past the brink of madness, and our madness made us monsters. I won’t deny it.”

      “Then, why are you here, Magda?”

      She didn’t answer for a long moment, and I wondered if she even knew why she was here. Was she simply trying to make up for the wrong she’d done and the pain she’d caused? Or was there more to it?

      “Our relationship with the High Priestess is not easy to explain, and I know it must be difficult for you to understand, but there, at the root of it all was this deep desire to be loved,” Magda said. “To be special. She played the role of a mother in our lives, in many ways. A relationship that, like you, none of us had ever experienced but desperately wanted. For that reason, my sisters and I did everything we could to please her. She was the source of our power and our rebirth, and we wanted her to be happy with us.”

      Tears flowed down Magda’s cheeks.

      “Yet, no matter how faithfully we carried out her orders, it was never enough. She held her love and praise just outside our reach, demanding us to go further every time, betraying even ourselves and each other when asked,” Magda said, sobs shaking her shoulders as she hid her face from me with her hand. “She tore us apart and rebuilt us into exactly what she wanted us to be, powerful beyond explanation and yet powerless to deny her anything. We devoted our lives to her, always believing that if we could just do a little more or be better, she would give us the love we desired from her.”

      My heart broke for that sixteen-year-old Magda, because she was just like me. If it hadn’t been for people like Jackson or Morgyn or if I’d never known about my own mother’s sacrifices, would I have made some of these same choices?

      “So, we did everything she ever asked of us and more, trading our souls for a glimpse of her elusive love,” Magda said. “And it worked in its own abusive, horrific, disgusting way for a very long time.”

      She clasped the ruby snake necklace tighter in her hand, and then, her tears streaming down her face, she looked up and met my eyes for the first time since her story began.

      “It worked, at least, until you came along and ruined everything,” she said.

      The look in her eyes took my breath away. So much anger and pain. True hatred.

      I backed up slightly on the bed, attempting to clear my mind enough to reach into my power if I needed to.

      “Magda?”

      “You have no idea how much it affected me when my sister, Eloisa Winter, priestess of the sapphire gates of the Order of Shadows, died at your hands,” Magda said. “A teenage girl who barely even knew who she was? It wasn’t possible. We were invincible. Not just because of the extreme power at our fingertips or the control we had over entire towns and thousands of witches, but because we had the most powerful mother in the world. The High Priestess, who we’d given everything to for centuries, would protect us. She promised us immortality, and she sat back and watched as you stole it.”

      That’s when I realized the anger in Magda’s eyes was not directed at me.

      Her rage was born of such extreme pain, it left her trembling. I knew that kind of pain, too.

      Betrayal so shocking and deep that it turned your entire world upside down.

      “Do you know that she didn’t even come to comfort us after Eloisa died? She said it was Eloisa’s own fault for failing to kill you when she’d had the chance,” Magda stood now, pacing the floor beside the bed, a wild look in her eyes as she ran a tense hand through her wet auburn hair. “After everything we’d done, this was her response to one of her precious daughters dying. Blame. Disappointment. Shame.”

      “So, all this is about revenge?” I asked.

      Magda closed her eyes and stood still for a moment before rubbing her hands across her face and taking a deep breath.

      “No, no listen,” she said, sitting down next to me on the bed. “A week or so after Eloisa died, I hit rock bottom. And I’m talking about the kind of low point only an immortal being with no easy way out can hit. Drugs, potions, spells. I practically destroyed my entire house in the process. I did everything I could think of to dull the pain. Not because I missed Eloisa, but because I was so disappointed in myself for sacrificing everything I could have been for some secretive woman who wouldn’t even lift a finger to help the one time any of us asked for it.”

      Magda took my hand.

      “Harper, remember when I told you earlier tonight that I can hear the thoughts of those around me?”

      “Yes, of course,” I said.

      “On the night I truly hit the lowest I’d ever been, I fell onto my knees on the bathroom floor and prayed,” she said. “I prayed for a second chance. I swore that if given another shot, I would do everything I could to make it right.”

      She clutched my hand.

      “That’s when a new voice came to me. A voice that was inside my head, and yet not my own,” Magda said, all tears gone from her eyes, replaced by a clarity and focus I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen from her before. “For the first time in over two hundred years, I heard the voice of the demon inside me.”
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      I nearly fell off the bed.

      “I didn’t know that was possible,” I said.

      I had, of course, seen Aerden materialize to help me when my life was in danger, but that was before the Order had tried to join us together in an initiation ceremony. Before we’d freed him, though, I’d never heard his voice.

      “Believe me, I didn’t either,” Magda said, standing again and pacing the floor at the end of the beds. “I thought I was losing my mind, at first. Hallucinating from the drugs, maybe. This demon had been placed inside my body hundreds of years ago, but I never considered them an entity with feelings or a voice of their own. To me, the demons we used in our rituals were nothing more than energy. A source of power and magic, no more alive than the electricity flowing through a house.”

      My mouth opened in protest.

      “You can’t have been that naive this whole time,” I said. “You must have seen how many initiation rituals? Thousands? Hundreds of thousands over the years? You knew about demons like Jackson and Lea. Ones who came through with rage and sorrow. I can’t believe you didn’t know they were people like us. Living, breathing beings. Surely you questioned where the demons were coming from early on in the process. Hell, the journal I read from your sister that detailed the initiation ritual said that you had visited the demon world. You must have seen the villages. The families, Magda.”

      By now, I was standing up, facing her.

      Denial was one thing, but this was taking it to a whole new level.

      Magda turned away, placing a hand on her mouth.

      “I know. Believe me, I know,” she said. “For the longest time, we didn’t even know where our power had come from. I know that sounds incredibly naive, but none of us could remember the details of that night. Bits and pieces of what had happened to us, what had changed about us, came to light. But it was years before we knew about the shadow demons and their role in all of this. When the High Priestess spoke of them, she told us they were just energy. A means to an end.”

      I turned away, all of this hard to hear. I knew all too well how the Order could make something horrible sound appealing. How they could lie and manipulate.

      But Magda was a part of that.

      “By the time we learned about the shadow demons and their world, we were already in so deep, there was nothing we could do,” she said. “You have to believe me. We had no choice but to do what she asked of us.”

      I shook my head. “There is always a choice, Magda. I know it might not have been an easy one, but you had a choice.”

      She grabbed my arm.

      “Death? That’s the choice you would have had me make as a young woman, just coming into her power?”

      My anger flared.

      “That’s the choice I made, when the time came,” I shouted. “I was a young girl when the Order tried to force me into initiation and to be obedient, and I decided that death was more honorable than causing the suffering of others.”

      Magda closed her eyes, a tear flowing down her cheek.

      “Then you are stronger than I was,” she said. “Some of my sisters had no problem with the exploitation of the demons. They loved the power too much. No doubt you’ve seen that in Peachville and other gates, as well. Once a witch gets a taste of the extreme power of consuming a demon’s energy, it’s hard to turn away from that. Hazel, Alexandra, and I protested at first. We even begged the High Priestess to release us. To choose different girls for her Order of Shadows. But she refused.”

      Magda took several deep breaths.

      “That’s when she told us about our hearts. About the way she had taken our human hearts and replaced them with the stones we’d found in the woods that day,” Magda said. “That was years later, Harper, and I can’t even express to you what it felt like to find out what she had done to us.”

      She began to pace the floor again, and I sat down on the bed, feeling confused and angry. Sad. Wishing things could have been different.

      “She told us that the only way out of the Order at that point was to drain our life and pour it into someone who was worthy. Choosing death would not have stopped her. She would have just chosen someone else, Harper. She was determined to make the Order of Shadows into what it is today, and there was nothing I could have done to stop her.”

      “So, you went along with it,” I said sadly. “You didn’t stop at one gate. You grew them into the thousands, initiating how many witches over the years? Millions?”

      “Yes,” she said, clutching her chest. “The more our power and influence grew, the easier it became to justify the horror of it. I thought of the shadow demons as tools to be used for my gain, and I did not allow anything else to come into my mind. Not until the day Eloisa died.”

      I looked up. That was one of the most difficult days of my life. I had lost my own father that day. I’d lost so many of my friends and allies.

      But in the end, we had won and Priestess Winter was dead.

      “We all felt her death, as if a piece of our own hearts had been ripped out,” Magda said. “That’s when I fell apart, which of course, led to that night in my bathroom.”

      She leaned against the wall, her head turned slightly away from me.

      “The demon who has lived inside me for all these years spoke to me, and I heard her,” Magda said. “You cannot imagine what that was like for me.”

      “What did she say to you?”

      “She told me that if I truly wanted a second chance to make things right, that I could. She said that she knew me better than I knew myself, and that if not for the High Priestess, I would have been a good witch. A good mother and friend. I would have done good things with my life. She told me there was still hope. She said if the sapphire gates could be freed, then so could the ruby gates. That I could still make the right choice.”

      Magda slid down the wall, wrapping her arms around her body as she cried.

      “Can you imagine that?” she asked, wiping the tears from her face. “A demon who had suffered for hundreds of years comforting me in my time of despair? I cannot fully explain the effect that moment, and the sound of her voice, had on me.”

      She buried her face in her hands for a long moment, and I sat silently on the bed, watching. Waiting for her to continue.

      “I decided then and there that if I ever had the chance, I would seek you out and ask for your help,” she said. “I don’t want to die, but more importantly, I don’t want Amina to die. She and the rest of the demons of the ruby gates have suffered enough.”

      “Amina,” I said softly. “That’s the name of the demon bound to you?”

      Magda nodded. She met my eyes and then practically crawled on her knees over to me, reaching for my hands.

      “Harper, when I first came to you, I asked you to promise me that you would do everything in your power to keep me alive,” she said. “For reasons I can’t yet reveal to you, I no longer think that’s a possibility.”

      “Don’t say that,” I protested, but Magda squeezed my hand.

      “Things have gone beyond the point of no return for me, dear. But there is still hope for Amina and the rest of the ruby gates. We have to try to save them now,” she said. “The game has changed, Harper. The High Priestess has begun her end game now, and if you don’t stop her soon, I’m afraid no one will be able to stop her ever again.”

      “What do you know?” I asked, chills breaking out across my arms. “Why are you telling me all of this now?”

      “Because soon, my soul will be judged, once and for all,” she said. “And the fate of the ruby gates, and maybe the lives of millions across worlds, will fall to you. When the time comes, you’re going to need to know the ritual.”

      I drew in a breath.

      “What ritual?”

      “The ritual that started it all,” she said. “Because while the High Priestess took care to alter my memories of that event and the memories of my sisters, she did not think to alter the memories of the demons who were there. And in the end, it is my greatest hope that her underestimation of the resilience and patience of the shadow demon race will be her own downfall.”

      Magda stood, wiping the tears from her eyes as she lifted her chin.

      “Now, where’s that notebook you had with you at Blackwood this morning? You’re going to want to write this down.”
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      My body had not reacted as strongly to the temple as Jackson’s, but I could feel the strong pull of its magic just the same. When he’d settled and seemed to regain his strength, Solange led us away from the temple and back toward the scattered graveyards of abandoned villages.

      By now, it had to be the middle of the night here, though it was hard to keep any track of time. I should have been exhausted, but what I’d seen back at that temple had awakened my rage.

      It wasn't long ago that I’d been chained up and forced into physical labor, but these demons were being gathered for something far more sinister.

      “What was that pit?” I asked, once we were far enough from any of the hunters to be seen or heard.

      “Is that something that happens all the time here?” Jackson asked. “Are your people being gathered up like that always?”

      Solange shook her head.

      “No. In all the years since the Reckoning, it has only happened two other times,” she said. “First, on the day the storm appeared in the sky. Maybe twenty-thousand demons were gathered that day. By nightfall, they were all dead. Killed in some kind of ritual sacrifice that many say fueled the magic behind the storm itself.”

      She paced the floor of an old house with no roof where we’d come to get away from the constant wind that raged outside.

      “Then, about two hundred and fifty years ago, even more of our people were taken,” she said. “Some of our strongest demons. Our warriors. No less than a hundred thousand were taken over the course of a week. We tried to save them, but it was no use. Just as you saw today, Stone Guardians watched over them, along with hundreds of believers.”

      Solange pulled the collar of her shirt to the side, showing a particularly nasty scar that ran the length of her shoulder and throat.

      “I almost died that day trying to save my mother and father,” she said.

      There were no tears in her eyes as she spoke. Only anger and hatred.

      Vengeance.

      “They died in waves while I watched from a distance, wounded and helpless to do a damn thing about it,” she said.

      “Waves?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Five distinct waves,” she said. “Each with a matching flash of light from the top of the temple. Five colors of light, though to this day, none of us have ever understood what they meant or why our people died.”

      My heart raced, and my chest tightened.

      Five flashes of color.

      “Blue first,” I said, my skin growing cold as the realization of it all washed over me.

      Solange snapped her eyes toward mine. Slowly, she nodded, lips parted in surprise.

      “How do you know this?”

      I ran a hand through my long hair, wanting to scream in frustration as pieces of the puzzle revealed themselves.

      I looked at Jackson. “How come we never saw this?” I asked. “We’ve been fools. This whole time, we thought it was just us who suffered. That the Order of Shadows was the big threat.”

      “We knew nothing,” Jackson said, falling back against the stone wall and sinking down to the dusty floor.

      “What is this Order of the Shadows?” Solange asked. “They’re somehow tied to this place, too?”

      Not an easy question to answer. Where did we even begin?

      “As far as we’ve always understood it, the Order of Shadows is an organization run by five powerful witches in the human world,” I said. “Are you familiar with humans?”

      Solange shook her head. “I’ve never met a human, but it’s known that the believers were once human. The goddess’s magic has altered them, somehow.”

      “How long have the believers been here? Since the beginning?” I asked.

      “Yes, nearly,” she said. “Maybe fifty years after the Reckoning.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that, since the Order wouldn’t have existed back then. There was still so much we didn’t know yet about the High Priestess and what she’d been up to before the Order was created.

      “We call these decaying witches hunters, but they didn’t start appearing in our lands until about two hundred and fifty years ago,” I said. “Their job is to kidnap powerful demons and bring them through a portal that leads from the Shadow World to the human world. Once there, the demon is forced into the body of a young female witch, bonded with her forever until the day of her death. When the witch dies, the shadow demon dies with her.”

      Solange brought a hand to her heart.

      “There’s no end to the horror of this existence,” she said. “But how does this Order of Shadows connect to what you saw today? To the Temple of the Goddess?”

      “We always believed the witches at the top of the Order of Shadows were the ones behind it all,” Jackson said. “But we learned some time ago that there was someone else behind all of it. A High Priestess. Someone no one had ever seen but who had started the Order. We always assumed she was another human. Maybe one who had found the secret to immortal life.”

      “But the timing can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “Two hundred and fifty years ago, when demons from your family and community were rounded up and sacrificed in five distinct waves, the Order of Shadows was created. That can’t be a coincidence. Five waves of ritual sacrifices in five different colorful flashes. It has to map to the creation of the five priestesses and their demon gates.”

      “Blue sapphire, green emerald, red ruby, purple amethyst, and yellow citrine,” Jackson said. “Those were the five colors you saw?”

      Solange’s mouth hung open in surprise as she nodded.

      “Then I think it’s safe to assume the woman you know as the goddess is also the same woman we’ve come to know as the High Priestess,” I said. “The question is why would she do all of this? Why terrorize and kill so many demons just to help the humans become more powerful?”

      “You’re sure she’s not a witch? A human woman?” Solange asked.

      “There’s no way,” Jackson said. “No human has ever wielded that much power or lived for seven hundred years.”

      “And when I was captured in that prism cage and taken from the battlefield a few weeks ago by those diamond hunters, they laughed when I suggested she was human,” I said, reminding Jackson.

      “Illana basically said the same thing to Harper that night at Blackwood,” Jackson said. “And confirmed that she wasn’t a demon either.”

      Solange looked at us in confusion, so I briefly explained what I could about the ongoing war with the Order and our battle at Blackwood.

      “Do you have any idea who the goddess is?” I asked her. “Or even what kind of being she is? What type of power she has? We know she has the power to conjure Stone Guardians, which I’ve never heard of before. She was able to conjure and maintain a storm of this magnitude, covering an entire continent for nearly a millennia without fail, draining the power of all who lived here.”

      “She can conjure portals between worlds at the snap of a finger,” Jackson said. “I have been inside that tower myself not that long ago.”

      Solange gasped and sat up on her knees.

      “When? How can you be certain?” She shook her head. “This isn’t possible. No one has been able to get inside for a very long time.”

      “It’s a long story, but we had the ruby priestess of the Order in our dungeons at one point, and when I went down there to confront her about something, she was being pulled through a portal. Harper and I stepped inside to save her, and that’s when we must have stepped into that tower.”

      Solange was trembling.

      “What was it like?” she asked.

      Jackson described the onyx ritual room again, and even though I’d never seen it myself, I could picture it perfectly in my mind.

      “I think it’s the diamond inside there that’s been tugging at me this whole time,” he said, pressing his fist to his chest. “The power of it makes me feel crazy inside.”

      “I can feel it, too,” I said. “It’s like this longing that never lets up. The closer we got to that tower, the more I felt it. Can you feel it, too?”

      Solange shook her head.

      “I feel nothing anymore but pain and separation,” she said, looking down at her hands. “You have no idea what it feels like to be separated from your power for so long. It’s like having a piece of your heart cut away from you. Seeing you both shift to shadow on the beach took my breath away.”

      I reached out and placed my hand over hers.

      “I can’t claim to know your pain, but I was one of the demons enslaved inside a witch’s family for over a hundred years,” I said. “I could feel my power being used by someone else, but I could not speak or use it for myself. Jackson here had his power separated from him and trapped inside a stone statue for fifty years. I know that can’t fully compare to seven hundred years inside this storm, but you are not alone. We understand some part of what you’ve been through.”

      Solange stared at my hand for a long moment before moving her free hand on top of mine.

      “Thank you,” she said. “We’ve been trapped in here for so long, separated from the outside world, that I think part of me wondered if it even still existed, or if everyone had been taken over the way we had. Why did no one come for us? Why didn’t the kings across the sea fight back against these hunters or come to help us bring down this storm?”

      “We had no idea you were all here,” I said. “That’s another piece of the High Priestess’s power. She can alter memories. I’ve seen the Order do it with entire communities of humans, but I never dreamed it would be possible to alter the memories of millions. Yet, despite the fact that we have demons alive on our continent who were alive long before this storm appeared, all anyone remembers is that there’s a storm at the end of the world with nothing beyond it.”

      She closed her eyes and sat with that a minute. She didn’t seem to be one for tears, but she definitely needed a second to calm herself after hearing that.

      “No one remembers us at all?” she asked.

      She ran a hand over her face.

      “I spent centuries dreaming of an army of ships finally crossing the Sea of Glass to fight the goddess,” she said. “I have spent years of my life watching that beach, waiting for even one ship to pass through without being destroyed or killing everyone on board. All this time, no one even knew we were here. No one was ever coming to save us. Not until you.”

      She looked up then.

      “Why did you come here?” she asked.

      “A dear friend of mine was imprisoned in the dungeons by my own mother when he discovered a book that mentioned a thriving community of demons on this continent to the west,” I said. “A continent that was not supposed to exist. Before he died, my friend told me about this place, and I knew that beyond the storm, we would find answers. Possibly an army who could help us in the war.”

      I shook my head.

      “I never expected this,” I said. “I’m sorry that we didn’t come sooner.”

      “You’re here now,” she said. “That counts for something, though I’m not sure how the three of us and my small group of friends still in hiding have any hope of defeating the goddess. We’d be lucky to survive a battle against even a small group of believers, even with the power you both seem to possess.”

      Jackson reached into the backpack and pulled out the ruby bar.

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to be just us in this fight,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “Any idea where I might be able to go to charge these stones? Because if I can find a way to communicate with the people on the other side of these stones, I might be able to have an entire army here by nightfall tomorrow.”

      Solange shook her head. “There’s no magic here anymore,” she said. “What you showed on the beach was more than I’ve seen used in centuries. Sometimes, we are able to capture small sips of power from the diamond amulets the believers wear. Enough to shift into shadow or cast small spells for survival. But it’s never enough. Nothing that could charge those stones. Besides, even an army of ships wouldn’t make any difference. Unless your friends are like you, they won’t survive entry into the storm. No one ever has before you.”

      “One thing at a time. We have one of those amulets,” I said, nodding to Jackson. “Would that be enough?”

      He took the fabric bundle out of the bag and unwrapped it, careful not to touch the diamond inside.

      Solange shook her head.

      “It’s unlikely it would be enough power to charge these stones for any significant period of time. Even if you could charge them for a moment, the storm that surrounds us would drain them instantly. Stones are drained faster than anything,” she said.

      We sat in silence for a moment, each running through our own ideas when something popped into my mind.

      “What about the top of the temple?” I asked. “The part that extends beyond the storm, into the clouds? That’s probably where that ritual room is, right? Jackson, did you feel any kind of draining of your power when you came through there with Magda and Harper?”

      His jaw dropped open, and for a second, I thought he was going to tackle me. He grabbed my shoulders.

      “Aerden, you’re a genius,” he said.

      Solange motioned for him to keep his voice down, and we all settled a little closer to the ground, remembering where we were and that nothing here was safe.

      “No, there was nothing draining my power when I was in that onyx ritual room,” he said. “In fact, my magic was heightened in a way that I can’t even explain. Something like I’d never felt before.”

      “Then we have to get up there,” I said, turning to Solange. “Can you help us get inside?”

      She sat quietly, smiling a little in disbelief.

      “Yes, I think I can actually,” she said. “But like I said, there’s no way your army will get through the storm wall. Not unless they’re all hybrids like you are.”

      Her words were so casual, and yet they cut so deep into me, I nearly fell over.

      I had to catch my breath for a moment before I could speak.

      “What do you mean, hybrids?” I asked.

      “We’re shadow demons, just like you,” Jackson said, but his hands were trembling as he clutched the amulet tighter.

      Solange narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

      “How is it possible you’ve lived through so much and still do not know who you are?” she asked. “It has been a long time, and I have only seen a ShadowFae in battle once before when I was a shadowling, but there is no doubt in my mind you cast that same magic today on the beach. You are definitely a shadow demon, but you are also born of the fae.”

      Jackson and I both locked eyes, time standing still as her words took root, winding around my heart and squeezing until I could hardly find my breath.

      Even in death, our mother was still keeping secrets.
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      I couldn’t sleep.

      As much as I needed rest for the difficult day ahead, I did nothing but toss and turn, thinking about Aerden and Jackson out there, facing the unknown.

      I could not allow myself to even think about their ship being destroyed or the fact that the storm might have claimed their lives. All I could think about was the fact that Aerden had been standing right in front me just a handful of weeks ago, and I had failed to tell him how I truly felt.

      I would not let him die without knowing my heart.

      I got out of bed after just a few hours and searched for my ruby bar. I tried Jackson and Aerden’s connection on the seventh stone, but as expected, nothing happened. I tried Harper, but the result was the same.

      The stone wouldn’t even light up at all. The power on the other end of those stones had been drained.

      I didn’t want to bother anyone else this late, so I put the bar in my pocket, got dressed, and headed for the one place I thought might hold answers to the mystery of the High Priestess and her connection to this palace.

      Tatiana and her husband had been members of my father’s council since around the time of my birth, but the details of their story were still unknown to me. When I’d asked my father how they had come to be in his inner circle, he’d been unable to tell me. Or unwilling.

      He said those memories were too painful, and that he saw no reason to bring them up now. Tatiana, Walther, and their two daughters were gone now, and no amount of digging into their past would bring them back or change the truth that they’d betrayed us all.

      He was right about that, but the fact still remained that at some point along the way, Tatiana had made a deal with the High Priestess.

      More than that.

      She’d created an alliance with the High Priestess that was so strong, her own daughter had known the High Priestess personally. Had practically worshipped her.

      When did that relationship begin?

      Before Tatiana came to the King’s City? Or had she known the High Priestess long before that?

      The memory of the diamond key and the scarred room in the abandoned wing had led me to believe that Tatiana had first met the High Priestess or one of her emissaries, the day she’d gotten the key.

      But what if there was more to it than that?

      A memory had never come to me in such strange flashes before. Usually, when I conjured the memory of a place or an item, it played out before me like a movie. One long continuous scene from start to finish that I could rewind, pause, or play again at will.

      But the memory that had pulled me under inside that room had been different.

      At the time, I’d written it off as the age of the memory itself. The depth of emotion.

      But now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Terrified to go back into that same room and relive that terrible memory and the sickness that resulted from it, I found my way, instead, to Tatiana’s quarters.

      Tatiana had her own suite of rooms where she had lived for well over a century. I had always found it strange that she didn’t share a room with her husband, but mates in the Shadow World weren’t always close. Often, marriages were arranged the same way mine and Denaer’s had been.

      A marriage for a family’s political gain or for mutual benefit. Love was not always a priority, which was one of the reasons our traditions involved the exchanging of heart stones.

      It was a way for both parties involved to enter into the contract of marriage knowing exactly how the other felt and what they both expected from the union.

      I had never asked Jackson or Aerden about their parents’ relationship, but it always seemed somewhat cold to me. In fact, his father had never seemed to have much personality or passion at all. He was the kind of demon who blended into the background.

      I’d never thought too much of it, but now, everything was being called into question. I wanted to know Tatiana’s real story.

      She might have died before we had a chance to question her, but she had to have left clues behind here somewhere. She’d lived in this castle for more than two hundred years. There were memories of her life still locked away in her rooms, and it was time someone examined every inch of them.

      When I reached her rooms, I lingered in the hall to make sure no one was keeping tabs on me this late at night. With the way the council had acted earlier, I was feeling extra paranoid.

      Besides, the High Priestess seemed to have eyes everywhere, and until we could figure out some way to identify her spies, we had to assume Kael and Tatiana had not been alone in their loyalty to the Order.

      The door to the suite was unlocked, and I went inside, careful to shut the door behind me. I whispered a spell on the door to block any light from shining through the cracks or windows, and then I switched on the overhead lights.

      For a brief moment, I worried that someone might have removed Tatiana’s belongings. She’d died weeks ago now, and space in the city was at a premium these days.

      Luckily, nothing in the room had changed. At least not that I could see.

      The main room of Tatiana’s suite was a sitting and dressing room not all that unlike my own. A large, ornate wardrobe took up most of the wall on one side. A blue and white rug stretched across the length of the dark obsidian floor, and a beautiful chandelier of multi-colored crystals hung from the ceiling in the center.

      Near the window was a small seating area for three with a table in the center, and against the opposite side of the room was a small dressing table and mirror next to the door that led into Tatiana’s private chambers.

      This was the room where she died, and though nothing appeared to be out of place or damaged, I could swear the smell of sulfur lingered here from the bright white fire that had consumed Tatiana’s life.

      When Aerden and I had broken into the room that day she died, the only thing that had been left of his mother was a dress lying on the floor.

      Exactly like my memory of the woman in the abandoned wing.

      But if the High Priestess had come here, how had she gotten away so quickly?

      This was a question that had been going through my mind ever since that day. Aerden and I must have arrived only moments after the fire started. We hadn’t seen anyone enter or exit this room, so there must have either been a trap set off inside the room, or the High Priestess had been here and left with no one seeing.

      Aerden had speculated that the High Priestess could move undetected throughout the castle. An invisibility spell or cloaking of some kind.

      That had seemed like the most obvious answer, but I still wanted to check out the room and be sure there was nothing else going on here.

      I took my time, examining every inch of the room.

      Tatiana had kept things neat and tidy in here. Her dresses hung in rows inside the wardrobe, organized according to color with matching shoes and accessories placed in rows on the shelves behind the dresses or on the door.

      Nothing was out of place.

      Her dressing table was equally as neat and organized.

      I didn’t find anything interesting there, so I moved on to the bedroom and bathroom in the second room. Here, there were more personal items. Photos. Jewelry. Letters.

      I had hoped to find some kind of diary or journal here, but after completely searching the room several times, I couldn’t find anything more personal than the letters, most of which were dull and impersonal, anyway.

      Either Tatiana was the most boring person on the planet, or she’d been very good at keeping her true self a secret all this time.

      I stepped back into the main dressing room and stared at the burned place on the stone wall where the fire had left its only mark.

      After what the last scarred wall like this had done to me, it was probably stupid to try it again. Especially when no one knew where I was or what I was up to, but I had to know. I had to see what had happened in this room the day Tatiana died.

      I lifted my hand and walked toward the burn mark.

      With a deep breath, I almost placed my hand on the spot and then shook my head.

      Dammit, Lea. Don’t be stupid.

      I reprimanded myself and stepped back, taking the ruby communication bar from my pocket and connecting to Mordecai, who currently carried the tenth stone.

      “I’m almost back now,” he said, picking up right away. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, screwing up my nose as I looked at my surroundings. “Maybe a little insane, but I’m okay. How far out are you at this point?”

      “No more than half an hour,” he said. “I was planning to get some rest and meet up with you in the morning. Did you need something tonight?”

      “I’m about to do something really stupid, and I wanted to make sure someone knew where I was before I did it.”

      Mordecai laughed, and I appreciated the sound more than he could have known.

      “That sounds like the Lea I know and love,” he said. “What are you doing? And can you please wait until I get there?”

      I explained to him about Tatiana’s room and the memory I’d been hurt by in the abandoned wing.

      “Don’t you think this is the kind of thing your father could help you out with?” he asked. “Why don’t you wait until morning and see if he’ll join you.”

      I sighed.

      “A great idea, except that he’s already told me to stop looking into Tatiana and her family. He says it will only bring heartache and no answers.”

      “I take it you disagree with that assessment.”

      “Obviously,” I said. “I’m also a little bit scared that if I expose him to a memory of the High Priestess, it might negatively affect him.”

      “The way it negatively affected you?” he asked.

      “Point taken,” I muttered.

      “Look, I trust you. If you want to do this and you think it might bring about some answers, then do it,” he said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can, so do me one favor and just wait for me. That way, if something happens like it did last time, I can get the shaman in there to see you right away.”

      I reluctantly agreed to this arrangement and spent time going back through the rooms, examining the walls and searching for secret compartments in the back of the wardrobe or in the bathroom.

      And that’s when I saw it.

      Carved into the wall behind the thick blue and white curtains was the same ancient fae symbol I’d seen twice since this morning.
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      When Mordecai and Andros came into the room, I was sitting on the floor staring at the carving.

      “Please tell me you didn’t go ahead without us,” Andros said, rushing to my side.

      “Look at the wall there,” I said, glancing up at Mordecai. “See anything familiar?”

      He stepped to the other side of the room and leaned over to get a closer look. “Damn,” he said. “That’s the same symbol from the maps, isn’t it? What the hell does all this mean, Lea?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to figure out,” I said, reaching for Andros’s hand so he could help me up. “I was sure I’d never seen this symbol before today, but when I started thinking about it, I realized I was wrong. While I was waiting for you to arrive, I took a little stroll around the castle, and guess what? This freaking symbol is everywhere. In the throne room. Near the entrance to the dungeons. Carved into a bench in the queen’s favorite garden. I also found it on this.”

      I pulled the diamond amulet out of my pocket and placed it on the dressing table.

      “Where the hell did you get this?” Andros asked, leaning over to get a closer look but not daring to touch it.

      “I had it stripped of any curses or bad juju, so it’s safe to touch,” I said. “But I found it on the body of a hunter who tried to kill me at the domed city last year.”

      “When the emerald priestess attacked?” Mordecai asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” I said, pacing the floor. “Was it the emerald priestess who attacked us that night? I mean, we know it was, but what if she wasn’t the only one?”

      “I’m not following you,” Andros said.

      “That was the night that set everything in motion,” I said. “It was the first real attack after we’d killed the sapphire priestess, right? But we’d spent all summer in relative peace. Sure, we faced resistance at some of the sapphire gates from witches who didn’t want to just hand over their demon-slave lifestyle. But for the most part, we were safe and happy at Brighton Manor.”

      “That was a fun summer,” Mordecai said.

      “But the night the domed city was attacked was really the next phase of the war with the Order of Shadows,” I said. “And something about that night has never really sat right with me. First of all, the hunters attacked the domed city before the emerald priestess froze time in the human world. When it happened, of course, we didn’t understand the plan. Later, though, Aerden and I took off after a hunter who had gotten away from the fight to get answers.”

      “That’s when you were taken by your father, though, right?” Andros asked.

      “Something happened before that, and in all the excitement of being thrown in the dungeons and basically having my entire world turned upside down, we never really talked about it again.”

      Mordecai and Andros listened intently.

      “Aerden and I found that hunter who escaped,” I said. “She disappeared into a cave and opened up some kind of communication portal to the emerald priestess. We overheard most of their conversation, and there was one thing Priestess Evers said that really confused me at the time. She said the hunters had attacked half an hour early. The hunter argued with her, saying they attacked exactly when they were told to attack. But that stuck with me. Why two different stories?”

      “I don’t see the connection to that diamond amulet,” Mordecai said.

      “Listen, I got this diamond amulet off a hunter I killed at the domed city that night,” I said, grabbing the amulet and holding it tightly in my fist. “She nearly killed me first, but the key Aerden’s mother, Tatiana, gave to him saved my life. Something about the diamond inside this key negated that hunter’s magic.”

      “Okay, but what does that have to do with the emerald priestess?” Andros ran a hand through his long dark hair, shaking his head.

      Maybe I was too excited and wasn’t explaining it clearly enough. I wished more than anything that Aerden was here. We’d never really gotten a chance to talk about this, because my father’s guards had found us soon after.

      Plus, I think looking back on it now that Aerden had been trying to tell me the truth about his feelings that night, and I hadn’t let him.

      But that was behind us now.

      I had to focus on this new information, because it was all connected, somehow.

      “Let me approach it this way,” I said, pacing again. “The emerald priestess had this grand plan to pay us back for killing her sister and at the same time, reopen the sapphire gates as her own, using Jackson as the portal demon.”

      My heart raced as I spoke, my mind putting it all together just ahead of my own mouth.

      “According to her plan, Priestess Evers wanted to freeze time in the human world with us in it,” I said, chills breaking out across my skin. “She planned for all of us to be a nonissue at that point. Frozen in time and helpless against her. She likely planned to kill all of us, or at the very least, she wanted vengeance against Harper for killing her sister. But at the same time, she needed the last of Priestess Winter’s bloodline in order to switch the portals over to herself.”

      “Right,” Mordecai said, now pacing with me, excitement in his steps. “We know this from when the crows killed Harper’s mom. The only way to switch a gate from one family to another is in a ritual that ends the Prima line.”

      “Or in this case, the Priestess line, since it was a master gate,” I said. “Stay with me here, because this is making sense.”

      I chewed on my finger, allowing my mind to catch up as I put it together.

      “At the time, Zara was living with us at Brighton Manor, but her sisters, Honora and Selene Winter were in the dungeons of Harper’s castle.”

      “That’s why they attacked the domed city, then,” Andros said.

      “Right, which we knew,” Lea said. “But by the time they broke through the dome and got to the dungeons, the Winter sisters had already been turned into hunters, succumbing to a curse Priestess Winter had put on her descendants should she ever die.”

      “Which is why they needed Zara,” Mordecai added.

      “Yes, but if the original plan had worked, getting to Zara would have been trivial,” I said. “Because she would have been frozen in time back in the human world, just like the rest of us. Priestess Evers could have killed Harper and anyone else there at the house, and then taken Zara without any of us even knowing until it was too late.”

      “Okay, but why would the hunters have attacked early and messed it up? An accident or miscommunication?” Andros asked.

      “No, don’t you see?” I asked, holding the diamond amulet up. “The High Priestess sent her hunters in early to draw us out of the human world before Priestess Evers had a chance to cast her time spell.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, though. Why mess up her own Priestess’s plans? Essentially, the High Priestess saved your lives by doing that,” Andros said.

      My stomach churned. This was important, but there were still pieces of it missing.

      “Illana’s a part of this, too,” I said, turning to survey the room and staring again at the symbol in the stone. “Which means that Tatiana was part of it, somehow, as well.”

      I took a deep breath, willing the answers to come. I was so close to figuring out something that could turn all of this around.

      “If Illana was so close to the High Priestess that she was able to directly open a portal to that ritual room Harper and Jackson saw, then she would never have put her in harm’s way,” I said. “The High Priestess knew Priestess Evers wouldn’t succeed in reopening the sapphire gates. Putting Illana in that position, then, was just about getting her into our inner circle.”

      “Which worked.”

      I nodded.

      “What doesn’t make sense, though, is why the High Priestess of the Order of Shadows would actively be working against her own emerald priestess,” I said, wanting to scream. I was so close to something big.

      What did all of this mean? And how did this strange symbol play into all of it?

      “This symbol is the key to all of it, I think. It’s all over the castle and maybe the entire city, for all we know,” I said. “And it’s here, carved into the silver that surrounds this amulet. We need to figure out what this symbol means and who put it here.”

      I looked from the symbol to the door, remembering the day Aerden and I saw this room engulfed in flames. No one had been invisible that night, but the High Priestess herself had been here. I knew it in my heart.

      She hadn’t needed to hide or cloak herself, though, because she had another way in than using the door. Just like with the room full of Stone Guardians downstairs.

      This was how the High Priestess always seemed to be one step ahead of us. This was how she could be in the human world one minute and in my damn castle the next.

      “She’s teleporting through this symbol,” I said, bile rising up my throat at the thought.

      She’d been watching us this whole time, and she could get to us anytime, anywhere she wanted.

      I pulled the ruby bar from my pocket, not caring what time it was in the human world right now. I needed answers.

      “Who are you calling?” Mordecai asked.

      I pressed my finger against the fifth stone, praying Franki and Rend were still awake.

      “Lea? Are you okay?” Rend asked, connecting right away.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you so late,” I said. “But I need to talk to Silas right away. And I need you to start searching Venom, your house, and every place you visit regularly for that symbol we saw on your sister’s map. The High Priestess attacked us and our way of traveling today. Well, I think it’s time we returned the favor.”
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      At some point in the night, Solange left to check in with her friends gathered in a nearby cave. We decided to let her go alone, so she could have some privacy to explain who we were and what we hoped to do.

      Aerden and I both tried to rest there in the ruins of a village Solange said had once been called Muran. Five thousand demons had once lived and loved here, but none of the laughter and joy of those times had survived the past seven centuries of darkness and pain.

      All that was left here was a feeling of complete loss.

      Which is strangely how I was feeling deep down inside, too.

      I was too confused and angry to sleep, so I got up and walked around the shattered ruins of homes, restaurants, and other businesses. None of these buildings had working roofs, and most of them were missing walls. Any personal belongings or usable tools had long since been salvaged, either by their original owners or by desperate demons just trying to find a way to survive.

      Solange had briefly explained to us that at first many of the demons had been allowed to continue living in their homes, but the lack of sunlight and the separation from such an essential part of who they were made living in peace impossible.

      Demons grouped together, made plans, fought back.

      But every time they did, more believers appeared. More demons died or were taken to the temple, never to be seen again.

      Just like in our lands, it hadn’t taken long for the villages to become empty and abandoned. With no sunlight, crops refused to grow. Without magic, there was no electricity. Eventually, those who remained had gone underground. A familiar solution for those looking to survive.

      Apparently, there were several underground structures here that sounded like the Underground where the Resistance army had lived up until recently.

      Cities we were told had been built by trolls, though Solange said she wasn’t so sure about that.

      Either way, most of the shadow demons had moved into these underground cities or carved out their own secret caves or tunnels, attempting to hide from the throngs of believers who roamed above.

      Now, if any demon was seen alive outside the caves, they were taken or killed right there, what was left of their life energy sucked into the stones the believers wore. Sometimes, they were brought to the temple, where everyone assumed they were killed or consumed by the goddess herself.

      Never since the five waves of sacrifice over two hundred years ago had so many demons been rounded up and brought to the pit for sacrifice. Not until a few days before we arrived.

      The believers started with some of the smaller underground tunnels and caves before they moved on to one of the two main underground cities.

      Solange had not been there, but she’d heard about it from one of the demons who’d managed to get away. According to him, it had been the single most terrifying moment of his life.

      Hundreds of hunters had poured into the city, shackling demons with chains made of lightning. Even shadowlings this time, which had never happened before. Little ones born long after the Reckoning who had never even known the taste of magic running through their veins. Never felt the freedom of shifting to shadow and flying through the air.

      We had to find a way to free them. Not just from the pit they were being herded into, but from this storm that contained their power.

      Solange seemed to believe their power had been taken from them and could never be returned. After seven hundred years being cut off from it, I could see how that might be easier to believe.

      Sometimes hope makes the difficult times harder to endure.

      But from the way she described it, I felt there was a chance it was similar to what had happened to me in Peachville. I still had some awareness of my power, but it was like having it locked away behind a thick piece of glass. There but just out of reach.

      I believed the power of these demons was still here somewhere. All we had to do was set it free.

      Harper was the key to everything, but I needed to get these stones working again.

      Solange had assumed the only way onto this continent was the way Aerden and I had come—through the storm.

      But if the onyx ritual room really was at the top of that tower, we had another way in.

      The last time I’d spoken to her, she had been planning to meet with Lea at Blackwood with hopes of recreating the spell Illana had used to open a portal to the onyx ritual room. To this temple.

      If she’d managed to get it working, she could open that portal and bring an army through with her. Then, we could either find a way to destroy this storm and the temple, or we could try to evacuate as many demons as possible.

      There were, of course, a few real problems with this plan.

      First, the sheer number of hunters was staggering. And this lightning-wielding version of hunters was particularly scary. If we could bring down the storm, that would at least get rid of their preferred way of fighting, while possibly restoring the inherent magical abilities of the demons throughout this entire continent.

      At one point, they had been spread out across the entire continent, which Aerden had read was bigger than the north and south combined. Now, however, there were only maybe a million demons remaining of the once-thriving community, and most of them lived close to the temple and the coast.

      If they got their powers back, they’d most likely love the chance to get some revenge on those witches they called believers.

      Still, this was all just speculation.

      We didn’t know if we could bring the storm down, and we had no idea if doing so would restore the power of the shadow demons here.

      The next problem was those two Stone Guardians guarding the diamond pit.

      Solange said they had not been here just a few days ago. They had simply appeared there by the temple, as if conjured out of thin air.

      Which meant there could be more coming at any moment.

      Aerden was the only demon I knew who had faced a Stone Guardian and lived to tell the tale. That was the night he’d first conjured his golem of light in a desperate move to save Lea’s life.

      If he could do it again, despite the pull of the storm against our abilities, we might have a chance against them.

      Aerden seemed to believe that I would be able to call up a similar golem if I put my heart into it, but I didn’t want to count on that as the only way we could win this battle. I had no idea if I was even capable of it.

      Yes, so I’d accessed a similar light-based power a few times here and there when Harper was locked behind the door or when I needed to heal myself on the beach here. And he was right that the strength of this light had actually come easier than ever here inside the storm.

      But I was still trying to wrap my mind around what Solange had said about this power.

      Fae?

      How was that possible?

      Our parents were shadow demons, and no one had ever said anything about fae ancestry. Other than Sabine, I’d never ever met a pure fae in my life. There were a few human fae hybrids like Azure that I’d met over the years. I’d met fairies at Venom, but when I’d suggested to Azure that they were the same type of fae as her, she’d practically bit my head off.

      Apparently, fairies were lesser fae and not at all in the same category as a true fae.

      I didn’t even know enough about the fae to even speak intelligently about them.

      There was no way I was one of them.

      And yet, there was no doubt the powers that had manifested in the past few months for both Aerden and myself were not like anything we’d ever experienced before. I had tried to make sense of it in my head for weeks now, thinking that maybe it had something to do with the rareness of being twins or the time we’d spent in Peachville.

      But Solange said she recognized our magic as a mix of fae and shadow demon, a rare hybrid she later claimed was forbidden more than a thousand years ago. She said she could prove it if she ever got a chance to go back to the underground city here she called Haven.

      Like the Resistance’s Underground, she said Haven had an extensive library and a scholar more than three thousand years old who had maintained that library for most of his life.

      The High Priestess had altered the memories of those on our side of the storm, and then she’d destroyed all the books that referenced this land in the process, but she must not have bothered doing the same thing here.

      And why would she? These demons and the knowledge they held was contained, never meant to be shared across the sea.

      But why go to all of this trouble?

      Why keep us from each other? Why destroy so many demons?

      Just for the sake of more power?

      I didn’t have the full answer, and I wasn’t sure how Aerden and I fit into that puzzle, but in my heart, I knew the diamond on top of that onyx pedestal was at the center of everything.

      It was the single most powerful artifact I’d ever laid eyes on, and from the way the Order’s stones were arranged around it, I knew this was the connection we’d all been looking for. The reason behind it all.

      And it was much bigger than just the Order of Shadows and the power of human witches.

      There was something else going on here, and I wanted to know what.

      And how my mother had gotten involved with all of it.

      Whatever she’d known, it was important enough to the High Priestess that she was willing to kill what was left of my entire family to keep it secret.

      I stood at the edge of the ruins, staring up at the white temple and its light that radiated through the clouds like a halo.

      Getting inside was not going to be easy, and I had no idea if we’d be able to get through to Harper and free the demons here, but one thing was certain. The answers I’d been seeking for more than a hundred years were locked inside.

      I’d spent lifetimes trying to figure out who I truly was.

      An obedient son with a duty to marry the princess his brother loved.

      A faithful fiancé with secrets no one should ever have to keep.

      A rebel outcast with a hunger for the truth.

      A shadow demon with so much wrath in his heart, he would slaughter a room full of witches to ease his pain.

      A hopeless teenager, destined to live the same powerless life over and over while the memories of those around me were altered every few years to forget I ever existed.

      It wasn’t until Harper that I’d finally figured out I had the power to choose who I wanted to be.

      And as the first tinge of sunlight lightened the storm clouds and morning dawned for the rest of the world, I decided that no matter what we found inside that temple, nothing would ever make me doubt who I was again.
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      “Try to act normal.”

      I glanced both ways down the street to make sure we hadn’t been followed before we stepped into the alley. It was still early in the morning here and the city was sleeping, but I didn’t want to take anything for granted.

      Nothing moved but the wind.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Magda asked. “Am I not always normal?”

      I suppressed a smile.

      She had no idea how abnormal she really was most of the time, but then again, maybe that’s what being a human who’d managed to extend their lives by a few hundred years was like.

      “Just keep your eyes down and try to blend in,” I said.

      “Are you sure they’re even open this early?” Magda asked, her heels clicking against the pavement.

      I laughed and threw open the door.

      “Venom is always open,” I said.

      I stepped into the bright neon light of the entry room.

      Marco dropped his jaw in surprise and then quickly bowed his head and smiled.

      “Harper,” he said. “Always a treat to see you. Is everything okay? Rend said you were attacked at Brighton Lake. No one was expecting to hear from you for a while.”

      His eyes flicked toward Magda, and he straightened, clearing his throat.

      “It’s been a rough couple of days, but it feels good to see a familiar face,” I said. “I don’t think I was followed, but it might be a good idea to put more security on this door.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said. “I take it your guest is familiar with Rend and his...capabilities should someone break the rules of the club?”

      He never broke eye contact with Magda as he spoke, as if he wanted to make sure she understood whose domain she was entering into here.

      Magda lifted her chin to say something that was most likely going to get her into trouble. If she’d been aware of Marco’s full story, she might have hesitated a bit before getting on his bad side.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Magda wasn’t afraid of much, and she seemed to be able to handle herself. Still, I stepped in before she could say anything rude.

      “She’ll be fine,” I said.

      “I don’t trust her, but I trust you,” Marco said. “And more importantly, Rend trusts you. That’s good enough for me. I don’t think he and Franki are here at the moment, but talk to Azure. She can let them know you’re here. Come on in, and try to have a little fun, if you can. I know you’ve had a rough go of it lately.”

      “We all have,” I said, touching his arm and giving him a wink.

      I hadn’t been able to help them when the Mother Crow had taken Franki, but I found out all about it afterward. From the sound of it, we’d all come close to losing people we loved over the past few months.

      The main door to Venom opened, music thumping so loud, I could feel the bass vibrating through my feet on the floor.

      “I like your hair like that, by the way,” I said. “Very you.”

      Marco ran a hand through his natural bluish-black hair that made him favor his true family much more than the bleach-blonde he used to have.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Trying it on, you know?”

      It was good to see him embracing his true heritage and feeling free enough to express it without fear.

      I was going to ask him how his mother was doing, but when I looked over, I realized I’d already lost sight of Magda in the crowd.

      I dashed inside the club, pushing through the crowd at the entrance and searching for the priestess who’d promised to stay stuck to my side like glue in here.

      So much for trust.

      I found her at the edge of the dance floor, her mouth open and eyes wide as she took it all in. The girls dancing in cages. The pipes of neon liquid snaking around the ceiling and up and down the walls of the club. Vampires dancing next to sprites and witches.

      Everyone here fearless and protected, letting go of the constant stress and danger of living life as something other in a world full of normal.

      I moved next to her, smiling.

      “Maybe close your mouth and try not to look like you’ve never seen people having fun before,” I said, having to raise my voice over the music. “You know, since you wanted to seem normal and all.”

      She shook her head, her eyes not even blinking as she continued to stare.

      “I’ve never been to a place like this,” she said. “They all seem so free. So happy.”

      “That’s all Rend wanted to be able to do,” I said, touching her arm. “To give witches and demons a place where they could be free from the Order of Shadows. Where they could be safe.”

      Magda nodded and smiled slightly. “So, in a way, I helped create this place, if you think about it.”

      I stared at her, hardly believing she’d dared to speak those words and take credit, in any way, for this safe haven.

      “Okay,” I said. “In a truly messed up, roundabout way, I guess you did provide some of the inspiration for this place, though I wouldn’t recommend sounding so proud of it. Especially standing where you are, surrounded by creatures who would gladly kill you if they knew who you were.”

      Magda laughed, her hand going to her neck, where her snake necklace usually was. I’d had her remove it and put it in my bag for now. It was a dead giveaway to her identity for anyone who had a clue.

      “According to Rend’s rules, though, they can’t kill me, can they? Do you have any idea how good it feels to know that I am safe here, too? That I’m somehow included in the grace of this club?”

      I glanced at her to see if she was really able to be so unaffected by the truth that she’d terrified and terrorized so much of the paranormal community for so long, but she had depth in her gaze when she looked into my eyes.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Harper. I am fully aware of why this place exists and the horrors I committed to create a need for a place like this. But we all have our sins and our shame,” she said, the smile dropping from her face for a moment. “If, just for a moment, I get to see some beautiful thing that has come from the horrors of my past, I’m going to stand in awe of it and believe that at least something good came out of my life. Even if it happened in the most messed up, roundabout way possible. You really should learn to look at the bright side of things, Harper. It would do wonders for your sense of confidence.”

      I sighed. See, that was the thing about Magda.

      Just when I thought I had her completely figured out, she said something that made me question everything I thought a priestess of the Order of Shadows should be capable of.

      “Don’t think too hard on it, dear,” she said, returning to her normal, playful-yet-condescending tone as she turned toward the bar. “Let’s go get a drink. I’ve been dying to try this Red Dragon everyone’s been telling me about.”

      I laughed as I followed her over to the glass-top bar on the far side of the room.

      “Just who is this everyone you’re talking about?” I asked. “I didn’t think you even knew much about Venom before today.”

      Magda rolled her eyes, moving her body as if she were still wearing her red dress and pearls instead of jeans and a red off-the-shoulder, oversized tee.

      “Harper, really. Don’t embarrass yourself,” she said. “Everyone knows about Venom. Do you think Sabine would be able to put a door in our hallway without us knowing about it?”

      Sabine. I still had so many questions about her, which was a big part of why we were here.

      I wanted answers and advice. I’d planned to question Magda about the Order’s relationship with Sabine last night, but suffice it to say I was distracted by our other conversation. I glanced around, making sure no one was paying much attention to us.

      I’d gotten used to being stared at whenever I came here. Everyone was curious about the half-demon, half-human who’d managed to kill two priestesses in just a handful of years. Rend said I’d practically become an urban legend at this point, with some people claiming I could shoot lasers from my eyes or levitate an entire city with my pinky finger.

      Every time he told me the stories, it made me laugh.

      I was nothing special. Just a girl who’d pushed back when the Order had refused to take no for an answer.

      “What do you know about Sabine?” I asked, keeping my voice low. “I meant to talk to you about her last night. That’s part of why we’re here at Venom.”

      That certainly got Magda’s attention.

      “What does anyone really know about her?” Magda asked. “She somehow manages to command incredible power while also being locked in that horrid swamp. I mean, if someone offered me unlimited power but the catch was that I had to live in filth and mud for the rest of my life?”

      She shuddered and twisted her lips in a grimace.

      “I love power, darling, but that would not be worth it. As it is, even your castle is a step down for me. No offense, of course,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t tell you how much I miss my home at Thornhill Manor. If only Sabine still owed me a favor. I’d have her recreate Thornhill in a place like this, outside of the normal rules of time and space, where none of my sisters or their armies could touch it.”

      My mouth dropped open. There was so much just in this one conversation that I could hardly wrap my head around.

      And was it true that Sabine had traded power for a lifetime in the Swamp of Nightmares? I’d always assumed she’d created it herself.

      And what had Magda actually done with her one favor? Had all the priestesses been owed favors? Why? What had they done for Sabine to earn it?

      I was just about to ask Magda more about it when Azure appeared on the other side of the glass-topped bar, her hair glamoured a bright teal tonight.

      “Well, I guess they’ll just let anyone in these days.”

      Magda tensed, but I just played along.

      “We can always throw her to the vampires if she acts up,” I teased.

      Magda sighed. “Have your fun at my expense,” she said. “But at least have the decency to offer me a drink before you make fun of me.”

      Azure and I shared a look before we both laughed.

      “Well, when Rend first came up with the idea of this place, I had a lot of doubts about its success, but if anyone had told me that someday I’d be offering a drink to the likes of you, I would never have believed it,” Azure said. “But there’s a time and place for everything, I suppose. What can I get you?”

      “Red Dragon, please,” Magda said.

      Azure tilted her head, as if trying to assess the risks of giving someone like Magda a shot of a potion that was likely to make her feel sexy and powerful. She looked at me, as if to ask my permission, which shocked me to be honest.

      Azure basically ran this place just as much as Rend did. She certainly didn’t need to ask me for permission to do anything here.

      But then I realized, it wasn’t permission Azure wanted.

      It was my promise that I would take responsibility for what might happen if we let her have it.

      “Come on, Harper. I’ll be a good girl, I promise,” Magda said. “Just one drink and a dance. That’s all I ask. I’ll be on my best behavior. Witch’s honor.”

      “You have no honor,” I mumbled.

      But really, what was the harm in letting Magda have a little fun? How much trouble could she really get into here? As long as she stayed in my sight, it was going to be fine.

      Besides, I could use a few minutes to talk to Azure alone.

      I nodded to Azure who grabbed a clear shot glass, selected one of the bottles of clear liquid under the bar and poured a smaller-than-usual portion. She slid it over to Magda.

      “Bottom’s up,” she said. “But that’s all you’re getting tonight, so make the most of it.”

      Magda frowned. “It looks like water.”

      I laughed.

      “That’s part of the magic of this place,” I said. “No one but the staff can see the true color of your drink, so no one knows which particular magic you’ve decided to partake of. It’s part of the fun. Just drink it and go have your dance.”

      Magda still looked doubtful as she took a deep breath and quickly tipped the shot back, downing it quickly.

      She closed her eyes, her cheeks slowly flushing as the shot took hold.

      When she finally opened her eyes, it was as though she was seeing the world for the first time. She actually giggled and ran her hands up and down across her legs.

      “So, that’s what all the fuss is about,” she said. “Worth every penny of whatever Harper’s paying for it.”

      She took my hands in hers and met my eyes.

      “I truly adore you, you know that,” she said, holding my gaze for so long, I wondered what in the world was up with her.

      But before I could ask, she let out a woop and made her way toward the dance floor.

      “Stay where I can see you,” I shouted after her, and she lifted a hand in agreement as she stepped into the crowd.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Azure asked, placing a second shot glass onto the bar.

      I waved her off.

      “No, thank you. I need to keep all my wits together,” I said. “But Magda’s harmless, I think. She wouldn’t dare cause any trouble here. Besides, I trust her, as crazy as that sounds. She saved my life when she could have just run away.”

      “One act of kindness does not make her a trustworthy friend,” Azure said. “The priestesses know how to play the long game. Don’t forget that.”

      I nodded.

      The priestesses weren’t the only ones.

      “Here,” Azure said, pouring two shots and sliding one toward me. “Don’t worry, it’s not Red Dragon.”

      She held back a laugh as she watched Magda practically losing her mind out on the dance floor. For someone who was usually so buttoned up, it was good to see her let loose.

      Or at least let loose in a good way.

      I hoped I never got to see her fully let loose in a bad way. I had a feeling it was not a pretty sight.

      “What is it?” I asked, eyeballing the clear shot.

      When I visited Venom, I usually just stuck to water. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Rend and his amazing potions, or that I thought Azure would ever give me something that would be dangerous. I just didn’t like feeling altered in any way.

      I’d had enough people try to alter my memories and emotions in the past. I didn’t need potions to remind me of that.

      “Blue Frost with a touch of Rend’s specialty mix reserved for honored guests,” she said. “It will heighten your senses and bring everything into focus. I wouldn’t give it to you if I didn’t think it would help.”

      On a normal day, I might have passed on it, but today, a bit of heightened focus might be crucial. We had a lot on the line, and with attacks coming at us from every angle right now, I needed to be at my best if something happened.

      Especially without Jackson to watch my back.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said, lifting the shot to clink the glass against hers.

      We both downed our shots and slammed the glasses back down on the bar at the exact same time.

      An icy chill seemed to blossom out from my chest, as if the very blood in my veins were freezing over. I shivered as it spread through my entire body. I blew out a breath, expecting it to be misty cold, but there was no outer appearance to mirror what I was feeling inside.

      For a brief moment, I wondered if this was how Jackson felt when he cast his ice magic. Did he get cold throughout his insides? Or was it just a sensation that radiated outward from him when he cast?

      I’d have to ask him when he got home.

      He was coming home to me. I was certain of it, if I had to face that storm and bring him back myself.

      “What do you think?”

      I turned slowly on my barstool and took a good look around, as if seeing it all with new eyes.

      Azure was right.

      Everything was clear. I noticed details like the vampire in the corner staring at Magda with a curious, needful expression. I could almost feel the conflicting feelings radiating from him as he forced his eyes away and then, seconds later, lustfully turned back to her.

      “I saw him, already,” Azure said before I could mention him. “He’s harmless. Just hungry. He won’t make a move inside the club, not that any of the vamps are allowed to kill witches, anymore, even outside these doors. Franki put an end to that.”

      I nodded, trusting Azure’s assessment as I continued to scan the room.

      I saw so much more than what I’d been able to see before. A couple making out in one corner. Another having an argument on the edge of the dance floor. A group of friends singing at the top of their lungs and laughing like crazy. Sweat beaded on the forehead of the man standing near the entrance.

      It all came into clear focus, and I could easily focus on several things at once.

      Damn, how would this kind of potion help me in a fight?

      I’d always been able to move or levitate items with my magic, and over the years, I’d taken more control of my abilities. But one thing that was often still difficult for me was controlling several items at once. I was much better at it than when my father had been alive and started my real training, but I still worked on it nearly every day.

      If I could harness mental clarity like this on a daily basis, what more could I accomplish?

      Which I guess was part of the appeal of this place and the potions Rend had concocted over his many years of alchemical experimentation.

      I’d have to ask him about the implications of using something like this in battle. Were there any downsides to it?

      If not, I was going to have to see if he’d send some home with me to try in training.

      “Better than expected, huh?” Azure said, coming around to my side of the bar and sitting next to me as we both kept our eyes on Magda and the others in the club. “I can understand not really wanting to use mind or mood-altering magic for the most part. It can be addictive, just like any drug. But Rend’s spent a lot of time perfecting his work. There aren’t any real negative side effects to the potions, as long as you’re responsible with them.

      “Where is Rend, by the way?” I asked. “I need to talk to him. I thought about calling ahead with the ruby stone Ryken gave me, but I didn’t want to risk even saying out loud where we were headed. Do you expect him back today?”

      “He should be on his way back soon, but he and Franki have been at his estate and the Brotherhood’s castle looking everywhere for the symbol, so they can destroy it,” she said, sighing. “That whole thing still scares the crap out of me. At least we didn’t find one here in the club.”

      “Wait, what symbol?” I asked, sitting up straighter and turning slightly toward her.

      “Crap, I keep forgetting you don’t have your ruby bar. Lea called Rend early this morning and told him that she found that symbol from the maps all over the northern castle,” Azure said. “Everyone is looking for them, including your sister, by the way. Angela said she even found one in your dungeons, of all places.”

      “The symbol from Ariella’s maps?” I asked, totally confused by this news. “Why would it be all over the castles? I thought Silas said it was an ancient fae symbol. You’re part fae. Did you recognize it or know what it means?”

      “I know it well, Harper. It’s a magical symbol once created by an ancient fae king named Sebastillan. He was the first fae king to unite the courts. A legend until his death. He used it to open portals between worlds,” Azure said, leaning forward over the bar. “With this symbol, he was able to travel wherever he wanted to go, and we think whoever the High Priestess is, she’s been using it the same way. To be honest, though, I have no idea how she would have the power to use it.”

      I stood up, my heart racing.

      “That’s how she’s been one step ahead of us,” I said, having to catch my breath as if I’d been running for miles. I had to pace to manage my energy. “We thought it was just because of Illana, but she’s had access to everything this whole time. Azure, what does all of this have to do with the fae?”

      I leaned over the bar and lowered my voice.

      “Is it possible Sabine is the High Priestess?” I asked.

      Azure stepped back and shook her head, obviously offended by the question. “You’re kidding right? She may not always have pure intentions, and she might see things differently from the rest of us, but she’s not evil, Harper. Do you honestly think Rend would work with her if he thought there was any possibility she was behind the Order of Shadows? Why would you even think that?”

      “Listen, there are signs here, Azure. First of all, how many people would even know about some ancient fae king’s teleportation symbol? We always assumed it was a witch who started the Order, but Illana said it wasn’t a witch or a demon,” I explained. “Whoever started all of this has unimaginable power, just like Sabine. And just like the High Priestess, she seems to know what’s going on at all times, and she just wants more of that ability.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Did you know Sabine took Jackson’s ability to see the future away from him?” I asked, the picture he’d drawn of us with our silver-eyed son flashing through my mind for a brief instant.

      I still hadn’t fully come to terms with the idea of having lost that future. There had been times in my life when that vision had been the only thing worth living for.

      Azure didn’t say anything at first, but the way she shifted uncomfortably on her seat said that she already knew, and she didn’t like it.

      “Do you remember the day you first met me?” I asked. “Not in my timeline, but yours. Back in the past, when I came here and you basically saved me from Rend?”

      Azure smiled.

      “I remember knocking him out. That’s always a fun memory.”

      “Sabine was here that day,” I said. “That was the only time I’ve ever actually met her. For you, that was sixty years ago, but for me, that was just about a month ago.”

      “Weird to think about it that way,” she said. “But yes, I remember that she looked into your memories and saw something of the future in them.”

      “That’s where she first learned about Jackson’s ability to see and draw the future,” I said. “I think she must have decided then and there that she would take it for herself.”

      ‘What are you saying, Harper?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that a lot the past twenty-four hours or so since a storm I imagine to be very much like the one she sent him sailing toward consumed Blackwood and nearly all my power along with it. He’s out of contact, Azure. Alive, I know it in my heart. But consumed by the storm in some way, at the same time. He’s there because of her. Because of a drawing she gave to Aerden of them sailing toward that storm.”

      “Are you asking me if they were right to trust her?”

      “I just want to figure out whose side she’s on here,” I said, sitting up. “She created the Hall of Doorways for the Order, so even if she isn’t the High Priestess, she's had dealings with her. And this fae connection makes it all the more suspicious in my mind.”

      I ticked off the connections on my fingers.

      “According to Jackson, she was the one who sent Priestess Black’s cat warriors into the past to kill or capture me, putting me in grave danger. But then, at the same time, she opened a portal for Jackson to come and save my life,” I said. “Who does stuff like that? Help one person try to kill me and then send another to save my life? What kinds of games is she playing?”

      “Here’s what you have to understand about Sabine,” Azure said, turning toward me. “She’s powerful, but she’s not entirely free. The portal she opened for the amethyst priestess and her cats? Sabine had no choice in that matter. She owed that woman a favor, and despite her seemingly limitless power, Sabine cannot back away from a promised favor. Even if she’d wanted to say no, she wouldn’t have been able to do it.”

      My lips parted, and I drew in a breath, something finally clicking into place for me.

      “So, it’s more than just a game with her? More than just toying with people because she can?” I asked.

      “Well, she likes doing that, too,” Azure said, a smile touching her pink lips. “Sabine was like that long before she took over as keeper of the swamp. But that’s part of why she was so well suited to the position.”

      I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around all of this.

      “Magda mentioned this a little while ago, too. What does it mean that she took over the position? I always assumed Sabine created the Swamp of Nightmares,” I said.

      Azure stared at me like I was a child.

      “I keep forgetting that you haven’t been around as long as the rest of us,” she said. “There’s still so much about the non-human world that you don’t know.”

      “So, fill me in,” I said.

      “The Swamp of Nightmares has existed for several thousand years,” Azure said. “It was created as a block between the Neriam and the Shadow World.”

      “Why would someone want to block two worlds from each other like that?” I asked. “Do they hate each other or something?”

      Up until this moment, I hadn't even realized there was a fae world.

      “Not exactly,” Azure said. “It was a way to prevent pure fae from mating with shadow demons.”

      “But why?”

      “Because sometimes when one powerful being mates with another, their offspring are more powerful than either one ever dreamed,” she said. “You and I are both products of powerful beings mating with human witches. A powerful combination, but nothing that typically eclipses the pure magic of the fae or the shadow demons. But with that particular combination—fae and shadow demon—the resulting child can be staggeringly powerful.”

      “Why has no one ever mentioned this before?” I asked.

      Azure shrugged. “It’s not something that ever comes up anymore,” she said. “For the most part, pure fae, particularly those of royal blood like Sabine, never leave Neriam. And even if they did, they would know that mating with a shadow demon was forbidden. Any offspring of a union like that are killed or consumed, Harper. It’s been centuries since a fae-shadow demon hybrid child was allowed to live. It’s forbidden.”

      Chills spread across my arms, and I sat back down hard on the bar stool.

      “The Swamp of Nightmares was created as a barrier between the Shadow World and the fae world—Neriam—centuries ago, and there has always been a guardian of the swamp,” Azure said. “It’s not a coveted job, despite the power that comes with it. It’s more of a punishment, and it’s something Sabine—a powerful pure fae with royal blood—should never have been saddled with.”

      “What did she do to be sent there, then?”

      “That’s a long story I don’t have time for today, but I can assure you that Sabine does not have the freedom to be the High Priestess,” Azure said. “She can teleport when called on or when she is setting up a deal or trade, but she can’t just go wherever she wants any time she wants.”

      “I don’t think we can eliminate the possibility that she’s the High Priestess. Or that, at the very least, she’s working with her,” I said. “What if the High Priestess is one of these ShadowFae?”

      “Not possible,” Azure said. “The fae court ruthlessly destroyed any child born of a union like that. And someone that powerful would not be able to hide for long. When it comes to Sabine, though, tell me this. Have you ever known her to do anything that wasn’t part of some trade or deal? She can’t do it except under one condition, and trust me when I say that condition cannot exist. There’s no way she’s the High Priestess with those kinds of limitations.”

      I went through the deals I’d known Sabine to be a part of, taking inventory of her actions.

      She’d created the Hall of Doorways for the Order, supposedly because she owed them. For what, I had never heard. She also owed the amethyst priestess one last favor, according to Jackson, which she’d used to try to get her vengeance on me for killing her sisters.

      She must have owed Magda a favor at some point, too, because just tonight Magda had said something about if Sabine owed her another favor. I would have to remember to ask her later what she’d asked for when she’d had the chance.

      Sabine had also created this place, Venom, as a favor to Rend for once saving her life from a group of vampires, and her favor had obviously extended to much more than just Venom. She’d helped him set his home in an unreachable place in the Alps that he alone could access through the Hall of Doorways.

      I was sure that hadn’t been in the agreement with the High Priestess or whoever had asked her to create the hall in the first place, but apparently Sabine had enough agency to make her own decisions about things like that.

      She’d also created the crow village where Mary Anne had grown up. In return for such a powerful favor, she’d merely asked for a child in return. A boy the Mother Crow had turned over to Sabine more than twenty years ago, and who she, in turn, had given to Rend to look after.

      In that way, her relationship with Rend had been going in circles. Raising Marco had been a favor for Sabine, and in return, she had given him a beautiful garden in his own home where he could grow just about anything he wanted for his alchemy.

      I’d never seen the room with my own eyes before, but Franki said it was breathtaking.

      Sabine had known that I needed help, but she couldn’t open a portal to the future for me. Instead, she’d held onto the memory of our chance encounter for sixty years, manipulating the whole situation so that Jackson had no choice but to come to her for help. A portal to the past was something she could do, but doing that for him had cost so much.

      It had cost our entire promised future.

      “Aerden,” I said, coming around to the one favor Sabine had done without asking for anything in return.

      “What about him?” Azure asked, waving to a friend who’d just come in. Someone I didn’t recognize who quickly got lost in the crowd that had gathered around to watch Magda dance.

      If she kept this up, I was going to have to snatch her off the dance floor before everyone in here started telling their friends the ruby priestess was living it up in Venom.

      “She saved his life during the battle a couple of weeks ago,” I said. “He never asked for help, and she never made him pledge anything for it.”

      Azure straightened, her eyes suddenly darkening.

      “Wait, what exactly happened there?” she asked.

      “The battle was going in Aerden and Lea’s favor at first, but all of a sudden, these new hunters flooded onto the battlefield. Way more than they could handle, sent by the High Priestess we assume, because they were wearing diamonds. Four of them went straight for Aerden. They trapped him inside a cage that was made of this strange, colorful metal Aerden said he’d never seen before.”

      Azure straightened, all of her attention on me now.

      “Prismatic metal?” she asked. “Flashing with lots of different colors?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what he described. He said he couldn’t access any of his power inside of it. Why? Do you know what it is?”

      “Overkill for trapping a shadow demon,” she muttered, her face suddenly very pale. “What else happened? Where did they take him?”

      “There were four hunters carrying the cage, each wearing diamonds,” I said. “They didn’t hurt him or anything. They just carried him off the battlefield and into a cave a little ways apart from the fight. Inside the cage, he couldn’t cast any of his magic at all. But then, suddenly Sabine appeared and killed all four of those hunters in an instant. Aerden said he’d never seen anything like it. Where sometimes it might take a dozen demons to bring down a single hunter, Sabine vaporized these four diamond hunters with a wave of her hand.”

      “She just appeared out of nowhere? Did he cry out for help? Call her name when he was taken? Anything like that?” Azure asked.

      I shook my head, clarity from the Blue Frost clueing me into just how alarmed Azure was at this news. Her hands were practically shaking. A rare state for her.

      “He said she just appeared, all of a sudden. He didn’t even know her name to cry out for her, and at the time, he didn’t know anything about Jackson getting her help to bring me home,” I said.

      “And she didn’t ask him for anything in return?” she asked. “Are you absolutely sure? Why didn’t anyone tell me about this?””

      “Sabine asked him to keep it quiet,” I said. “And then she gave him the drawing of them heading toward the storm. She said it was time for him to see. That there were worlds of power inside of him and Jackson. After that, he was able to conjure this incredible golem made of pure light. He’s only done it once or twice before that, but Sabine seemed to know he could do it. Do you know what all of that means?”

      Azure stood and looked around the dance floor, motioning to someone I couldn’t see from my angle.

      “I have some suspicions, but I need to be sure,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ll be back in a little while.”

      “Wait—”

      But she was already gone, running so fast across the room, I lost sight of her in the crowd.

      Had I been right? Was Sabine part of this?

      What was Azure not telling me?

      Had the High Priestess been right in front of us this whole time?

      I needed to grab Magda and see if we could get word to Rend about everything that was going on. I also wanted to use his ruby bar and check in with Angela about the symbol in the castle.

      But when I turned my eyes back to the dance floor, Magda was nowhere to be found.
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      “You wanted to see me, Lazalea?”

      My father stepped into my room, nodding to Presha as she bowed and left the room to give us some privacy.

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s not exactly normal for a princess to call for the king,” I said. “I’ve been up all night, and I haven’t had a moment to spare.”

      “Up all night?” he asked. “What’s been going on? Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “I wanted to be absolutely sure of what I suspected before I disturbed you,” I said. “Will you do me a favor and come with me to Tatiana’s old suite of rooms?”

      He furrowed his brow. “I thought we discussed this,” he said. “I don’t see any use in dredging up the past like this. It isn’t healthy. We need to focus on what we’re doing to move forward.”

      “Normally, I would agree with you, but there are a few things that have been nagging at me lately. I went to her rooms last night when I couldn’t sleep to see if I could pull up the memory of her death.”

      I held up a hand for him to stop, because I already knew what he was going to say.

      “Just hear me out as we walk,” I said.

      I secured my backpack across my shoulders and grabbed my bow and quiver of arrows.

      “Are you leaving? Lea, what’s going on?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” I said. “But we need to walk while we talk, because I don't have much time, and there’s something I need for you to see.”

      As we made our way to Tatiana’s door, I told him everything about the memory from the abandoned wing, the key Tatiana had given to Aerden, and the way Illana had obviously been a close ally of the High Priestess.

      “Last night, looking through this room, I found something,” I said as we finally entered the room. “Do you recognize this symbol?”

      My father studied it and nodded slowly.

      “It doesn’t look like anything unusual,” he said. “There are symbols like that all over the city. I think there’s even one similar to that in my chambers and in my study, come to think of it.”

      “No. Not symbols like this or similar to it,” I said. “This exact symbol. It’s all over the castle, the city, it’s in the homes of every Prima and priestess of the Order of Shadows. It’s even in the Southern Kingdom’s castle. I spoke with Angela early this morning, and she has found more than fifteen in the domed city, including one in the dungeons under the castle.”

      “I don’t understand,” my father said. “What does it mean?”

      “It’s a teleportation spell created by an ancient fae king named Sebastillan,” I said. “After talking to a friend and scholar about it this morning, I feel almost certain the High Priestess is using this symbol to teleport wherever she wants to go. That’s how she was able to get into Tatiana’s rooms without being seen. That’s how she was communicating with Kael this whole time. She’s been here right under our noses this whole time.”

      He stumbled back slightly and held onto my arm for support.

      “Father, one of these symbols was inside the room with the Stone Guardians.”

      “That can’t be right,” he said. “If that were true, she could be here at any moment. Watching us. Listening to our plans.”

      “I think that’s exactly what she’s been doing,” I said. “I’m ashamed I didn’t put it together sooner.”

      “What do we do about it?”

      “I already have a small team working to seek out and destroy these symbols everywhere we can find them,” I said. “But to me, this points to the High Priestess being fae. Or at least part fae. Have you had any dealings or known of any fae to have lived in this castle or in our city during your reign or your father’s?”

      “No. There haven’t been any fae permitted in the Shadow World in a very long time.”

      “And why is that?” I asked. “Azure seemed to have some idea of it, telling me that it had something to do with the offspring of a fae and a shadow demon being too powerful to contain. Does that sound familiar at all? I couldn’t find anything about it in the library.”

      My father touched hand to his head, frowning.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t remember what happened or why it’s like this, but there are no fae portals permitted in the Shadow World. That much I know.”

      “Then your memory’s been altered around it,” I said. “Just like with the storm to the west and so many other things. This is what the Order does. What the High Priestess does. They mess with our memories so they can control us. While I’m gone, I want you to start looking into memory restoration spells. Something stronger than the Elixir of Kendria and potions like that. Something that might be able to restore the memories of our entire race.”

      “That’s impossible,” he said, shaking his head.

      “It wasn’t impossible for the High Priestess to alter the memories of the entire shadow demon race,” I said. “That’s the kind of power we’re dealing with here. If we can’t find a way to restore the memories of our elders, we’ll always be at a disadvantage. And more than just restoring memories, we need to find a way to protect ourselves from letting it happen again.”

      “I’ll talk with the shaman and call a meeting of greatest healers,” he said. “I’ll see what we can do. I can’t believe you discovered this last night and didn’t come to speak with me right away.”

      “I was on my way to talk to you last night about some of this, but unfortunately, you already had visitors.”

      His shoulders dropped.

      “You were never supposed to know about that,” my father said. “But I will not let the council steal your birthright. You were destined to be queen, and who you choose to sit at your side is now entirely in your hands. You have my word on that.”

      My stomach tightened at his words. So much was still uncertain where Aerden was concerned.

      “I know I have been reluctant to take on the job or the title, but when I get back from looking for my friends, I want to have a real conversation about how best to make the announcement and the transition. I think the time has come for me to step up. I’m ready to be queen.”

      I could hardly draw a full breath as I spoke, feeling the weight of this moment and this commitment. Still, I knew it was the next step for me and for this kingdom.

      The demons in Leuxia needed a leader who truly understood all that was at stake in this war.

      My father’s eyes filled with tears, and he placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “You will be a strong and wise queen, and I am very proud to call you my daughter,” he said. “We will plan your coronation as soon as you come home, and while you are gone, I’ll enlist every soldier to help in the search and destruction of these symbols.”

      “Thank you,” I said, “but before I go, there’s one other thing I need to talk to you about.”

      I walked over to the scar on the wall. A dark smudge on the surface of the stone that would not come out, no matter how often it was cleaned.

      Just like in the abandoned wing.

      “This spot on the wall was caused by the bright white flames of the woman I can only assume is the High Priestess. When she came to kill Tatiana, the spell of fire she cast incinerated Tatiana but left everything else in the room unharmed. All except for this spot on the wall,” I said. “There’s a room with a similar mark in the abandoned wing. I mentioned it to you before, but you never gave me an answer. Have you ever known a memory to jump through time and space?”

      “I remember now that you mentioned it. Ancient, tainted memories like that are not safe to step into without some kind of shield,” my father said. “It’s not surprising you were ill afterward. It could have been a lot worse.”

      “What could cause a memory to act like that?” I asked.

      He ran a finger across his chin and paced the floor.

      “Only once have I ever had an experience like that,” he said. “And it was not because the memory was ancient.”

      He stopped, looking at the scar on the wall.

      “Lazalea, this memory has been tampered with,” he said, pulling his hand away and swaying a bit. “I can feel it the moment I step close to it. It’s possible the memory you pulled up in the other room was also messed with in the same way.”

      I reached out to help steady him.

      “Who would have the ability to do something like that?”

      “Secrets and misdirection,” he whispered.

      “What?” I asked, not sure what he was talking about.

      He shook his head, as if forcing himself back to the present moment.

      “One of the main things I remember my mother always telling me about the fae,” he said. “They are particularly skilled with secrets and misdirection. The fae cannot be trusted, because they deal in tricks and half-truths. It’s not unusual for a fae to be able to manipulate memory, Lazalea. I don’t know why I didn’t put that together until now, but I haven’t thought of the fae in a very long time. I believe a powerful fae has tampered with these memories.”

      So it was true.

      The High Priestess, a woman who had made it her mission to control and enslave shadow demons and humans for centuries, was not a human witch like we had always assumed.

      The High Priestess was fae.

      Was that why Sabine had appeared in so many of the Order’s dealings? Was she the one at the top of all this? Or had Sabine simply been working with her all along, manipulating all of us.

      But why? Why would a fae want to kill so many shadow demons?

      “I never dreamed the fae were involved in all of this,” my father said. “I always assumed the head of the Order of Shadows was a witch. A human with a thirst for power.”

      He sat down on the small couch near the window.

      “I think in many ways, this was why I didn’t take the threat as seriously as I should have,” he said, worry and time making him look older than he’d looked in weeks since he’d gotten free of the mind control spell. “Even powerful witches eventually grow old and die. Humans have sought immortality for as long as they’ve existed, but they’ve never been successful. The priestesses of the Order of Shadows have lived the longest of any humans in history, but I thought we could simply wait them out.”

      I held my tongue. As much as I wanted to yell at him about the choices he’d made, standing by and waiting for witches to die, while a shadow demon died with them, I had made that argument enough.

      And I knew he regretted his choices now.

      We couldn’t go back and change that past.

      “I never dreamed a fae could be behind all of this.”

      “Would that have changed anything?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said, lifting his eyes to look at me. “Maybe it would have, if I’d known the High Priestess was immortal.”

      “But what reason would the fae have to kill so many shadow demons and increase the power of human witches? I don’t understand.”

      My father sat silently for a moment before finally shaking his head.

      “In my experience, it’s usually one of two things that can motivate someone to act in this way,” he said. “They either want power or they want vengeance. Sometimes both. And if you want to defeat this High Priestess, you’ll need to figure out which one it is, because every choice she makes will be ruled by that goal. If she wants power, she’ll go after it as efficiently as possible. But if she wants vengeance, well, she’ll make sure it hurts whoever she hates most.”

      I closed my eyes, picturing Joost and Erick being tortured by the High Priestess because of me. Had she taken them to make me suffer?

      And if so, how many more would have to die before we found her?

      “I have to go,” I said.

      I kissed my father’s cheek and held him close.

      “Put the city on high alert,” I said. “And destroy the symbol down in the room beneath the dungeons right away.”

      “I’ll go down there and do it myself,” he said. “Go find your friends, but promise me you’ll come home as soon as you can.”

      “I will,” I said, hurrying toward the door.

      “Lazalea.”

      I turned back to look at my father only to see tears shining in his eyes.

      “I love you more than you could ever know,” he said. “I’m so proud of you, my dear daughter. I can’t wait to see you sitting on the throne.”

      “Soon,” I said as I shifted to shadow and flew toward the gate to meet up with Mordecai and the others.

      Whatever was waiting for us in the Witchwood had waited long enough.
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      It took half the afternoon to fly toward the Witchwood in the far northern corner of the kingdom. I hadn’t been up here since I was still in the Resistance and traveling around with Jackson and Andros to look for hunters.

      We’d gotten word that some of the citrine hunters had been spotted in this area back then, but we’d only been able to locate one, if I remembered correctly. She’d been living in the mountains, though, and not the forest.

      Mostly, I remembered this entire area being completely deserted except for the village of Rialin, which is why I’d sent Joost and Erick up this way. I’d thought maybe some survivors would have fled up here to get away from the hunters, since there wasn’t much up here.

      They were to search Rialin and surrounding areas, but otherwise, there weren’t many villages this far north, and there never had been. Too much of the terrain was rocky or mountainous up here.

      I thought it would be a relatively easy assignment for them.

      But then, of course, there was the Witchwood itself.

      The rumors of it being haunted had kept people away for as long as I could remember. The forest here was extremely dense, and the trees had thick red thorns on them. Similar to roses, only much larger and more dangerous.

      From what I’d heard, scratching yourself on a redthorn tree in the Witchwood caused extreme hallucinations. Truth be told, that was more than likely the source of the witch rumors than anything else.

      Part of me still hoped that Erick and Joost had simply been wandering the Witchwood in a state of confusion this whole time, looking for a way out.

      It would be a story we could tell for years to come, laughing as we gathered around the fire in the castle’s gardens. We’d never let them live it down.

      Mordecai and Cristo had searched the area as best they could, but they hadn’t been able to go too deep into the forest because the density of the canopy deeper in had taken so much of the light and it was getting too dark to move forward.

      We’d come back today with torches and yellow fabric to mark the path, so that we could easily retrace our steps if we got lost. I also had a compass in my bag.

      Our small crew gathered on the edge of the treeline, and it occurred to me as I studied the map that this was almost exactly where Rend’s sister had made camp before she disappeared.

      Just what had she discovered up here?

      If this symbol she’d drawn was a fae teleportation spell, why had she drawn it here? Had she found it on one of the trees? Carved into the rocks? Had it been removed or destroyed since then?

      “Mordecai, you said you searched this area for the symbol on the map?” I asked. “Where all did you look?”

      He turned in a circle, getting his bearings.

      “We had a group of about twelve here with us yesterday,” he said. “I sent four people toward the hills and rocky areas just to the north of us here. They mostly searched for caves where Joost and Erick might have made camp or taken shelter if one of them was hurt. They said they looked for any sign of carvings or markings on the rock or inside caves, but they didn’t find anything at all. Not even tracks or footprints anywhere.”

      He nodded toward the grassy clearing that stretched out from the edge of the woods to the hills.

      “Three people stayed in this general area, searching for any signs of underground tunnels or entrances,” he said. “The rest of us all spread out and went into the forest. We took our time and fanned out, checking the trees, the ground, everything, but there was no sign of any kind of disturbance, carvings, nothing. It was like Joost and Erick had never been here at all.”

      I shook my head. That wasn’t at all what I had wanted to hear. We needed a more concentrated place to start, or we were going to be stuck in these woods for days with nothing to show for it.

      If Joost and Erick really were in some kind of trouble, we needed to find them as soon as possible.

      Today, we’d brought a larger group along with us.

      Andros had brought twenty Resistance members. His wife, Ourelia had wanted to come with us, too, since she was also close with Joost and Erick. Their daughter, Sasha hadn’t been feeling well, though, and Ourelia had needed to stay behind with her.

      Instead, Andros had gathered some of his best trackers and some of our other friends from the old days of the Resistance. Demons who cared about Joost and Erick and would do everything they could to see them returned home safely.

      Mordecai and Cristo were here, too, of course, both of them anxious to get started after the journey out here.

      I’d also brought twenty-five soldiers with me. It was the most we could spare at the moment. If we didn’t find them in the next twenty-four hours, though, I would see if I could find some other volunteers willing to aid in the search.

      The final group was just arriving, and I smiled as they approached.

      “Feels like just yesterday we were together,” Mary Anne said with a smile as she and Essex flew up together.

      Mary Anne couldn’t shift to shadow, of course, but she’d gotten used to flying in demon form with Essex just about everywhere these days.

      “Still no luck with the citrine ring?” I asked.

      They’d been out with about a dozen soldiers from the Southern Kingdom since just after our Blackwood meeting, searching for the citrine ring.

      “No, but it’s funny,” she said, frowning. “Angela called earlier to say that her contacts from the citrine gates had checked in to say that there were rumors swirling everywhere that all initiations had been cancelled, anyway.”

      “What? Why?”

      She shrugged. “No one knows for sure,” she said. “But Angela’s had a ton of reports coming in from both the amethyst and citrine gates the past two days, ever since those storms took over the demon gate homes of the priestesses.”

      “What kind of reports?” Mordecai asked.

      “I can’t believe Angela didn’t call you guys to tell you this herself,” Mary Anne said, squinting in the harsh light of the suns. “With everything else that’s been going on, maybe she’s just been too busy, but the rumors are that witches from both of those gates are just randomly dropping dead all over the country with no explanation. That’s why the citrine gates halted all initiations. One of our main contacts from the citrine gates, as you know, is the Prima from Paris. I think you guys are the ones who started that relationship, right?”

      I nodded, smiling. We’d had some pretty good times in Paris back in the day.

      “Miranda and her daughters,” I said. “A powerful family that would have been in some pretty hot water with the citrine priestess if she ever found out about her alliance with us, but Miranda was never scared of that. Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine, but she said that the citrine priestess’s oldest daughter, Penelope Love, had been frantically contacting all of the European Primas, asking if anyone had seen her mother,” Mary Anne said. “Apparently, no one knows where she is.”

      “She’s probably hiding somewhere with Priestess Black,” Andros said. “We know the amethyst priestess went into hiding after her ritual failed at Blackwood. Priestess Love is probably with her somewhere, hiding out.”

      “Maybe,” Mary Anne said. “But from what Miranda said, Priestess Love never goes anywhere without her daughters. Unlike most of the other priestesses, the citrine priestess has several mansions across Europe, and she tends to travel back and forth between them. Magda said the citrine portal is in Germany, but Priestess Love has more than a dozen other homes she likes to visit. Any time she travels between them, at least one of her daughters goes with her, without fail.”

      “When did Penelope claim her mother disappeared?” I asked. “And does anyone know if the citrine portal they’re saying is in Germany was covered by a similar storm to the one that covered Blackwood and the others.”

      “Yes, Miranda confirmed that the citrine portal was also covered by the storm,” Mary Anne said.

      I placed my hand on my cheek, thinking through all of this.

      So much had happened in the past twenty-four hours, it nearly blew my mind.

      The two Stone Guardians disappeared.

      Blackwood and the other main portal stones of the Order of Shadows had been covered by a dome of storms that was impenetrable and seemed to siphon the power of anyone who got close.

      Harper’s rose portal and the Hall of Doorways had both been attacked by chimera that were most likely created by the citrine priestess, yet the priestess herself was now missing.

      Erick and Joost had gone missing in the same place Rend’s sister had disappeared more than a hundred years ago. A place Ariella had marked on the map with a symbol that I had found all throughout my father’s castle.

      Not to mention the fact that Aerden and Jackson had not been heard from since yesterday, either. Presumably, they were trapped inside the storm across the Sea of Glass.

      And now, witches from both the amethyst and citrine gates were dying all over the world, while both of their priestesses had gone missing.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t put all these puzzle pieces together. The High Priestess and her minions were up to something. But what?

      And would we find out before it was too late to save the people we loved?

      “Maybe something about that storm is killing witches attached to those main portals,” Mordecai said, obviously trying to work through it the same way I had been. “But why would the Order want to kill their own witches?”

      “More power,” Andros said. “Ritual sacrifice of some kind. The Order has never had any problem killing off a few of their own for what they consider the greater good. The question, then, is what kind of powerful magic are they wanting to cast with that power?”

      “Well, we’re not going to figure it out standing here in this heat,” I said. “The good news, at least, is that Joost and Erick can’t be pulled through some citrine portal and initiated if the gates are temporarily closed for business. That gives us some time to find them. Mordecai, explain to everyone here exactly what happened when you got their distress signal.”

      Mordecai moved to stand beside me in front of the large group now gathered at the edge of the forest. He pushed his dreads back from his face and took a deep breath.

      “Here’s what we know so far,” he said. “Yesterday morning, we sent several groups out to various locations across the Northern Kingdom to help locate any survivors who might want to come join us in the safety of the King’s City. Joost and Erick were sent out here toward the Witchwood to search Rialin, which is a village about fifteen miles to the southeast. We know they were there, because they called in afterward to say the whole place was abandoned.”

      He wiped sweat from his forehead, and I wondered if we should have gathered under the trees, instead, where it would have at least been shaded.

      “I told them to come up this way and check the hills and caves here, just in case some of the residents of the village had taken shelter in the caves to stay out of the Order’s sight,” he said, and I could hear the guilt in his voice. “About half an hour later, I got the last broadcast from their com stones. Joost said, Mordecai, we need your help. In the background, I heard Erick say, what are those things, man? And Joost replied, I don’t know but they’re everywhere.”

      Mordecai got a little choked up as he relayed the last words he’d heard from our friends, and I had to admit that it felt like a punch in my gut to hear it, too. He’d told me there was a distress signal, but he had never told me exactly what they’d said.

      Hearing it now made me more afraid than ever.

      What had they seen up here? And where were they now?

      Mordecai went over the places they’d searched last night and then stepped aside, motioning for me to take over.

      “I’m going to use my memory recall to get a better idea of where they might have gone into the Witchwood,” I said. “In the meantime, Andros is going to pass out some ruby stones and give you instructions on how to quickly spread out and make your way through the forest. We have these yellow markers to keep track of your path, so you can easily find your way back out. Use them. And if you find any sign of our friends, call it in. I’m talking about a footprint, a hair from their heads, a scrap of fabric, a broken thorn, anything. I want to know about it. Let’s go.”

      Everyone moved into action and in a few minutes, they had all disappeared into the redthorn forest.

      Mordecai and Cristo stayed with me, and once I was sure it was quiet enough for me to focus, I tapped into the recent memories of this location, determined to find out what the hell had happened to my friends.
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      Azure took off before I even had a chance to ask her what this all meant.

      I was desperate to understand if Sabine had betrayed us, but I didn’t know enough about the fae’s rules or limitations to understand what it meant if she’d helped Aerden without him asking for anything.

      Azure had seemed concerned, though, and I was anxious to find out why.

      But she moved so quickly, I wasn’t even sure which direction she’d gone. Maybe back toward Rend’s office?

      And where the hell was Magda? I’d specifically told her not to go anywhere I couldn’t see her from the bar.

      I lifted onto my tiptoes and scanned the dance floor, but there were a lot of people here tonight. In fact, a lot more people had seemed to pour in since we’d gotten here. There was some kind of a stir going on upstairs, and I just hoped it wasn’t something to do with Magda.

      She’d probably just moved deeper into the crowd. I wasn’t particularly excited about trying to force my way through a bunch of sweaty people bumping up against me, so instead, I climbed on top of one of the barstools.

      Probably not something Azure would approve of, but since she’d left me here to my own devices, she didn’t really get a say in the matter.

      I searched the crowd for Magda’s auburn hair and red shirt, but I still didn’t see her anywhere.

      I’d only taken my eyes off of her for a second. Maybe a minute at most. How could she have disappeared in such a short amount of time?

      I glanced over toward the hungry vampire, just to be sure, but he was still sitting there in the corner leering at the crowd. No way he could have grabbed Magda and attacked her that quickly without anyone noticing.

      So, where had she run off to?

      I pushed my way through the crowd on the dance floor now, a slight panic rising within me.

      Marco wouldn’t have let her out by herself, so it was going to be fine. Deep breaths.

      I asked everyone I bumped into whether they’d seen a woman with her description, and most people said that yes, she’d just been dancing with them a second ago. They didn’t know where she’d gone, though.

      One person actually told me he’d seen her heading toward the door that I knew led to the Hall of Doorways. Magda had definitely not gone in that direction.

      When I was certain she wasn’t on the dance floor, I ran up the stairs to the balcony section and searched every dark corner. The crowd that had gathered up there over the past few minutes seemed to be whispering about the Order of Shadows. My curiosity made me want to ask them what was going on, but I didn’t have time to worry about it right now.

      If it was important enough, someone would come to let me know.

      I searched the bathrooms. I even went into the back rooms with the thick velvet curtains. Most of the private rooms back there were empty, but I checked the dancer’s dressing room, too, just in case.

      A beautiful dancer named Lyla who I’d met a few times before and knew as a friend of Franki’s shook her head when I asked about Magda.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. No one’s been back here but us,” she said, motioning to another dancer I hadn’t met yet. “If I see her, I’ll tell her to wait for you at the bar.”

      “Thanks,” I said, smiling through my panic.

      I did not just lose the ruby priestess of the Order of Shadows. She had to be here somewhere.

      I poked my head out into the entryway and asked Marco if he’d let her out. Other than the Hall of Doorways, which was a secret to most of the people in here, this was the only way in or out of Venom.

      You could get to several cities across the world through this door, but it was all the same door. Another one of Sabine’s offerings to the magic of Venom.

      Marco assured me Magda had not gotten by him, which was at least some relief. I wouldn’t have put it past Magda to try to escape into Paris.

      Maybe she’d followed Azure toward the store room and offices. That was basically the only set of rooms I hadn’t checked yet, but when I approached the door, I noticed a young girl of only eight or nine standing in front of the door.

      I’d never seen anyone so young inside the club before, and I was pretty sure Rend didn’t normally allow children in here.

      She held a small black box in her hand, as if she were standing there waiting for someone.

      She smiled and tapped her foot as she watched the mix of people on the dance floor.

      But then, she noticed me watching her, and her smile faded.

      I had the sudden feeling that she’d been waiting for me, and the weight of that hit me so hard in my stomach, it brought tears to my eyes. My breath hitched slightly in my chest, and my legs wobbled as I approached her, feeling that destiny was reaching out and grabbing me with both hands.

      “Do you need help?” I asked her, crouching down to meet her eyes.

      She appeared to be alone, which was a strange thing for a girl of her age in a place like this. How had she even gotten in here?

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Harper,” she said, her voice so sweet and clear.

      “How do you know me?” I asked.

      She smiled at that, and her eyes lit up from the inside.

      “Everyone knows who you are.”

      I laughed.

      “Well, I was just looking for my friend, Magda,” I said, standing and offering her my hand. “Do you want to come with me while I look for her?”

      She did not take my hand. Instead, she just kept looking at me with this sad, knowing look in her eyes.

      “Magda’s gone now.”

      She said it with such certainty that it knocked the breath from my lungs.

      “No, she was just here on the dance floor a second ago,” I said, trying to get control of my voice.

      “She isn’t here,” she said. “But she wanted me to give you this.”

      The little girl stretched her arms toward me, and I took the small box. Before I could open it, though, a couple practically fell out of the door that led to the back rooms and Rend’s office area.

      “Oh, thank god.” A girl who looked about my age, with long dark hair placed a hand on her chest. “Rayla, you can’t just disappear like that. What in the world were you thinking?”

      I stood and nodded to the man standing next to her. “Hey, Connery.”

      The werewolf smiled fondly, and then bowed at the waist.

      “Harper, it’s good to see you,” he said. “I see you’ve met our little Rayla here, and this is her sister Charlotte.”

      “Nice to meet you both,” I said, still clutching the small box in my hand.

      “You, too,” Charlotte said. “Sorry if my sister was bothering you. She’s not supposed to be out here in the main part of the club, which I’ve told her a thousand times.”

      She said that last part through clenched teeth, but she was obviously just relieved to have found her sister.

      “She wasn’t bothering me at all.” I had to keep the tears out of my voice.

      I crouched next to Rayla again, remembering yesterday at Blackwood when Magda had asked Rend if her little friend had arrived safely. Had she planned this the whole time? Had this little girl somehow helped her escape?

      But why would she have left me now? After everything we’d been through? She knew how important it was for us to stay together. Especially now.

      “Can you tell me where Magda’s gone? It’s really important that I find her,” I said. “She promised me she—”

      Rayla placed her small hand on my face, which nearly took my breath away.

      For someone so young, she seemed to have such knowing eyes.

      “Harper, Magda was taken, and there is only one way to help her now,” Rayla said. “Jackson will need you soon, too.”

      Jackson’s name on her lips brought instant tears to my eyes.

      “How do you know all of this?” I whispered.

      “Is this why you’ve been so secretive and quiet lately?” Charlotte put a protective hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Harper, I had no idea she was meant to see you here. Rayla has a special gift, but we can’t talk about it here. This isn’t something I want broadcast to this particular group, if you know what I mean.”

      I nodded and quietly followed them back toward Rend’s office, still clutching the small black box in my hands, unable to stop thinking about the expression on Magda’s face last night when she’d noticed the names of amethyst witches being crossed off one by one or the way she’d grabbed my hands as she headed toward the dance floor, telling me she adored me.

      She had known this would happen, and now, as she’d said, the rest was up to me and my choices.
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      The memory came fast and easy, as if someone had specifically planted it here, where they knew I would be.

      Joost and Erick stood at the edge of the forest, almost exactly where Mordecai and I had stood to give instructions to the search party.

      “I am not going in there,” Joost said, shaking his head.

      “I dare you to just go twenty feet inside the forest alone,” Erick said, laughing. “You can hold it over everyone’s heads later that you were brave enough to go into the Witchwood by yourself. Come on. Be brave.”

      “I’ll literally pay you a thousand human dollars to do it, so that I don’t have to,” Joost said. “Or better yet, let’s don’t and say we did.”

      Erick stepped closer to the trees.

      “It honestly doesn’t seem that bad in there,” he said. “I always thought the trees would be darker or the thorns would be sharper. Let’s just go inside and see if there’s any sign of refugees hiding out in there. If we don’t see anyone here, we head back to the castle. End of story.”

      “Okay fine,” Joost said, hitching his backpack higher on his shoulders. “I’m right behind you.”

      I followed them less than fifteen steps into the woods before shadowy figures seemed to materialize out of nowhere. Spider-like creatures fell down from the trees, hanging on thick webs. Scorpions crawled out of tiny holes in the ground.

      And in the shadows up ahead, larger creatures seemed to slink between the trees.

      From there, they made their distress call to Mordecai.

      “What are those things, man?” Erick asked.

      “I don’t know, but they’re everywhere,” Joost responded.

      Then, a spider larger than any spider had a right to be descended from the trees, knocking the com stone from Joost’s hands and sinking its teeth into his arm. At the same time, Erick shifted to smoke and tried to grab Joost before he fell to the ground, but the spider was too fast. Too prepared.

      It caught them both in a shadowy webbing that immediately forced Erick back to his solid form.

      Within less than a minute, the huge spider had injected both demons with its poison and spun a dark, shadowy cocoon around them.

      I watched in horror as the spider and several other dog-headed creatures dragged their bodies deeper into the woods.

      Now that I knew what to look for, I dropped the memory and reached down into the dense, mossy underbrush and picked up the ruby stone Joost had dropped when the spider attacked.

      I handed it to Mordecai, who put it in his pocket.

      “Are they okay?” he asked. “What did you see?”

      I hadn't brought him into the memory with me, because I didn’t know what I would find. If it had been terrible, there was no use in both of us having that stuck in our minds for the rest of our lives.

      For now, though, I had hope that our friends might still be alive.

      In fact, I had a feeling they had been taken just to lure me into these woods.

      Whoever had them probably intended to kill them in front of me. They wanted me to experience the pain of watching my friends die, knowing there was nothing I could do about it.

      But what choice did I have here?

      I couldn’t very well leave them behind.

      But I certainly didn’t have to go after them alone.

      I quickly called the search party back to me, showing them the drag marks that looked so clear, now that we knew what we were looking for.

      “I think they’re still alive,” I said. “But I also think this is meant to be a trap for me. Be on your guard with every step. These creatures I saw were magical conjurings of some kind. Chimera sent by the citrine priestess, if I had to guess. Or at least they sound an awful lot like the things that attacked Harper’s roses in the Southern Kingdom. And from the looks of it, there were dozens of them. Stick together and follow those drag marks.”

      The path leading us to my friends was ridiculously easy to follow. A straight shot from where I’d found the stone to where their bodies hung, still in their dark cocoons, from two trees there in the middle of the Witchwood.

      “Oh my god,” Andros said, rushing forward with two guards. “Cut them down.”

      “No, wait,” I shouted, but it was too late.

      The spider who’d taken them had already, in a matter of seconds, poisoned the two guards and wrapped a partial web around Andros in the process.

      I held my hand out, motioning for the rest of our party to stand back.

      But that was when the spider actually lifted its head to look at me.

      I pulled back, a scream nearly strangling me as I brought a hand to my mouth.

      This was no ordinary spider. And it hadn’t simply been conjured from shadows.

      This creature had been crafted by nightmares, combining the body of a spider with the head of an old friend. Someone who had betrayed us all and fled the city.

      “Ezrah,” I said. “What have they done to you?”

      “Ezrah is not here, anymore,” the spider said, using Ezrah’s lips and his voice in a way that made my gut churn. “He outlived his usefulness, and now he belongs to the goddess. To my queen.”

      “Goddess?” I asked. “The citrine priestess? Did she do this to you?”

      The spider laughed, taking its attention off Andros for just a moment. I could see, though, that Andros had already managed to free the right side of his body partially with some kind of dagger he must have hidden in his hand or his sleeve.

      I just had to keep this thing’s attention on me. I was the real target here, after all.

      “No, the citrine priestess is nothing but another pawn,” the spider said. “She’ll be dead soon, along with all of you.”

      “Let them go,” I said, conjuring a set of flaming arrows that were nocked and ready to fly before he could protest.

      “I don’t think so,” the spider said, smiling with Ezrah’s lips.

      Had it been the High Priestess who did this, then? Why had this thing called her the goddess? A queen?

      Queen of what?

      And why would the High Priestess of the Order kill her own citrine priestess? None of this was making any sense.

      But Andros was almost free, so I had to keep this thing talking.

      “Your goddess is nothing compared to me,” I said. “As soon as I find her, I’ll kill her myself. Now, release my friends, or I’ll put two arrows through your heart.”

      “You are nothing,” the spider hissed, taking the bait.

      He loosened his grip on Andros just slightly and skittered toward me.

      Andros broke free of the webbing and sank his dagger into Ezrah’s forehead, while I let loose the two arrows, aiming for the webbing that held Joost and Erick’s cocoon’s to the branches above.

      The two cocoons fell, but Mordecai and Cristo were fast, shifting and flying through the air to catch our friends before their bodies hit the ground.

      “Go,” I shouted. “Out of the forest, everyone, now.”

      Only, the trap had been set long before we got here, and Ezrah might have been the ringleader, but he was not the only chimera around.

      Shadows moved all around us, blocking our paths with spiderwebs and dripping poison.

      We were trapped here with no choice but to fight our way out of it.

      I conjured another set of arrows and didn’t hesitate.

      “Kill them all,” I shouted, and let the arrows fly.
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      By the time I’d figured out what I wanted to say to my brother after a long night of tossing and turning and trying to make peace with what Solange had said about our abilities, she had returned with a force of more than two hundred demons.

      I was shocked to see such a large number traveling together that way, but when I questioned her about it, she said that all of the believers had gathered to protect the temple and that none of them seemed to be heading back out to look for or capture more demons.

      She thought this was an advantage, because we wouldn’t have to sneak around.

      I could see that it was a huge problem for us and our timeline.

      “Whatever ritual they’re getting ready for, it’s going to happen soon,” I said. “They’ve obviously got the number of demons they wanted, and now they’re just guarding them and the temple to make sure nothing goes wrong.”

      “Which means we don’t have much time to figure out our plan and make our move,” Jackson said.

      “I’ve already got some ideas,” I threw in.

      While he’d been pacing back and forth across the ruins all night, I’d been working out different scenarios in my head. There were going to be a lot of unknowns regardless of what we came up with, but I was confident in the fact that I’d come up with a plan and a contingency that was most likely to end up with us still alive at the end of the day.

      Hopefully, all the demons in that pit would still be alive, too.

      “Okay, let’s hear it,” Solange said. “I’ve told them all your story and how you want to help us, and everyone here is willing to give their lives to try and save the demons who were taken. I wish we could have brought more with us, but the others are scared.”

      “I can’t blame them,” I said. “But I think this will be enough. Before we go through any kind of plan with the entire group, can you gather the demons you consider to be the leaders here? I’ll tell them what I have in mind, and we can refine it from there. You guys know this place a lot better than I do, anyway, so I’d appreciate your input.”

      Solange smiled. “Of course,” she said. “You’re good at this leadership stuff, you know. Almost like you were born for it.”

      I laughed. “I guess in a way, I was. But that’s a story for another time.”

      My chest tightened as I thought of Lea and all the unsaid things between us. What we were attempting to do here today was potentially going to bring us face to face with one of the most powerful beings to ever live.

      And if we messed up the High Priestess’s plans again, I had no delusions about her having mercy on us. It didn’t matter who she was.

      If she got the chance, she would kill us all if she had to, because whatever she had planned for the fifty-thousand demons huddled together in that giant diamond-lined pit was not child’s play. It was magic unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      I had no doubt she would do anything in her power to make sure nothing and no one disrupted it.

      Which is why we had to keep her attention where we wanted it at all times.

      I went through my plans with Solange and her five top leaders, gathering their feedback and tweaking things when necessary. After about half an hour, we had something that just might work.

      And if it didn’t, we had a plan for that, too.

      Jackson had been tinkering with the diamond amulet last night, too, and he showed them how to reverse the spell inside that was stealing their magic. As long as at least one person in the group could cast, they could take the diamond amulets off any hunter they killed and reverse the spell.

      Our hope was that by the end of the fight, many of the demons would be casting again. Or at the very least, shifting.

      Solange was the first to demonstrate it, using a small piece of the power from the amulet we’d gotten on the beach.

      While the leaders went to explain the plan to the other demons, I motioned for Jackson to follow me a little ways off from the rest of the group.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      I hesitated.

      Now that I had him here, I wasn’t sure exactly what I needed to say to him.

      “Look, I’ve never really been good at just coming out and saying how I feel. I mean, I’m the demon who left everything behind just because I was too scared to tell the princess I loved her.”

      I laughed nervously and ran a hand through my hair.

      “What I’m getting at here is that there have been too many times when I let things go unsaid and regretted it.”

      Jackson shook his head.

      “You don’t really have to say anything for me to know how you feel,” he said. “Besides, we’re going to kick some ass today and be home by midnight, staring up at the moons as we drift off to sleep in the arms of the women we love.”

      He laughed, but I couldn’t join him.

      I had a terrible feeling about this battle and how it might turn out, as if the fate of everyone we loved was teetering on the edge of a very narrow bridge. Too far either way, and everything was lost.

      I couldn’t seem to shake it.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said. “But just in case you’re not, and this goes bad, I want you to know something, Jackson.”

      I cleared my throat and gathered my courage. Why was it so hard to just say what I was feeling?

      “When Priestess Winter died and I was set free, I was so messed up about all of it and so totally lost that I treated you like crap,” I said. “I took it out on you, shutting you out when all you wanted was to help me figure out how to deal with it all.”

      “Hey, Aerden, you don’t—”

      “Shut up, man. I’m trying to tell you I’m sorry,” I said, hitting him in the shoulder. “You are literally the only person in the world who never gave up on me.”

      He grew quiet, finally really listening to what I had to say.

      “You never really act like it was an option, but you could have married Lea and lived out the rest of your days in the safety of that castle as the king. And it would have been an honorable life. A good life. But you gave all of that up to come looking for me. To stand by my side, even when your powers were gone. You never left me. You never gave up. And I never really told you how much that means to me. I love you, Jackson. I just needed you to know that.”

      For a moment, he just stood there staring at me like he wasn’t even sure what to say back. But then, he threw his arms around me, pulling me into a strong hug.

      “I love you, too,” he said.

      “Sorry to interrupt the hugfest here, but I think it’s time we started putting this plan into action,” Solange said. “Because whatever the hell that is, it can’t be good.”

      Jackson pulled away from me, and both of us looked in the direction of the temple in the distance.

      Lightning flashed overhead as a bright yellow light radiated from the top of the building.

      Even from here, we could hear a woman screaming from inside. The sound was so full of pain and agony that it turned my stomach.

      Still, I had a feeling whatever was going on in there was nothing compared to what the High Priestess had planned for those demons in the pit.

      “Let’s get moving,” I said. “Tell everyone to get into position, because we don’t have a minute to waste.”

      I handed the drained ruby bar to Jackson, and he handed me the second axe.

      “You better hope this works,” he said. “Because I have a feeling we’re not going to get a second chance at this.”

      “Just do your part, and I’ll do mine,” I said, also taking the diamond amulet we’d taken off the hunter on the beach and stuffing it into my pocket. “And when you talk to Harper, tell her to bring a freaking army.”
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      Back in Rend’s office, Charlotte explained more about her little sister’s abilities.

      “She is a seeress. Rayla can see the future, but it’s not the same as what Jackson can do,” she said.

      I didn’t even ask her how she knew about Jackson’s abilities, and I certainly didn’t correct her and tell her he no longer had access to those abilities.

      Right now, I just wanted to figure out what the heck was happening and how I was going to help the people I cared about get home safely.

      From the way Magda had been talking at the hotel last night, it sounded like she was sure she was about to die any day now. I had honestly just assumed she was being her normal, melodramatic self, reacting to the level of attacks we’d endured throughout the day.

      Now, come to find out, she’d actually known something was going to happen to her here at Venom. And she didn’t say a word to me about it.

      We could have gone somewhere else. Anywhere if it would have meant she was safe.

      Instead, she’d walked right into it.

      “How is it different?” I asked.

      “Rayla sees possibilities,” Charlotte said. “Pathways rather than certainties.”

      “What does that mean? That we can change it if we make different choices?” I asked.

      “In a way,” Charlotte said. “Standing here in this room right now, there are a number of choices you might make. You could choose to sit down in that chair right there, or you could choose to keep standing up, for example. Whichever you choose then narrows the possibilities of what you might choose next.”

      I shook my head and groaned.

      “A series of calculated choices,” I mumbled.

      “What?” Charlotte asked.

      “Something Magda said to me last night at the hotel. I think I understand.”

      I leaned forward, talking directly to Rayla.

      “You’re able to look into the future and see the results of a number of different choices, then?”

      The little girl nodded. “Yes, but sometimes, when one certain choice is made or one specific event occurs, the choices converge and narrow, meaning sometimes one choice creates a domino effect where some things become inevitable, no matter what choices are made.”

      “Which is how Magda knew she would be taken, no matter what, after she saw those names being crossed off the list in her sister’s roster.”

      “Yes,” Rayla said. “Everything up to that point had the potential to lead to something different, but after the High Priestess’s plan to destroy the Order was put into motion, Magda was going to end up in that room, no matter what.”

      “Wait, did you say the High Priestess was planning to destroy the Order?” I asked, making the sudden choice to sit down before my legs gave out on me. “Why? Why would she go to all this trouble to create the Order and build up all this power, just so she could destroy them?”

      “Because her power does not come from the Order,” Rayla said. “It never has. As Magda’s told you several times now, the Order was never more than a means to an end for the High Priestess.”

      “Okay, so that’s why we’re really here,” I said. “Magda arranged for us to both be here after she was gone. Why? So you could tell me what I should choose? Or to tell me which path to take?”

      “Not exactly,” Rayla said.

      She was sitting in the large leather chair behind Rend’s desk, and it was so big, it practically swallowed her whole.

      “The trick to this kind of magic is that sometimes, if you know the outcome of a certain choice, you change the outcome that otherwise would have been,” she said. “Magda was right in telling you that sometimes a path is just a series of specific choices made in a very specific order. If I tell you the outcome, your choices change. Which is basically just saying that if I tell you everything, it won’t happen the way it needs to happen.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes, slinking down further in the leather seat and clutching my temples.

      “That’s a real mind-twister,” I said. “So, you know what choices I need to make to have the best outcome, but you can’t tell me what to do, or I won’t do it?”

      Rayla nodded. “You have to figure this part out for yourself, and once you do, the choice you make next will have to be entirely your own.”

      I wanted to scream.

      The lives of people I loved were hanging in the balance, and I had someone right in front of me who knew what I needed to do to save them. And yet, she couldn’t tell me what to do.

      “Okay, so what can you tell me?” I asked. “You said Jackson would need me soon, but what does that mean? How can I help them both when I don’t even know where they are? Jackson’s in the Shadow World right now, trapped behind a wall of storms for all I know. I can’t even imagine how I would get to him.”

      I waited for her to give me more information about Jackson or Magda, but she didn’t. She just stared at me.

      So, Magda and Jackson both needed me, but I had no idea how to get to them or where they were right now.

      Magda had most certainly been taken by the High Priestess. That was the most obvious choice.

      And since there were rumors of the citrine and amethyst priestesses disappearing, as well, I could logically assume the High Priestess had them, too.

      Rayla had said she was planning to destroy the Order of Shadows, but what did that mean, exactly? Killing the priestesses?

      I gasped.

      The names in that book. The roster. Did that mean the High Priestess was the one killing all those witches?

      They were dying in the reverse order of when they’d been initiated, starting with the most recent initiate and going backwards from there.

      But why?

      Rayla said the High Priestess doesn’t get her power from the Order, and Magda told me early on, while she was still in the dungeons there in the domed city, that the consequences of losing this game were much bigger than we could imagine.

      She’d said that the end game mattered more than anything.

      I hadn’t given it a ton of thought until just now, but Magda told me last night that the High Priestess was moving into her end game now.

      What did that mean?

      Destroying the Order of Shadows and killing her priestesses and all the witches initiated into the gates, one at a time? What purpose could that possibly serve after all these years of training and recruiting?

      Why would she turn around and throw it all away?

      Unless this was always part of her plan.

      Always playing the long game.

      I closed my eyes and went through every detail of my conversations with Magda over the past several days, landing finally on the talk we’d had last night.

      All this time, Magda had been putting me off, refusing to answer my questions about the Order or only giving me partial answers and some excuses along the way. Either that or totally shutting me out altogether.

      But then, last night when she saw that book of names and the way they were being crossed out, one by one, she’d finally told me the story of how she’d been initiated. She’d even given me the words to the ritual, just in case I ever had the chance to use it.

      That timing was no coincidence.

      So, what had been the point of the story, coming from someone who knew she was going to be kidnapped and killed?

      Only, not just killed. Slowly drained as each of the witches initiated to her gates were killed, one at a time.

      I sat up, knowing I was on the verge of something big.

      What if the High Priestess wasn’t throwing away those lives? What if she was killing them in order to collect their power? Just like with Caroline and the soul stone?

      I had seen her attempt to drain Magda’s life from her once before, right there in my own dungeons. A place where, as I’d just found out from Azure, one of the High Priestess’s teleportation symbols had been found.

      I had wondered how in the world the High Priestess had managed to get to Magda in my own dungeons, since they were so carefully shielded from the magic of witches.

      But now, it was all coming together in my mind.

      The magic the High Priestess used wasn’t witch magic. It was fae magic.

      And when she’d decided to siphon Magda’s power out of her body and that stone in her heart, she hadn’t done it there in my dungeons.

      She’d taken Magda to the onyx ritual room. A mysterious room with each of the Order’s five major stones embedded into the floor, surrounding a massive diamond in the center.

      When Magda’s life had been slowly draining from her in that room, the diamond on the onyx pedestal had pulsed with energy. An energy so strong, it had practically mesmerized Jackson at the time.

      We’d barely made it out of there alive.

      And now, I was certain Magda was back there again, in the place where it had all began. A ritual room no one had been able to find, despite all our searching.

      A place so important, the High Priestess might have been willing to do anything to keep it hidden and safe from the rest of the world.

      A place where, when she was first brought there, Magda could remember almost nothing other than the sound of rain pelting on her window.

      Only there was no storm that night, she’d said.

      But there was. Not at Ashcroft Home for Girls.

      The storm was just outside the ritual room.

      Jackson, Aerden, and Magda were all inside the storm beyond the Sea of Glass.

      “I know where they are,” I said, grabbing the leather satchel I’d been carrying with me since we’d all met up at Blackwood yesterday morning. “And I know how to get there.”

      Rayla smiled. “Good. Now there’s just one more thing you need to know before you make your choice.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You need to know what’s inside that little black box.”
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      Everything was set in motion so quickly, I hardly had any time to worry about whether it would actually work.

      All I could do was focus on the role I had to play and trust that we would find a way to survive this, even if everything went wrong.

      Besides, after a century of being helpless to make any of my own decisions, it felt good to take risks and do what we could to try to save those who could not save themselves.

      Maybe this was why Sabine had known we had to come here. To save these demons and prevent the High Priestess from achieving whatever it was she was trying to do inside that temple today.

      I had to trust that Sabine knew we would make it through this okay. She surely would not have saved my life that night just to send me back out to my death. I refused to believe that.

      There had been something in her eyes when she looked at me that made me trust her.

      I couldn’t fully explain it, even if Jackson had his doubts about her motives.

      “Are we ready?” Solange asked as we lay together on the damp ground as the storm continued to rage overheard.

      Despite the fact that it was morning and all five of the suns must be up by now, the storm above us blocked out almost all of that light. What must it have been like to live without seeing the sun once for seven hundred years?

      Was there any chance we could bring it back to these demons today?

      I let that dream fuel me as I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart.

      Once we set all of this into motion, there would be no turning back.

      We would fight until we were either standing in the sunlight again or lying dead in the dust.

      I prayed for sun and gave the signal to begin.

      The two hundred or so demons who had been brave enough to join the fight were now scattered around the perimeter of the temple grounds. As soon as I gave the signal, several explosions rocked the landscape, sending flame and smoke high into the air.

      As expected, the line of hunters surrounding the pit divided quickly, some staying to keep guard while others went to explore the source of the explosions.

      The two Stone Guardians on either side of the diamond runway didn’t move at all.

      I waited patiently, knowing that I had to give Jackson time to get into position before I made my move.

      Less than a minute later, another set of explosions rocked the landscape, this time slightly farther away and more spread out. More of the hunters abandoned their posts.

      I couldn’t see them from this far away, but the plan was for the demons to set off the explosions and then hide in an extensive network of underground tunnels, evading the hunters for as long as possible and continuing to draw them away from the temple.

      After the third set of explosions, it was my turn.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and pictured Lea’s face the moment she had first seen the light of my conjured golem. For a brief moment, there had been no judgement or thought. Only meaning and joy.

      I thought of her lips on mine, and vowed that I would do everything in my power to survive today just to have a chance of feeling that way again.

      Then, I thought of the way Sabine had placed a single fingertip to my forehead, unlocking what she had called worlds of power inside me.

      I opened my eyes and looked at the battlefield surrounding the temple, and I reached inside myself and tapped into that power, unafraid and sure. Connected.

      My amber golem instantly appeared beside me, towering fifty feet or more into the air and lighting up the entire area. I didn’t waste a single second, either, sending him running straight toward the hunters who remained at the pit and knocking more than a dozen of them off their feet with a single swing of his arm.

      I’d had a tiny bit of practice at this after conjuring him a couple of times, and I knew that no matter how far away he got from me, we were connected so strongly that he was a part of me. He could hear my thoughts and my commands in an instant. All I had to do was be clear enough for him to know exactly what I wanted him to do.

      So, while I readied the diamond amulet Jackson had taken off that hunter on the beach, I commanded my golem to attack as many hunters as possible.

      The hunters, meanwhile, had no idea how to deal with him.

      They frantically called down bolts of lightning, but when they sent their weapons flying toward him, they had no effect. Light and heat could not harm him, since he was essentially made of those exact things.

      In fact, the more they showered him with lightning rods, the more power he absorbed.

      The interesting thing was that I could feel it, too. My body buzzed with power, almost to the point where I couldn’t finish the spell on the amulet that Jackson had shown me.

      I managed to get it done, though, after a few tries, and whooped as a shining blue light extended from the diamond all the way up to the canopy of clouds.

      Jackson’s power that had been stolen from him on the beach by the hunter who wore this amulet was now providing a bit of extra distraction out here while Jackson was slinking around the side of the temple in shadow form.

      Or at least, I hoped he was in position by now.

      The only thing that hadn’t gone according to plan just yet was that the two Stone Guardians who towered over the runway leading up to the temple had not moved.

      I’d been expecting them to come running toward my golem, so that I could draw them away from the front door, but they hadn’t budged at all.

      I was hoping that maybe they were just sleeping or dormant, despite the diamond hearts glittering in their chest, but they snapped to attention the moment the main doorway opened and a hunter wearing a silver robe with a black hood flew out to join the fight.

      She shouted commands to them as she clutched two smaller diamond stones in her hand.

      I smiled as I saw the slight movement of shadow slip through the door before it closed.

      Jackson was inside, and most of the hunters who’d surrounded the pit were either dead or scattered across the grounds.

      Now, I just needed to figure out a way to deal with two Stone Guardians and the witch controlling them without getting myself killed in the process.

      Only, the moment I charged in, aiming my golem at the closest of the two Stone Guardians and lifting both of my axes to attack the hunter, she turned her face toward me and smiled.

      I stopped short, despite the chaos of the battle now being fought all around us.

      I knew that face.

      “How is this possible?” I asked. “We thought you were dead.”

      A gruesome smile stretched across her ruined face.

      “I was, in a way,” she said. “Barely clinging to life when she found me in the ritual room. She gave me a choice. Death or eternal life as a creature of the undead. I’d always rather admired the power of the hunters, to be honest. Besides, I didn’t want to miss the chance to get revenge on all of those who’d betrayed me.”

      My sister, Illana, had once been beautiful, but now, she was only half-alive, most of her face missing entirely and the right side of her body burned beyond recognition.

      Behind her, my golem clashed with the two Stone Guardians, now finally moved from their posts and fully distracted from the temple itself.

      Now, I just had to keep them occupied while Solange and her friends did what they needed to do.

      “Betrayed you?” I asked, lifting the axes again and preparing to fight.

      Jackson had been urging me to try dual-wielding these things the whole trip out here, and I was glad I’d taken him up on it now, because there was no one I’d have rather used these on than the sister who’d fully betrayed us both.
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      Explosions lit up the sky for miles.

      The demons here didn’t have access to their magic, but they had found other ways to survive and fight back over the years, because that’s what we did.

      Even in the face of hopelessness and oppression, even when it felt as if a piece of ourselves had been taken from us, our spirits would not be broken. Our desire to live would not be snuffed out, no matter how many hunters turned their decaying smiles in our direction.

      Sometimes, all we needed was someone who believed things could change to ignite the spark of hope inside us.

      Maybe we were destined to be here in order to light the spark for the demons who had survived.

      As the first explosions went off, I took advantage of the chaos as hunters went searching for the source of the attacks. I shifted to shadow and made my way across the dark and desolate terrain until I was there at the door. Only steps away from making it inside.

      I had no idea what I would find in there, other than the ritual room, but I would face it with courage in my heart.

      In times of extreme heartache and loss, I had always turned to rage, letting my anger be my guide.

      And it nearly killed me every time.

      This time, as I waited for an opportunity to sneak past the Stone Guardians stationed near the entrance, I wondered what might happen if I chose trust instead of anger.

      What might happen if I kept a clear head and believed with all my heart that we would win.

      In the past, I’d relied on that memory of Harper and me in the garden with our son to convince myself that somehow, it was all going to work out. But even then, I hadn’t fully trusted it, because I couldn’t see the full path forward.

      I’d been so focused on the things I couldn’t see. The dangers I knew were always lurking just around the corner.

      Too many of my visions had come true in a way I hadn’t fully anticipated, and no matter how many times I’d tried to change the bad things and trust the good ones, most of what I’d felt when I had the ability to see visions of the future was helplessness.

      No matter what I did or how I tried to act to make things different, there was nothing I could do but sit back and watch it happen.

      Now, though, watching the demons of this land fight back when they had no idea if they would ever see the sun again, I realized that the future was never the point. Taking it away from me had actually been more of a gift than a burden.

      Not knowing how it would all turn out gave me the ability to make my own path, rather than feeling I was a victim of whatever path had chosen me.

      I carried that hope with me as Aerden’s bright amber light blazed into the sky, forming a huge golem made of pure, fiery energy. The sight took my breath away, and for a moment, I couldn’t move.

      He had described this being to me, but I had never seen it for myself.

      The pure energy and power that radiated from it ignited something within me, too. I thought of the way the blue light had flowed from me so easily there on the beach, healing my arm in seconds.

      It was true, then.

      Seeing that golem now, I knew. Solange was right. No shadow demon ever had the ability to conjure something with that type of energy signature. This was something different.

      Whether it was fae, I didn’t know for sure and certainly couldn’t explain, but something told me that if I was going to survive what was coming next, I was going to have to surrender to my natural instincts and embrace a power I couldn’t begin to understand.

      Aerden’s fiery golem smashed the hunters, sweeping them aside like they were nothing. Their lightning attacks only seemed to make him stronger.

      And yet, the Stone Guardians did not move.

      I hesitated, trying to decide whether to risk opening the door and sneaking inside now or to wait until I was positive their attention had been pulled away.

      But the decision didn’t fall to me. The door to the temple flew open, and a silver-robed hunter screamed as she rushed toward the Stone Guardians, seeming to command them with a set of stones in her hand.

      I didn’t wait to see what happened next.

      Instead, I seized the opportunity and shifted to dark shadow, staying close to the ground and finding the corners and darkest spots as I entered the temple itself.

      Immediately, the sheer power of the diamond nearby caused me to lose focus and phase in and out of my shadowy form. I couldn't seem to fully hold it, and the bright, icy blue light that pulsed somewhere within me screamed to be set free.

      Why was this side of my power reacting so strongly to that diamond?

      If I couldn’t get it under control, I wasn’t sure I’d make it to the top of this place. For our plan to work, I needed to stay completely hidden until I’d had the chance to find the onyx ritual room and see if I could recharge the ruby bar in my pocket.

      It was possible the High Priestess was up there now with that diamond, preparing to cast whatever spell or ritual she’d gathered all these demons to fuel.

      If she was there, I would need Harper’s help—along with whatever army she could gather together from the domed city—to catch the priestess off-guard and try to contain her long enough to take that diamond or bring down this storm that kept everyone’s powers locked away.

      If she wasn’t there and the ritual room was empty, I could try to destroy that diamond or knock it off the pedestal somehow and send it back through the portal with Harper.

      I wasn’t sure what that might do, but I was certain that the diamond was the key to all of this. To why the Order existed and why the High Priestess kept these lands hidden in shadowy storms.

      So, if we had the diamond, we had negotiating power.

      All I needed to do was calm my racing heart and the intoxicating energy that pulsed through me now, so that I could stay in shadow form and make it up the seemingly endless white stone staircase that wound its way up along the entire column of the temple.

      I didn’t have any time to waste, and I had a feeling the pull of this diamond’s power was only going to get more intense as I climbed. I had to learn to control it. To focus it.

      I closed my eyes and pictured the pulse of blue light getting smaller and smaller, until it was like a small blue marble in my palm. I imagined tucking that marble into my pocket beside the ruby bar, aware it was there and available to me anytime I needed to use it, but dampening its power enough to not be overcome by its intensity.

      When I was certain I had it contained, I shifted quickly and flew up the winding staircase of the white tower, letting the pull of the diamond’s power guide me toward my destiny.
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      Chimera crawled out of every shadow in the Witchwood, surrounding us on all sides and blocking our escape. Even if we’d tried to shift and flee, we never would have made it through the dense forest with its protruding thorns fast enough.

      Whoever had set this trap had really thought it through.

      And even though Magda had said the chimera were her sister Alexandra’s chosen pets and creations, I knew we were now dealing with someone much more powerful than that.

      My father had said the fae operated in tricks and lies, and this trap certainly fit that description.

      I’d willingly walked right into it to save my friends, but the High Priestess knew me well enough by now to know that I would.

      But she must have also known that I wouldn’t come alone, and that I was a strong enough fighter to defeat Ezrah easily.

      So, why had she really brought me out here to this place?

      As the forest filled with the screams of dying chimera and the battle cries of my friends and fellow soldiers, I kept this one question running in the back of my mind.

      Why was I here?

      I nocked two conjured arrows, flames and poison dripping from the tips, and sent them flying toward a pair of chimera headed straight for Mary Anne’s back. They fell to the ground as Mary Anne spun around, bringing a hand to her heart.

      “Thank you,” she shouted toward me, even as she buried the blade of her small dagger into one of the scorpion’s hearts, just to be sure.

      Together, we fought as a group, huddled somewhat close together in the center of all these chimera. But the more we killed, the more seemed to appear.

      Only, none of these presented any real threat.

      Why drag me all the way out here just to give me easy targets? Couldn’t the High Priestess come up with something a little more challenging?

      Not that I wanted to die today. I just wanted to figure out what her intentions were.

      Was she just buying time until she could come out here and deal with me herself?

      Because if that was the case, we needed to hurry up and put an end to these chimera, so that we could focus all our energy on the High Priestess when she decided to show herself.

      Maybe she was using these things to tire us out.

      And to be honest, if that was her intention, it seemed to be working.

      I wasn’t sure how it was possible to have so many of these creatures packed into such a dense area, but the stream of them seemed to be never ending.

      I was missing something here. But what?

      “We need to be heading back toward the forest’s entrance,” Andros said, appearing beside me out of breath, his swords covered in dark blood.

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, slicing the head off a dog-like shadow that lunged toward him. “They’re pushing us deeper into the forest, inch by inch. It’s so subtle, I didn’t notice it at first, but we’ve been fighting these things for nearly half an hour and in that time, we’ve definitely moved more than a quarter of a mile deeper into the woods.”

      I cursed and studied our surroundings. I honestly couldn’t tell the difference between where we were standing right now and where we’d been when the Ezrah-spider abomination had suddenly appeared.

      But I trusted Andros.

      “If that’s the case, then they’re purposely leading us somewhere,” I said. “What do we do?”

      “Well, I suggest we do everything in our power to go the opposite way,” he said, both of us continuing to fight while we talked. “Unless you want to see what nightmare they have waiting for us on the other side of this charade.”

      “No thanks,” I said. “But how do we get out of this?”

      Before we had a chance to even talk about possible strategies for escape, though, the chimera all suddenly disappeared, their shadowy bodies fading into nothing right before our eyes.

      All around us, our fellow soldiers and friends stood as still as statues, weapons still raised and dripping with thick blood, spells dancing on fingertips. No one moved as we held our breath and waited for another wave to come.

      Only, nothing did.

      For the first time since we’d started fighting, I noticed that Mordecai and Cristo had managed to set Joost and Erick free. I knelt at their side and placed my hands on theirs. Still warm.

      My body flooded with relief. They were alive, for now. I had no idea what the poison Ezrah had injected into them might do to them long term, but for now, they were still with us.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said. “Unless any of you were hoping to stick around just in case more of those things came after us?”

      Some of the tension in the circle eased as people laughed, cleaned off weapons, and readied themselves to shift and get the hell out of here.

      Feeling a bit turned around, I took out my compass, knowing we needed to head southeast to get out of this god-forsaken forest.

      Only, as I lifted my head, something just beyond the next set of trees caught my eye.

      Something that had no business inside a forest like this one.

      My lips parted as I struggled to draw a breath. My heart tightened in my chest, and I handed the compass to Andros.

      “Get everyone oriented in the right direction and have them start heading for the place at the edge of the woods where we first gathered up,” I said, not taking my eyes off the small cabin sitting in a clearing less than fifty steps in the opposite direction.

      “What is it?” Andros said, turning to follow my gaze. “Oh, Lea, that’s got to be bad news. You’re not going in there, are you?”

      He grabbed my hand, but I shifted and moved past him.

      I couldn’t explain why I had to go inside that cabin, but I needed to see what had been left for me there.

      Someone had taken the time and care to set all of this up just so I would find this cabin. A place no one would have ever found any other way.

      “Mordecai? Mary Anne? Can someone please talk Lea out of whatever she’s about to do?” Andros said.

      “Get them heading out,” I said. “And no one follows me in there, just in case. But I’m going inside, so don’t even try to stop me.”

      “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to argue with her when she has that look in her eyes,” Mordecai said.

      “Don’t look at me,” Mary Anne said.

      Under normal circumstances, I might have laughed at the fact that no one was willing to pull me back or argue with me. They knew I was too obstinate and determined once I set my mind on something.

      But part of me wished someone had pulled me back or tried to talk some sense into me, because my heart was beating so hard against my ribs by the time I got to the door of that cabin, I was sure everyone in a twenty-mile radius could hear it.

      I took a deep breath and reached for the handle, surprised at first to find that it was locked.

      Confused, I looked down, wondering why someone who had specifically led me here would have bothered to lock the door. But when I saw the diamond embedded in the knob, my entire body broke out in goosebumps.

      With trembling hands, I tugged on the chain hanging around my neck, lifting it over my head and inserting the diamond key into the hole just above the doorknob.

      It was a perfect fit.

      “Are you sure about this?” Andros said, but I threw up a hand, telling him to leave me alone.

      If the High Priestess had wanted to kill me, she could have done it in a million different ways by now.

      No, this was about something else.

      And I had to see it through.

      I turned the key and opened the door, careful to place the chain around my neck where it belonged before I stepped into the one-room cabin.

      I jumped as the door slammed behind me, but I couldn’t even bring myself to turn my eyes away from the center of the room to see if I was locked in here forever.

      Outside, Andros beat against the door and shouted my name, but I suddenly felt as if my ears were plugged with cotton. Time moved in slow motion as I stepped toward the large painting set up there in the center of the room.

      The golden easel that held it in place glittered in the light of a dozen candles that had obviously been burning here for a few hours, waiting for me to arrive.

      And I knew for sure it had been left here for me to find, because the painting itself was of something familiar, if slightly altered from the way I remembered it.

      A woman, dressed all in white, standing on the deck of a great ship, a diamond amulet hanging around her neck, along with a diamond key. The same one I wore now. I was sure of it.

      Behind her, storm clouds swirled in the distance.

      It was the same image from the vision that had knocked me out just a few short weeks ago, only this time, the woman’s face was one I recognized and knew all-too-well.

      A tear slipped down my cheek as the truth came crashing down on me.

      I closed my eyes and touched the surface of the painting, gasping as the disjointed memories from that room in the abandoned wing came into clear focus, pieces of it true while others had been manipulated to make me see what the High Priestess had wanted me to see.

      To hide her face from me until she meant for me to see it.

      She had left this here for me because she had wanted me to know just how close I had been to her this whole time.

      Just how blind I had been.

      But it wasn’t just this one painting that had been left here for me.

      The entire room was filled with paintings and sketches. Scenes, in some cases, that were familiar to me.

      A painting of Kael in the arena, fighting with Aerden.

      My father hunched over on his throne, a diamond scepter clutched in his hand.

      Even a small painting of me, leaning against my motorcycle and talking to Jackson just outside the Ashworth’s house the day I first met Harper.

      Other paintings were in the same portrait style of the large painting of Priestess Black we’d seen just yesterday at Blackwood.

      Gifts from the High Priestess, Magda had said.

      With a trembling hand, I turned the painting around to find the familiar fae symbol that had been hiding in every home, every castle, every dungeon this whole time.

      She’d been watching us all along. Manipulating everything from the shadows.

      Hiding her true identity until the time had come to make her move, when she no longer needed to cower and hide, because her ultimate plan was complete.

      And the moment my eyes landed on the most recent sketches, still lying there on the small art table in the corner, my heart broke into a million pieces.

      Aerden in chains, brought to his knees by two Stone Guardians outside some kind of temple.

      The two Stone Guardians that had most likely been taken from my dungeons.

      Jackson in a ritual room with stones embedded in the floor, a look of terror in his eyes.

      And the last set of drawings that brought me to my knees.

      This was how she exacted her vengeance on me for interfering in her plans.

      She had brought me here to break my spirit. To keep me occupied while she set my worst nightmares into motion, knowing that by the time I saw what she had planned, it would be too late to stop her.

      Sobbing, I forced myself back onto my feet, clutching the sketches in my fists as I threw open the cabin door.

      “Are you okay?” Andros asked, throwing his arms around me and pulling me back through the door. “What happened in there? Are you hurt?”

      I shoved the sketches into his hands.

      “We have to get back there,” I said. “Start reaching out to everyone you can think of on the com stones, and pray as we fly that we aren’t too late.
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      What kind of choice was this?

      I closed the box, my hands trembling as I realized the magnitude of this moment.

      “What happens if I don’t go?” I asked, my eyes filled with tears. “What if I stay here? What will happen to Jackson and Magda?”

      Rayla shook her head.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “But you know?” I asked. “You’ve seen it?”

      She didn’t answer, but I tried to see it there in the expression in her eyes. The tilt of her head or the tension in her shoulders.

      But she gave nothing away.

      “This affects your fate, too,” I said, motioning to the box. “Your sister’s initiated, I take it?”

      Charlotte stepped forward.

      “What exactly is in that box?” she asked. “Rayla’s been carrying that thing around for weeks now. I thought it was just filled with trinkets or toys or something. What does this have to do with me?”

      “Sit down, Charlotte,” Rayla said. “This is in Harper’s hands now. I’ve done all I can do.”

      For an eight-year-old, Rayla was incredibly mature and confident. I wondered just how much she’d seen in her short lifetime and how it had affected her.

      I’d heard Rend and Franki mention that their werewolf friend Connery had met and fallen in love with a witch from a ruby gate who saved him from some cabin in the woods, but no one had ever mentioned she had a little sister who could see the future.

      But Magda had obviously known about all of this even before she came to my dungeons. I shook my head and smiled as I clutched the black box in my hand.

      She’d lied to me right from the start, and I hadn’t so much as thought to question it, even when I had the Dagger of Truth sitting right there.

      I’d chosen to question her intentions, but never this.

      So, Magda knew something of the future, and from our conversation last night, she felt that her time was up, and I wondered if that was one of those unavoidable outcomes, or if there was still a chance for me to save her?

      And what about Jackson?

      I was pretty sure I knew what the High Priestess wanted to do with Magda in that ritual room, but there were only two reasons any witch in the Order wanted a powerful demon at one of their rituals.

      To make them either a slave or a sacrifice.

      And I could not sit back and let that happen to him. Not when I had the key to open a portal straight to him.

      But what would I do once I got there?

      What could someone like me do against the power of the High Priestess? If it was truly Sabine, or someone just as powerful, how would I possibly defeat her when she could kill me with a blink of her eyes?

      I could shield myself, but I didn’t think that would do any good here.

      This was someone who could conjure and maintain at least five major domes made of pure storm and lightning for days, when a team of demons trained in this type of magic hadn’t been able to get a single, small dome to stay up for more than ten minutes.

      When it came to the High Priestess, we were outmatched.

      Even if I was home at the castle and could bring an entire army through that portal, it wouldn’t do any good. She would simply pick us off one at a time.

      I could stay here with this box. Let Jackson and Aerden deal with the High Priestess.

      Without this, her plan would fail.

      And then what?

      She’ll kill them all, anyway.

      “How long do I have to decide?” I asked. “Can you at least tell me that?”

      Rayla glanced at the clocks on the wall, each set to a different time zone based on the club’s entrances.

      “If you decide to go, you must open the portal in exactly one hour,” she said.

      “Will Rend be back by then?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “The only thing I can tell you now is that you have all the tools and information you need to make the right series of choices. But you have to trust yourself and follow your own heart. I cannot guide you further, or the choice will be lost.”

      I wanted to scream.

      She’d seen all the possible paths, and most likely watched me fail in almost all of them. What potential horrors had she witnessed when I failed to make the right choice?

      Five minutes was not enough time to figure out how to save everyone.

      I stared at the box.

      Maybe I wasn’t supposed to save everyone. Or maybe there was no way to save them all, anymore.

      Maybe the choice I had to make, then, was who I wanted to save most.
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      I didn’t encounter a single hunter or believer on the way up the white staircase. From the sound of it, they were all outside, fighting for their undead lives against Aerden’s golem.

      I prayed he would be strong enough to face the two Stone Guardians alone.

      In some ways, being close to this diamond and inside this storm had seemed to amplify the foreign half of our powers, but at the same time, on that beach when we’d first arrived, the minute I used my power on that hunter, a piece of it had been consumed by the diamond amulet around her neck.

      I’d experimented with the diamond last night when I couldn’t sleep, working with it as if it were a soul stone. I used the same spell I’d heard Angela use on the Mother Crow’s soul stone to reverse the effect and give Caroline’s power back to her, and it had actually worked on the diamond here, too.

      Now, Aerden was using parts of my power to distract and divert attention away from this tower, to give me a chance to get to the top.

      That only confirmed my suspicions that the diamonds and the storm itself worked in some ways like those soul stones.

      I had a feeling this onyx ritual room worked much the same way, drawing power from the entire Order of Shadows and pouring it into that diamond.

      I pushed my shadow form as hard as I could, flying up to the top until the pull of the diamond’s power was so great, it obliterated my focus and left me panting on the floor at the top of the staircase, my heart racing as a curtain of light flowed over the top of a white archway like a waterfall.

      I’ve been here before.

      This was it. I remembered the waterfall of lights and mist, and I could practically feel the diamond pulsing on its perch just beyond.

      I took the ruby bar from my pocket and held it up toward the curtain of light, wondering if we were up high enough now to be above the storm and out of its sphere of influence.

      I sat up as some of the ruby stones lit up from the inside, a small drip of power returning to them, whether from the inherent magic here near the diamond or because their power was never really drained at all. Just suppressed.

      I wanted to reach out to Harper immediately, but her stone was still dark. Plus, I needed to get a look inside that room.

      If the High Priestess was there, waiting to start her ritual, I could head back down a little ways before I called Harper and we came up with a plan together.

      If the room was empty, I could go inside and reach out to her from there. Maybe even wait for her to open the portal.

      Was it really possible I might see her in just a few minutes?

      Hope flooded my heart. We could do this. It was going to work.

      I shifted to shadow, keeping the ruby bar in my hand so that I could contact Harper as soon as I knew what was beyond the curtain of colors.

      I tried to move through the light, but it was like hitting a wall, despite its slightly transparent and shimmering appearance. It looked more like a flowing mist than a solid surface, but it was not letting me through.

      For a second, I started to panic, wondering if this was the end of the line for me. If I couldn’t find a way through that doorway, I would have to either contact Harper and have her open a portal into the unknown, or I would have to go back and help Aerden, instead, praying we would get another shot at this room later, after the demons in the pit had been rescued.

      I reformed, leaving my shadow form behind, and pressed my hand into the light.

      As I touched it, the curtain seemed to shift and glow brighter, disintegrating into mist.

      I would have much rather gone through with my shadow form, but since this seemed to be the only way, I used a trick of Harpers, glamouring myself as the color of air and nothingness in order to disappear from sight.

      This magic came easily, and I passed straight through the curtain of light into the dark room of jagged crystals.

      The contrast here from the pure white light of the staircase was jarring, but the room was not what took my breath away. It wasn’t the bright power of the shimmering diamond on the pedestal, either.

      Or the citrine stone embedded in the floor, flashing every few seconds with a bright light.

      It was the two women currently suspended over the ruby and citrine stones in the floor, and the pile of dust surrounding the amethyst master stone next to them.
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      “Magda,” I shouted, rushing to her side.

      A rope of blinding white light snaked around her body, covering her mouth. Her eyes widened and she shook her head. She was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t understand her.

      “Where’s Harper?” I asked. “Is she okay?”

      Magda’s eyes filled with tears.

      I had to cut her down from there.

      I’d done it once before, only that time, it had been a smoky red stream of energy flowing from her into the ruby crystal below. This was different. The white rope was merely holding her there, not drawing power out of her. At least not yet.

      The same could not be said for the citrine priestess.

      She was suspended in the air about three feet above the large citrine stone in the floor. A dark yellow mist surrounded her entire body, and she seemed to writhe in pain inside it.

      I wasn’t even sure she was aware of me.

      At regular intervals, a yellow light seemed to be pulled from her chest, flashing as it entered the mist and then was sucked into the large stone below her.

      After a few seconds, the light inside the stone travelled up the pathway toward the diamond stone that sat atop the onyx pedestal.

      I wasn’t sure exactly what was going on here, but whatever it was, I didn't want it happening to Magda. Especially since, from the looks of it, all that was currently left of Priestess Black—the amethyst priestess we’d come so close to killing just a few short weeks ago—was the stone that used to be her heart.

      This wasn’t good.

      At least there was no sign of the High Priestess. I had a feeling she wasn’t far, though. I needed to hurry.

      As much as I longed to reach out to Harper first, I knew I needed to try and stop this ritual before it was too late. I had a feeling that once all three of the remaining priestesses were dead, the demons in that pit were next.

      I ran over the table that ran the length of one side of the room. Like before, it was covered in ritual items embedded with various stones. I reached for a dagger with a diamond in its hilt and turned back to Magda.

      She shook her head, though, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why. Unlike last time, this dagger wasn’t working to sever the connection to the stones embedded in the floor.

      Reluctantly, I tried it on the mist surrounding the citrine priestess.

      Still no luck.

      Whatever the High Priestess was doing with them this time, it was different from the way she’d connected Magda to the stone before.

      I was running out of time. I could feel it.

      I needed to make sure Harper was okay. I needed to know if she could bring help.

      I touched the second stone on the ruby bar, but before any connection was made, the bar was pulled from my hand. I cried out, unwilling to accept that I’d just lost my chance to escape. To talk to Harper one last time.

      To open a portal out of this forsaken wasteland.

      But it was no use. The ruby bar was gone, and an incredible energy pressed against my chest and forced me to my knees.

      Prismatic chains wrapped around my midsection.

      I tried to shift, but this hold she had on me was too tight. I could hardly breathe.

      I lowered my eyes to avoid the bright shining light coming from the doorway, and I felt that same white-hot heat approaching that I’d felt last time I was here in this room.

      Only this time, the High Priestess was ready for me.

      She’d caught me completely off-guard, and I was powerless to cast or shift.

      As she walked through the misty waterfall, I looked to the glimmering diamond on top of the pedestal, willing my own power to connect to whatever source of power fueled that stone. My body longed for it, part of me understanding that with that stone in my hands, I would be invincible.

      Yet, the moment I reached out toward it, the core of my being extending outward like tentacles, I felt a sudden darkness overcome me. A greed so strong, it threatened to consume me.

      I pulled my power back into myself as the woman standing in front of me laughed.

      The sound paralyzed me for an instant, piercing straight through my heart and taking my breath from my lungs.

      I knew that sound.

      I recognized that voice. It was the first voice I ever heard, long before my memory had even begun. But the level of her betrayal reached back to that moment. To the moment she brought me into this world, born of lies.

      “No,” I whispered with what was left of my voice.

      This couldn’t be real.

      My whole world spun out of control. Betrayal was one thing, but this? This was beyond anything I could have imagined.

      This was poison running through my own veins.

      “It can’t be you,” I said, my body shaking. “You cannot be the High Priestess.”

      I did not want to look up at her. I didn’t want to see the truth.

      I had made peace with her death out there on the Sea of Glass, but this, I would never make peace with.

      She had tricked us all. Lied to us all.

      Made us believe she was somehow a victim in all of this, when she had been the mastermind behind the madness all along.

      “So, now you know who I am,” my mother said as I finally found the courage to lift my eyes to hers. “It’s time you and your brother found out who you are.”
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      Illana raised a hand into the air, calling down a bolt of lightning. Her wild eyes sought mine, but I didn’t wait for her to attack.

      I’d been given a second chance at vengeance against one of the family members who had played a role in my captivity and pain, and I wasn’t going to waste it.

      I shifted and flew behind her, reforming as both axes sliced through the air with stunning precision. It was a move that would have killed most hunters.

      Unlike most hunters, however, Illana had not been human. She was a shadow demon in life, which meant that she could shift, too.

      I hadn’t been expecting that, and I cursed at my failure to see it. I prided myself in being a few steps ahead of my opponent, but I’d let emotion get the best of me here.

      It wouldn’t happen again.

      I just hoped that whatever power Jackson and I had flowing through our veins besides shadow demon, be it fae or otherwise, was not a gift given to Illana.

      Just before my blades sliced through her midsection, she shifted and flew up above me, throwing her lightning bolt downward.

      I barely had time to lift the axes to shield my head, and I winced as sparks showered down on me, singing my arms.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to survive the barrier of storms like the goddess said you would,” Illana said. “But to be honest, I’m glad you did. I would have hated for you to die never knowing the truth.”

      She was just trying to distract me.

      I wasn’t going to take the bait.

      Closer to the temple, my golem collided with the Stone Guardians. I prayed he could handle them both, because I definitely had my hands full here.

      I gathered flames in my fingertips and shifted to smoke, creating a ring of flames around the two of us, hopefully limiting her motions and keeping any stray hunters out of the area.

      In the background, my golem struck one of the Stone Guardians in the head, knocking it off-balance and into a group of hunters. I smiled.

      More of that, please.

      Around the pit, Solange and some of the other demons fought the remaining hunters. Many of the demons were shifting to shadow, their powers returned by the reversal spell Jackson had taught them. Hope grew inside me as I turned my attention back to the thing that used to be my sister.

      “I hate for you to die twice in such a short period of time, but to be honest, I’m grateful for the opportunity,” I said. “I would have hated for Harper to have all the fun.”

      That got her worked up, which is exactly what I wanted.

      Illana screamed and shifted as she raced toward me. She hadn’t summoned another lightning bolt, but she apparently had other weapons at her disposal out here.

      She reformed just before she slammed into me, a silver dagger in one hand. I waited until the very last moment and shifted only long enough to spin my shadow around, throwing her off-balance with her back exposed to me.

      I dropped one axe as I shifted, catching it when I reformed, using gravity’s natural momentum to swing it back around and over my head. I brought it down on her shoulder, severing her right arm from her body in one clean slice.

      She fell to her knees, screaming as thick, black blood poured down her side and the diamond ritual dagger she’d held fell onto the rocks.

      I didn’t hesitate, swinging around with my other axe, perfectly level with her neck.

      Illana was faster than I anticipated, shifting to shadow despite her pain.

      Or perhaps hunters didn’t feel pain the same way we did.

      She must have picked up the dagger as she flew through the air, too, because she came around me so fast, I didn’t have time to fully protect myself from the blade as she buried it into my side.

      I winced as she pulled the dagger from my body and reared back to stab me again.

      I shifted out of the way at the last second. She stumbled forward, recovering too fast for me to move in, so I gave her some space, countering her on the other side of the circle of dying flames.

      Every time I shifted, though, a small piece of my power was pulled from my core, no doubt being absorbed by the large diamond amulet she wore on a chain around her neck.

      We’d only been fighting for a few minutes, and I could already feel the drain of maintaining my golem while shifting. I wasn’t going to last out here forever.

      Especially with no way to staunch the flow of blood from this wound.

      I countered Illana’s attacks a handful of times, and then, when I had a second to spare, I commanded my flames to consume one of my axes. When I was certain it was hot enough, I lifted my shirt and pressed the axe head to my side, crying out as it sealed the wound.

      My chest heaved as I breathed through the pain of it, letting it fuel me as the fight continued.

      I tried to cast as little as possible, only shifting when it was necessary. I wasn’t actually trying to hurt her at this point. I couldn't afford to attack all out just yet. When it came down to it, my abilities out here were limited by that diamond around her neck, because every move I made gave her a piece of my power.

      I needed to do what I did best.

      Survey the battle and find my best advantage, then strike at exactly the right time.

      I used the minimum amount of power, keeping her fully engaged while I took stock of the battle raging around us.

      One Stone Guardian was on the ground near the pit, but it wasn’t defeated. Just still struggling to recover. The other ran toward my golem, shaking the ground with each massive footfall.

      There were still way more hunters than the small group of demons with Solange could handle on their own, even if some small piece of their powers had been returned to them.

      It didn’t take long to realize, though, that if I couldn’t put an end to Illana and her two Stone Guardians before my own power ran out, every demon here was dead.

      We were only gaining the upper hand now because my golem had those two guardians occupied. If I failed to maintain the golem’s power, it was over for all of us.

      But the Stone Guardians had not done anything to defend themselves or join the fight until Illana had appeared.

      Which meant she was somehow controlling them.

      So, if I could put an end to her, maybe I could take control of her guardians, too. Or, at the very least, they would stop attacking if she died.

      It was our best chance.

      I just needed a way to kill her as quickly as possible, before my power ran out.

      I studied Illana closely as we shifted and exchanged spells, neither of us landing anything important, despite the fact I was pretty sure she was trying with everything she had.

      There was no doubt her stamina far surpassed mine, though.

      Even with one arm chopped off, she had barely missed a beat. Her spells were only gaining in intensity, too, while mine were taking more and more effort to access.

      “I only wish Harper was here to see you now,” I said.

      “No,” Illana said. “You will not distract me again. You’re going to die out here today, Aerden. It’s the will of the goddess, and I will not disappoint her again.”

      The goddess.

      So, she was up there in her glittering tower, after all.

      Well, good. She’d be the next to die on my blades.

      I was done messing around out here, though. I did my best to communicate my idea to the golem still fighting near the temple. I was still trying to figure out how this power worked, but I could feel his connection to me burning deep in my core.

      Here goes nothing.

      I shifted and flew around behind her again, making sure to turn her so that her back was to the temple. This would only work if we were all in the exact right position.

      She was too fast for me, otherwise. I had to catch her by surprise.

      I reformed and dropped to one knee as more of my power flowed from my body to her amulet. My axe fell to my side, and I lowered my head, groaning in pain.

      “You’ll never win,” Illana said. “The more you fight, the weaker you get.”

      “I’m not giving up,” I said, struggling to stand as sweat beaded on my forehead.

      I dropped one axe to the ground, using both hands to hold the one I had left.

      Illana smiled, knowing she had gained the upper hand now. Believing she’d already won.

      I ran toward her, axe raised.

      Illana pushed her palm toward me, sending a blast of energy straight into my chest. A move she’d defaulted to five times over the course of the fight.

      My body flew backward, smashing against the rough ground. I struggled to stand, but I was too weak. I fell back, my body spent.

      Illana leaned her head back and screamed, the sound ringing into the darkness as a bolt of lightning flashed in her hand.

      She approached me slowly, a smile stretched across her rotting face.

      She placed a skeletal foot on my leg and leaned over me as she held the lightning bolt just above my eye. Fiery sparks fell across my face as I struggled to break free.

      Just a few more seconds. Come on.

      “You’re beaten, brother. You should have taken that diamond key for yourself all those years ago and disappeared,” she said. “Mother risked everything to keep you safe, and you threw it back in her face. You’ll never know how much that broke her heart.”

      “She broke mine when she started working with the High Priestess,” I said. “You both did.”

      Illana’s eyes flashed with knowledge, and the vicious smile that spread across her face chilled me to the bone.

      “You still don’t see it, do you?” she asked, bringing her rotting face close to mine.

      “See what?” I asked, glancing behind her.

      “Our mother did not work with the High Priestess,” she said. “She is the High Priestess.”

      I stopped breathing for a second, my focus narrowing to her face. All else was forgotten.

      I had to have heard her wrong.

      “Our mother is dead.” I searched her eyes for signs of deceit.

      She looked into my eyes and slowly shook her head. In them, I could see the joy she got from it all. The giddiness at the secret she’d kept for all these years.

      “You’re serious,” I whispered, my heart breaking more than I dreamed it could after all these years and all this pain.

      My own mother.

      “She’s in the tower now, most likely with Denaer in chains on the floor of the ritual room,” she said. “He won’t last long, though. The power of the diamond has already taken hold inside him. He won’t be able to resist it much longer.”

      I glanced behind her.

      I need you.

      “You were her original choice for the stone, you know, but when you left the safety of the castle and got yourself caught, there was nothing more she could do for you,” Illana said. “If it’s any comfort, she was sick over it for days when she heard you were trapped in that witch’s body. Her own initiation ritual being used on her beloved son. It nearly drove her mad with anger. But what could she do? Keeping her identity a secret until the stone was fully charged has always been the single, most important thing. She wasn’t going to risk that just to step in and set you free.”

      I didn’t want to hear any more of this.

      “But she didn’t need you, anyway. Denaer’s lack of control makes him perfect for the stone,” she said. “Soon, he’ll be enslaved just like you were, only this time, there will be no way out. Not even death. She will be invincible, and I will be the one who was loyal to her all along. She will love me like she’s never loved you or Denaer.”

      “His name is Jackson,” I said through gritted teeth. “Do it.”

      “Do what?” she asked.

      It was my turn to smile at her.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      A massive, fiery fist closed around her decaying body, crushing every bone and squeezing what was left of her life from her heart. Her eyes widened in surprise and she opened her mouth to scream, but before she had the chance, her lifeless body slumped over in the golem’s hand.

      A single streak of black blood ran down her chin.

      The golem threw her body to the ground and then helped me to stand. I still had my strength, though I felt I’d done a pretty good job pretending I was on the edge.

      “Took you long enough,” I said, smiling up at him. “Thank you.”

      The golem nodded, standing guard over my body as I leaned over and grabbed the diamond amulet from the chain around Illana’s neck.

      Some of my power was trapped inside, and I had a feeling I was going to need it.

      Because there was no way I was going to allow anyone—least of all our mother—to put Jackson through what she had put me through.

      Just as suspected, the two Stone Guardians had stopped fighting, returning to statues once again.

      I glanced down at the diamond amulet and noticed two smaller charms dangling beside it. I looked from them to the Stone Guardians, curious. If my suspicions were right, maybe we could turn this whole thing around, after all.

      The golem waited for my command, and though I considered calling him back inside me in case I needed him in that ritual room, I gave him another task.

      He nodded and started toward the pit, while I grabbed both of my axes and shifted to shadow, racing across the battlefield to find Solange. I was going to need her help.
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      Rage and pain flowed through every vein in my body, and a primal, guttural sound escaped from my soul.

      “Why? More than seven hundred years of planning and torture, all done in complete secrecy while you pretended to love us.” I looked up at her, every muscle so tense, they were stretched to the breaking point. “You pretended to be helpless while we suffered at the hands of your Order of Shadows. Why would you do that? For more power? Is that what this is all about?”

      My mother pushed the hood of her white cloak back so that her face was clear to me, but everything about her looked different now that I knew the truth.

      I had never hated a face more than hers.

      Everything about her was a lie. There was no word strong enough for this level of betrayal.

      “You say that like power is not a worthy endeavor,” she said. “You talk about love and loyalty, but power is the only thing that matters, Denaer.”

      “My name is Jackson,” I said.

      “I gave you the name of my ancestors, and you will answer to it,” she snapped.

      “Your ancestors. I don’t even know who they are,” I said. “I don’t know anything about you.”

      “That’s because they hid me away,” she shouted, her lip curling up into a snarl as her hands tightened into fists at her side. “An abomination, they called me once they knew who I truly was. But I should have been their queen. I should have ruled them all. That was my birthright, and they stole it from me.”

      Anger turned her features to harsh lines and hatred.

      “My father was the most powerful king the fae had ever known. He united the fae courts and brought forth a time of peace and prosperity,” she said. “But in the end, all they remembered him for was the treacherous love he had for a shadow demon queen.”

      “Liliana,” I whispered, remembering Solange’s story about the queen here on the eastern continent who’d been killed at the start of all this.

      Her own mother.

      My grandmother.

      “My father kept my true nature a secret from our people for centuries, and they loved us both,” Tatiana said. “Everyone expected me to become queen when he passed, but a duplicitous fae named Eldan found out the truth. He was spying on me and saw me shift to shadow, before I even truly knew what it meant. He kept the information secret, biding his time and building a rebellion.”

      She turned away, tears in her eyes as her body shook with anger.

      “They killed my father and stole my throne, throwing me—a ShadowFae—into the space between worlds and locking me away.”

      She took a deep breath and carefully swept the tears from her cheeks.

      “But like everyone else, they underestimated what I was capable of,” she said in a low, sinister voice. “They underestimated my power and patience.”

      When she turned to look at me, I understood that I was somehow part of this plan of hers. That Aerden and I both were.

      The expression in her eyes chilled me to my core.

      “What are you planning to do here?” I asked, looking again at the diamond atop the pedestal and the two priestesses still clinging to life over their portal stones. “How am I a part of this?”

      With excitement glimmering in her smile, her entire body seemed to lighten as she walked around behind the citrine priestess.

      Alexandra Love, the youngest of the priestesses and the only one we’d never ever seen before, writhed in agony as amber yellow lights pulsed around her.

      “This is my greatest achievement,” Mother said. “It took me more time than I care to admit to come up with a plan and a way to truly take my throne back and make both the fae and shadow demon races pay for what they had done to me. As powerful as I am, I did not want to leave them any chance to hurt me again. I vowed a long time ago that if it was my power they were so afraid of, then I would become the most powerful being to ever walk in this universe. More powerful than any god or goddess. I would be the supreme power of all things, and I would never die.”

      She looked at the diamond the way a mother looks at a newborn child. Pure love and admiration for the thing which they created.

      “The journey to this very moment has been long and difficult, but I am glad you are here to witness it with me, Denaer,” she said. “So much of what I have done has been in secret, and it’s nice to have someone here with me now to see the moment I finally achieve ultimate immortality.”

      My mouth fell open as I stared from my mother to the diamond.

      “You’re going to make that diamond your heart,” I said, all of it becoming clear. “All these years, we thought the Order of Shadows was a way for witches to gain power, but it was never about humans at all.”

      She laughed.

      “Humans are the lowest of us all, my son. So easily manipulated by greed and competition,” she said. “Tell them there is a way for them to become more beautiful, more powerful, and richer than everyone else in town, and they will fall at your feet and beg you to defile them.”

      Tatiana walked around the citrine priestess, a younger woman with long blonde hair that stretched almost to the floor.

      “My first attempt at creating a master stone powerful enough to give me what I wanted was an epic disaster,” she said, shaking her head. “Nearly three hundred years of work done here on this continent, wasted by my own impatience. I created the first diamond master stone with the soul of my own mother, Queen Liliana.”

      She stared off into the distance as she spoke, as if remembering a fond time from her childhood, rather than the moment she murdered the woman who had given her life.

      “She begged me to have mercy on her, if you can believe that,” Tatiana said. “She claimed to have begged my father to let her keep me here with all of these filthy, lesser demons. There was less hatred here for hybrids like myself, but my father knew better than to pass me off to a woman unworthy of my greatness. As soon as she’d given birth, he took me back to Neriam and raised me alone. Trained me. Told everyone I was a true fae princess. But it still was not enough.”

      She shook her head, as if coming back from the memory.

      “My mother never once came looking for me after the fae cast me aside,” Tatiana said. “So, when I emerged from that place between worlds, I came here and started my true life’s work. The first diamond was so close to perfection, but I made one terrible mistake. Centuries of work and millions of demon lives wasted for nothing.”

      She shrugged as if it was really no big deal. As if her time was the real tragedy and the lives lost meant nothing.

      “After that, I realized I needed a buffer between the power of the diamond and the power that comes from taking a shadow demon's life,” she said, smiling at Priestess Love. “That’s when I had the brilliant idea to involve the witches of the human world. Living in the body of a witch was just enough to break the spirit and subdue the shadow demons enough to contain them properly.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to hold back the tears that fell for my people. For the Shadow World.

      “The Order of Shadows was never about the power of the witches,” Tatiana said. “It was only ever about this diamond. Every demon soul that has ever died inside a witch of the Order has travelled through this portal stone and into the diamond, where it will fuel my power for eternity.”

      My stomach lurched, and I covered my mouth.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” she scolded. “If you had been through what I went through, you would understand. But I protected you from that life.”

      My mother came to crouch beside me, running her hand across my forehead.

      I pulled away, her touch disgusting me to my core.

      “Don’t ever touch me again,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I was the one who protected you all these years, and this is the way you repay me?”

      “Protected me? You did nothing to help when Aerden was taken. If Harper hadn’t come along and changed everything, your own son would be trapped inside that diamond right now. Is that really part of your plan? Do you care for no one but yourself?”

      Her eyes flashed with a bright, white light.

      “Do not speak to me of your betrayal and act as if that was my burden to bear,” she shouted. “I risked everything to give Aerden a key that would keep him safe, always. Giving it to the princess was his betrayal, not mine. But this is the danger of so-called love. Love leads to nothing but pain, every time.”

      She turned away from me, taking several deep breaths.

      “And do not speak to me of Harper Brighton,” she said, walking back to Priestess Love. “The truth is, however, that Harper has saved me from another failed disaster. It’s one of the only reasons I’ve allowed her to live as long as she has.”

      Hearing her say Harper’s name made me want to wrap my hands around her neck and squeeze the life from her.

      “When she took the master stone from poor Eloisa’s body, a terrible pulse of energy went through my room here, nearly knocking the diamond from its pedestal,” Tatiana said. “There were too many souls in that one stone at once. After those souls had been released, the connection between the master stone and this room was severed. All those sapphire witches you released were lost to me in that one horrible moment.”

      She closed her eyes, the fear in her face showing she thought this was so much worse than the death of shadow demons.

      “Luckily, I was able to perform some fortifying spells so the diamond could withstand a pulse of that power, which actually gave me the idea of simply draining the remaining gates the way I’m doing now. So, if it hadn’t been for her, I might have destroyed this stone a second time,” Tatiana said. “And who knows what I would have done then or how long it might have taken me. I’m running out of shadow demons to kill.”

      I shouted and pulled against my restraints.

      “How dare you speak of us like we aren’t worthy of joy and love,” I said. “These are your people, too, whether you want to admit it or not. You’re half shadow demon. How can you treat us like we’re nothing.”

      Tatiana was in my face, having teleported across the room in an instant.

      “The shadow demons are not my people,” she snarled. “The shadow demon half of me is the only reason I do not sit on the throne of Neriam as we speak. If I could have, I would have ripped that part out of my body long ago. But since I cannot, I will take the souls of every shadow demon in this world and use them to regain the crown they took from me.”

      Her words knocked the breath from my body.

      She believed them so deeply that it revealed her broken mind.

      “This is why you despise love so much,” I said, looking at her with pity in my gaze. “You have never known true love or allowed anyone to love you, because when you look at yourself, all you see is hate. I feel sorry for you, because all the power in the world will never satisfy you.”

      “I do not hate myself,” she said. “I am the greatest, most powerful fae in the universe. And soon, when this diamond is filled, I will be unstoppable. Nothing could make me happier, I assure you.”

      I smiled, though tears were shining in my eyes. “You only believe that because you have never known the kind of love I have found,” I said. “You have no idea what true power is.”

      My mother laughed at me, but I could tell I’d rattled her.

      “We’ll see who has the power when I’ve forced you to watch Harper’s death,” she said. “She’ll be here soon, I suspect.”

      I didn’t give her the satisfaction of reacting to that, because I refused to believe Harper would die at her hand.

      At that moment, a powerful flash of yellow light filled the room and Alexandra screamed, her body trembling above the citrine in the floor.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, glancing at Magda, whose eyes were closed, her head turned away so she didn’t have to look.

      “The last of the citrine witches is dying,” Tatiana said, giddiness in her voice as she clapped her hands together. “After the citrine gates have been completely drained, their power funneled into my diamond, all that will remain is the souls of the ruby demons. Then, a simple sacrificial ritual with the demons outside, and I will finally be able to take what should have been mine all along.”

      The citrine gates dead. That had to be over one-hundred thousand witches and their demons in the human world. All dead in a matter of days.

      They were part of the Order, but I knew that not all of those witches had joined the Order with any understanding of what they were agreeing to. And I knew that those witches had families. Children who loved them.

      And each witch who died took a shadow demon with her.

      The tragedy of it broke my heart.

      I didn’t want the same thing to happen to Magda and the ruby witches. We’d been so close to saving them all. If they died tonight, that was our failure.

      Harper would be devastated.

      I hoped that wherever she was right now, she was safe. Far from here.

      “I hate to tell you this, but there’s a rebellion brewing out on the temple grounds right now that might ruin all these plans,” I said. “Aerden’s going to help them set the demons free and kill your precious hunters. Or believers. Whatever you want to call them. They’re all dying out there.”

      Tatiana waved a hand in the air.

      “I’m not worried about Aerden or those demons,” she said. “Illana’s taking care of him.”

      Hearing my sister’s name sent a wave of shock through my body.

      “Illana is dead,” I said. “There’s no way she survived that bomb. I won’t believe that.”

      Tatiana sighed.

      “She almost didn’t survive it,” she said. “There was only a small piece of her life left, and I won’t even begin to describe the mess Harper made of my poor daughter’s body. But I was able to salvage that small spark of life and transform her into one of my believers. Unlike you and your brother, Illana is not my actual daughter. She belonged to Walther and his first chosen mate. A horribly naive shadow demon named Isla. Orian and Illana both belonged to her and Walther, but I needed a cover story when I came to the Northern Kingdom, so I took her life and her children.”

      So much loss in her wake.

      “Are my father and Orian really dead? Or was that another of your lies?”

      Tatiana turned her gaze on me. “They were nothing more than loose ends to me,” she said. “Their souls were added to the diamond, just like anyone else who got in my way or needed to be dealt with. But, my dear boy, Walther was not your father. Walther was a weak shadow demon. He did not deserve you, and he certainly did not deserve me.”

      My mouth went dry. It had never occurred to me that he might not be my real father. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the truth.

      Besides, knowing Aerden was out there facing two Stone Guardians and an undead Illana right now sent a fresh wave of fear through my core.

      Maybe we should have cleared the temple grounds together?

      I hadn't even been able to contact Harper before Tatiana took the ruby bar from me, so I’d done nothing good up here. I should have been down there with him.

      “Now, the time has come for the last citrine witch to die,” Mother said, running a hand along Alexandra’s cheek.

      The priestess cried, and despite all the horrible things she’d done in her lifetime, I saw her now for what she was. Another pawn in my mother’s sick game. Another victim in all of this.

      I tried to think of a way to stall her. To give Aerden more time outside, maybe. To give myself more time to think of a way to save Magda from the same fate.

      “Tell me who my father is,” I said. “I have a right to know the full story.”

      But Tatiana did not take her eyes off Alexandra.

      “Later,” she whispered. “For now, this is all that matters to me.”

      She placed her hands on the citrine priestess’s chest and closed her eyes. Alexandra screamed as a bright yellow light pulsed from her mouth and eyes. Her body grew hauntingly still as the light travelled down her body and into the floor, consumed by the citrine stone.

      After a moment, the light from the citrine travelled to the diamond in the center of the room and in an instant, Alexandra’s body turned to dust.

      The citrine master stone fell to the dark floor with a thud, and my mother smiled.

      “One left, and after all the souls of the demons from the ruby gates have moved into this stone, it will be filled to completion. Charged for all eternity.”

      She turned her eyes on Magda.

      A single tear fell from the ruby priestess’s eyes, but she did not writhe or scream the way her sister had. She did not try to speak. She simply seemed at peace.

      Resigned to her fate.

      Tatiana, High Priestess of the Order of Shadows, placed her hands on Magda’s chest and closed her eyes.

      For a moment, I could have sworn a slight look of pleasure crossed Magda’s face.

      “Exhauriebat.”

      Tatiana spoke the word, and I waited for the ruby flash of light and the death to begin.

      Only, nothing happened.

      Tatiana stepped back in surprise, her head tilted as she stared at Magda.

      She repeated the steps, speaking louder this time, her body tense.

      “Exhauriebat.”

      I held my breath, hope growing with each passing moment.

      “No,” Tatiana shouted, grabbing Magda’s face between her fingers and shaking her. “What have you done, you traitorous witch?”

      Magda’s only answer was a smile.
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      My hand trembled slightly as I placed the final stone.

      The dance floor at Venom was rarely ever empty, and it felt so incredibly quiet and somber without the crowd.

      This was the second time I’d been here when the club was closed, and both times I’d been scared to death of what might happen next.

      Was I making the right decision here?

      I’d run through it every way I could imagine in my mind, and I didn’t see any other way. I couldn’t live with myself if I stayed here in safety while Jackson, Aerden, Magda, and countless others died inside that storm.

      But at the same time, if the High Priestess succeeded in placing that diamond stone inside her heart, there would be no end to her power.

      I was certain that was her plan, though. It was either that or she planned to turn it into a weapon of some kind. Both possibilities were terrifying.

      If this woman had managed to decimate the Shadow World and control millions of witches over the years, what would she be capable of with the power of all those demons at her fingertips?

      When Magda told me about the ritual that began her life as a priestess, it became obvious to me the whole point of the Order of Shadows had been to fuel that diamond.

      The High Priestess practically worshipped it. Ever since the day we’d seen her onyx ritual room, I’d been trying to figure out what the hell was going on with that place, but now, it all made sense.

      And she was almost done filling it to the brim.

      It was the only thing that made sense. Otherwise, why spend centuries building something only to tear it down? She didn’t need them anymore.

      Once all the living witches had been sacrificed and their demons’ power siphoned into that stone, she was done.

      Which meant that we were, too.

      All she’d ever cared about was herself and her own power.

      That’s why she was often willing to go against her own priestesses.

      They were never her beloved daughters.

      She didn’t care about them at all on a personal level.

      They were just tools, like the rest of us. A means to an end. And if their desires were contrary to her plan in any way, she had no problem betraying them or going behind their back. That was why the emerald priestess’s plan had failed when she attacked the domed city.

      The High Priestess had never wanted Priestess Evers to reopen those sapphire portals.

      Hell, she’d let Priestess Winter die that day in Peachville when she could have easily teleported directly there and ended my life in an instant. I had no doubt we’d find one of those fae teleportation symbols at every single Prima’s house in the world.

      Most likely every ritual room or demon gate, too.

      But she must have had some reason why her plan was more important than the sapphire gates.

      As the thought crossed through my mind, my hands began to shake and my stomach tightened. Why did she let Priestess Winter die that day?

      Showing up on the battlefield would have revealed the High Priestess’s identity, but that wouldn’t have mattered, right? Not when she obviously has the power to alter memories of entire cities and kingdoms.

      Taking the memories of those of us on that battlefield would have been trivial for her.

      So why allow me to go through with it?

      I suddenly felt ill.

      I’d come so close to this realization just yesterday when I was flying. There was something more important to the High Priestess than saving Eloisa Winter’s life.

      Her own sons.

      My body went cold as the realization spread through me.

      It can’t be.

      But the clues had been there all along.

      Aerden’s diamond key, meant to keep him safe. The death of a priestess to set him free once again. The disruption of Priestess Evers’ plan to reopen the emerald gates using Jackson as the portal demon.

      All of it done to keep the twins safe. The first two priestesses were an acceptable loss, as long as her sons were unharmed.

      Tatiana was the High Priestess.

      Could that be it? Was she secretly fae?

      It would certainly explain Aerden and Jackson’s new abilities, awakened recently by something outside Tatiana’s control.

      My head dropped into my hands, and I rocked back and forth. Oh, Jackson. The pain both of the twins had been through.

      This was going to destroy them.

      Only, if she’d wanted them dead, she would have just let them die or waste away in Peachville.

      Which meant that she must need them.

      A sacrifice or a slave.

      Maybe her precious diamond was only going to work if she had an equally-powerful being to use in her own initiation ritual.

      I was running out of time, but there was one last person I needed to talk to before I was ready to open this portal. I needed to find Azure.
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      Half an hour later, I held the ruby master stone in my hand.

      Magda’s favor from Sabine.

      I wondered when Magda had figured out that it was Sabine who had removed her sister Hazel's heart and hid it inside one of her daughters. Or had she known all along and lied to me when she said she had no idea how Hazel Evers had done it?

      In a strange, complicated way, I was really proud of Magda for making this choice. She could have used her one favor from a powerful fae like Sabine to do any number of things. Maybe even to set her free from the Order of Shadows forever.

      Instead, she’d used her one wish to save the witches of the ruby gates. To save her own demon, Amina. And then she’d turned herself in, letting the High Priestess think she had everything she needed to go through with the ritual.

      Of course, Magda had most likely given me the master stone so that I would take it somewhere the High Priestess would never be able to find it.

      But Magda hadn’t known Jackson would be in that room with her, and I couldn’t just let him die.

      Or worse.

      My heart raced as I gripped the stone tighter in my palm.

      I was running out of options, and I was already out of time.

      In the end, I had to trust my heart.

      I took a deep breath and read the ritual words from my notebook. Had it only been yesterday that I’d seen Lea at Blackwood and run through the memory so many times?

      I could only pray we’d done a good job recording every single detail, because if I got this wrong, Lea and I both might lose the most important demons in our lives today.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      Please work.

      I read the ancient words, realizing now that they must be fae. When I’d heard Illana reading them out loud, they had sounded so foreign to me, unlike any Latin phrase the Order usually used.

      I was thankful now that we’d run through the memory so many times, because even though there were only a handful of phrases here, I needed to get the unusual pronunciation just right.

      As the powerful words crossed my lips, a cool wind rushed through the room, blowing my hair off my shoulders. Shivers ran down my spine.

      Before me, a pinprick of shimmering light grew into a full-sized portal as I read the final phrase.

      The onyx ritual room appeared just steps away.

      “What have you done, you traitorous witch?”

      Magda hovered over a large ruby stone. Her back was to me, and a woman in a white cloak stood in front of her, shaking her.

      Jackson sat shackled on the floor, prismatic metal chains wrapped around his body, negating his magic.

      “Where did you put it?” the High Priestess shouted. “This is Sabine’s work, isn’t it? She is a constant thorn in my side, and she will pay for this. Your death here today would have been relatively painless, but believe me, after this, I will make sure to draw it out in the most torturous ways I can imagine. But right now, I need you to tell me where you put that stone.”

      I stepped to the edge of the portal and held the ruby into the air.

      “This stone?” I asked.

      “Harper, no,” Jackson shouted, noticing me for the first time. He struggled against the chains, his eyes wide as he looked at the stone. “Don’t do this.”

      “I won’t let her hurt you,” I said.

      The High Priestess shifted to shadow and came around Magda’s body, reforming just steps away from the portal’s glimmering surface. Her eyes dug into me, both hatred and greed reflected in them.

      I had only met Tatiana briefly on our last trip to the King’s City. We’d been so desperate to get to the Underground and keep everyone safe, I hadn’t even had the chance to speak with her more than a simple introduction.

      But I knew her face.

      Still, I pretended to be surprised.

      “Tatiana?” I asked, stepping backward slightly, moving the stone behind my back. “How? I thought you were dead.”

      “Give me that stone,” she said, not daring to come through the portal.

      From where she stood, she could only see a small portion of the empty room behind me. Whether she recognized it as Venom or not, I couldn’t tell.

      “Come and get it yourself,” I said.

      She laughed and turned her head.

      “Surely you don’t think I’m dumb enough to step through a portal when Rend could be waiting there to tear me apart,” she said. “Though I doubt he’d win a match against me, even if he had an army of vampires hiding in there.”

      So, she did recognize the club.

      “Maybe someday, we’ll get to find out,” I said. “But this isn’t about Rend.”

      “I was expecting you to come, you know.” Tatiana walked over toward Jackson, who pulled at the chains in vain.

      His eyes sought mine, pleading with me to go.

      “But while I did manage to set this entire day up exactly as I intended, I did not expect you to have the ruby master stone,” she said, shaking her head, as if trying to figure out where she’d miscalculated. “I’m sure sweet Magda here left it with you in hopes you would keep it far from here.”

      I couldn’t see Magda’s face from here, but she was definitely pissed right now. The last thing in the world she would have wanted me to do was open this portal and offer the stone to the High Priestess.

      Especially after she’d spent her only favor to keep it from her.

      “I don’t care about Magda,” I said. “Look, I understand what you’re trying to do here, and if I believed there was some way to stop you, I would. If you hadn’t taken away my ability to travel or get back to my own domed city, I would have gladly brought an army with me to kill you.”

      Pleasure danced in her eyes.

      “You’re the one who destroyed those roses,” she said. “Another unexpected turn of events, though not unwelcome. I’ve never liked white roses. I much prefer black.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I muttered.

      “They’re gone?” Jackson asked.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look at him, because I knew exactly what I would see there. The loss of hope. Fear that our silver-eyed son would never come to be.

      “We can plant more roses, but I cannot live without Jackson,” I said, putting my heart into the words. “Give him to me and promise that you will let us both leave here and live in peace after your ritual is over, and I will give you this ruby stone.”

      Tatiana shook her head.

      “You haven’t thought this through, Harper,” she said. “I will allow you to live, but I need him. Can’t you see that? Once the diamond is fully prepared, I will need someone more powerful than you or any of your little friends to complete the ritual. It’s the only way to do it without destroying both me and the stone in the process.”

      My palms were sweating. She had to agree to this.

      “He’s not your only son,” I said, the words nearly taking the breath from my lungs. A tear fell down my cheek.

      “Harper,” Jackson said with disbelief in his eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m saving us,” I said, refusing to meet his gaze. I stared at his mother, instead. “You see, I have thought this through. If you don’t complete your master diamond today, you’ll just start again somewhere else. More free demons will have to die. Keeping the stone from you today won’t stop this madness. It will only prolong it.”

      “You can’t really be saying this,” he said.

      “The ruby demons are already in pain. They’re already captured,” I said. “I don’t want to lose them, but this is the only way we walk out of here right now. Isn’t it, Tatiana?”

      She raised an eyebrow, a finger pressed to her lips.

      She was at least considering it.

      Just then, something slammed against the outside of the building. The floor here in Venom did not shake, but Tatiana stumbled slightly and then turned an angry eye on the door.

      “There’s my other son, now,” she said. “It’s really a shame he was able to manifest that golem so quickly. If it hadn’t been for Kael and the way he went after the princess, it would have taken Aerden years to manifest that level of power once the ritual I cast on you both wore off.”

      “Ritual?” Jackson asked.

      “Of course,” she said. “I couldn’t have you manifesting your fae abilities in the middle of a shadow demon city. Not when ShadowFae are forbidden. It would have put us all in danger. When you were born, I performed a ritual on you both that suppressed the fae side of your magic. Only, you both left my protection for too long. I couldn’t maintain it when you were in Peachville. I had hoped you would not discover it until the time was right, but it doesn’t matter now. Though, I will warn you. If I decide to let you go, you will have to keep Denaer’s true identity secret, or the fae will come for him, as they did for me. I wash my hands of it.”

      “I thought you planned to rule the fae, Mother,” Jackson said, hatred burning in his eyes.

      She straightened.

      “I need to deal with Aerden before he tries to bring the whole tower down,” she said. “But I can’t leave you here to set them both free.”

      “Then make the promise and we’ll leave,” I said, holding the stone up to remind her of what was at stake here. “You’ll never have to see us again. Please.”

      Her expression darkened as another hit shook the tower.

      This time, it shook so hard, black dust rained from the ceiling.

      Jackson struggled against his chains, and Magda writhed over the portal stone, fighting with the bright rope that held her captive.

      Tatiana stood halfway between me and the waterfall doorway.

      I held my breath, waiting for her to make her choice. To tell me if I had made the right one.

      Always two steps ahead of all of us.

      Always focused on the one thing that mattered most.

      "Give me the stone and go,” she said, instantly teleporting to the very edge of the portal.

      Always underestimating me.

      She extended her hand.

      “Harper, you can’t do this,” Jackson shouted, pulling hard on the chains. “Mother, you cannot put Aerden’s soul inside another stone. It’s torture. If you love him at all, you won’t do this. Please. Find someone else. Take me. But don’t do this.”

      “Step inside this room first,” Tatiana said.

      My stomach flipped and twisted. This was it. The moment that meant everything.

      And I was ready for it.

      I stepped through the portal and into the onyx ritual room, keeping the ruby stone close to my side until I was fully in the room.

      Tatiana closed the portal the moment I stepped into the room and grabbed the ruby stone. Instantly, she sent a blast of pure white flame toward me, but I had already shifted to smoke.

      All I needed was half a second.

      Another white-hot blast grazed my shadow, burning my leg. I held on as long as I could, crying out in pain as my body reformed and dropped to the floor of the ritual room.

      But the click was all I needed to hear to know that it was over.

      I lifted my eyes to Tatiana’s, just so I could watch the pure terror and shock that overcame her entire being as she triggered the trap inside my fake ruby.

      The rigid hand that held the stone shook as a colorful mix of prismatic colors visibly flowed through her veins. I couldn’t see the rest of her arm under the white cloak, but I could see the melted prismatic metal traveling the length of her arm by the way her body tensed.

      “What have you done?” she said, never once taking her eyes off my face.

      “I think you’re smart enough to figure that one out on your own,” I said, pushing up against the floor. “And that you have about ten seconds to make your move before you’re completely incapable of casting. I made my choice. Now, it’s time for you to make yours.”

      Her face screwed up into a terrible grimace as the metal in her veins quickly negated her magic.

      Overkill for a shadow demon, Azure had said. But just right for a ShadowFae.

      “I will have my vengeance,” she whispered, quickly looking from me to the diamond and back again. “You’ll wish you had chosen differently when you see what you’ve just done. Who you’ve doomed. I’ll make them suffer.”

      Most of the right side of her body was rigid now. She didn’t have much time, but I calmed the screaming pain in my leg just in case she tried to kill me before she grabbed the stone. I needed to be able to shift fast enough.

      But even if I died, Aerden was standing just outside the door, listening to everything we said. I could feel him there.

      If I didn’t make it, he would do what needed to be done.

      Tatiana made her choice, teleporting to the center of the room in a blink and using her left hand to grab the diamond. The veins in her hand began to dance with color.

      She whispered something in fae and then shot me a look of pure hatred before she blinked again and was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            All Along

          

          Lea

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With every failed call on the com stones, my chest tightened.

      No one answered. Not my father or mother. Not Andros’s wife, Ourelia, or any of the guards we’d left behind.

      “Angela’s not answering, either,” Mary Anne said, tears filling her eyes. “What’s happening?”

      All of the stones were dead.

      We shifted and flew toward the King’s City, stopping every once in a while to try the stones again, praying that it was some kind of mistake.

      It had to be.

      All the while, I kept the sketches I’d found in the Witchwood cabin clutched in my fist.

      Tatiana had planned this all along.

      She’d faked her own death, teleporting out of the room using the symbols she’d carved all over my damn castle.

      I had never felt so angry and so scared in my life.

      All this time, we thought we were gaining the upper hand. Killing the priestesses and freeing the gates. Making allies and plotting the end of the Order of Shadows, thinking we had a chance for victory.

      I’d even foolishly allowed myself to imagine a life after the war.

      One with a crown on my head and an actual demon who loved me at my side.

      I’d fantasized about a future with Aerden, opening my heart for the first time in nearly a century to let the light of hope inside. Together, we might have ruled the demons of the Northern Kingdom and brought a period of peace to the entire Shadow World.

      Now, I was terrified there would be no one left to rule or to save.

      And Aerden might never return to me.

      The image of him in chains again somewhere across the sea and out of reach, after everything he’d been through, fueled my anger and sorrow.

      I pushed myself harder, flying over the terrain toward home, praying that we’d found the sketches before the High Priestess had been able to activate her plan.

      But as I pushed over the hill and the King’s City finally came into view, all hope disappeared forever.

      I shifted back to solid form and stood there, hands raised to my head as I screamed and bent over, sobs racking my body.

      A moment later, Andros formed at my side, his head shaking back and forth as he fell to his knees.

      He shouted the names of his wife and daughter over and over, reaching up toward the sky in sorrow so deep, it literally broke the ground beneath him into pieces.

      Just like the sketches had foretold, the city of Leuxia and all its millions of demons was now covered in a swirling storm of shadows.
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      The tension left the room as the High Priestess vanished, and I sobbed as I crawled to Jackson’s side.

      I grabbed his shirt and pulled him against me, losing myself for a moment in his kiss.

      “You are never going off on an adventure again,” I said, laughing through the stream of tears that ran down my face.

      “How about no more ritual rooms,” Aerden said, stepping into the room, both axes resting on his left shoulder. He shook his head. “Can we make that a rule?”

      “I’m fine with that,” I said, nuzzling my head against Jackson’s shoulder.

      Magda cleared her throat. “Excuse me. Can we break up the love fest to help me down from here?”

      I turned to look at her, shaking my head. “Maybe you need to stay up there and think about what you did,” I said. “You nearly gave me a heart attack when I couldn’t find you on that dance floor.”

      “Well, we’re even then, because I nearly had a heart attack when I thought you brought the stone I’d risked everything for back to the one place I was trying to keep it away from,” she said.

      Jackson and Aerden shared a look.

      “Sounds like we missed a good time,” Jackson said. He held up his hands, still wrapped in prismatic chains. “Anyone care to look for a key that opens these things?”

      Aerden walked over to the table on the far side of the room and after a second of rummaging through ritual items and tools, he lifted his chin and tossed a diamond key my way.

      I quickly unlocked the chains and threw them into the corner of the room, as far away from the twins as I could get them.

      “That’s better,” Jackson said, pulling me into a much tighter hug and a kiss that seemed to last forever.

      If only it could.

      “You weren’t really going to trade me for Jackson, right?” Aerden said. “Because I feel like that’s what you were saying when I first got up here.”

      He used a pulse of amber light to cut the magical rope that still held Magda over the portal.

      “Thank you,” she said. “At least I seem to have one friend here.”

      She straightened her hair and fiddled with the hem of her shirt, but I didn’t miss the trembling of her hands or the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks.

      She glanced sadly at the empty master stones on the floor of the ritual room, and I noticed that she’d been clutching the photo of her sisters this whole time.

      She had come here with every expectation of death, so that she could save thousands. I wanted to scoop her into a hug, too, but right now, you couldn’t have paid me a million dollars to leave Jackson’s side.

      “I had to convince her that I was desperate. But no, I would never have really made that kind of deal,” I said, then looked at Jackson. “You did a good job helping me to convince her, which I appreciated.”

      The corner of his lips turned up in a half-smile that still made my stomach flutter after all these years.

      “I was pretty convincing, wasn’t I? Maybe when this whole war is over, I could take up acting. I mean, an actor who never ages? I’m surprised Hollywood hasn’t already started calling me.”

      I laughed, but then my laughter turned to sobs of joy and relief as I buried my face in his shirt.

      “I was so scared,” I said. “I love you so much.”

      I turned and smiled through my tears.

      “All of you.”

      Magda smiled, too, nodding.

      Now that the diamond was gone, I had no idea what we would do with the real ruby stone. Maybe we could still find a way to release all of the ruby gates without losing Magda in the process.

      I wouldn’t give up until she and Amina were both free, along with all of the ruby witches.

      My heart ached for the thousands of amethyst and citrine witches who had died over the past few days, but as a demon with long braids entered the room, I realized that while some had been lost, many others had been found.

      And, after all these years of fighting, we had finally managed to do what we’d set out to do.

      The Order of Shadows was truly finished.

      And yet, the war was far from over.

      What was next for Tatiana, I wasn’t sure. Sabine had told me the metal flowing through her veins would render her powerless for a brief period of time, but she would recover in a matter of weeks. Maybe a month.

      And then she would come for us.

      But I prayed we would at least have some time to prepare and to celebrate.

      I smiled up at Jackson. Maybe even time for a wedding, if we were lucky.

      The portal back to Venom shimmered and opened, revealing a throng of familiar faces, all poised for battle. Rend, Franki, Azure, and so many others.

      When they saw us standing there, everyone cheered with relief.

      “It worked?” Azure asked.

      “Like a charm,” I said. “Please tell Sabine thank you.”

      Jackson tensed at my side.

      “Sabine?” he asked. “What does she have to do with this? Harper, what did you promise her.”

      My chest tightened. Sometimes to win, you have to lose.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said. “Let’s talk about what we’re going to do to destroy this tower. Are there more survivors here?”

      The woman standing next to Aerden smiled.

      “There are many of us here,” she said. “And we will forever be in your debt.”

      We started to discuss plans when Franki pulled the ruby bar from her pocket, frowning.

      “Angela?”

      I turned, smiling. “Here, let me talk to her.”

      But a chill went through me as a strange static clouded her response.

      I’d heard that static before. When the storm came through that portal at Blackwood.

      No, not this. Not now.

      “Help us...clouds...Harper…”

      I grabbed the ruby bar from Franki’s hands.

      “Angela, I’m on my way. Angela.”

      But the stone was already dead.
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      Lightning illuminated the rapidly darkening sky as sinister storm clouds rolled over the top of the dome.

      Demons, witches, and their shadowlings ran through the streets, pointing toward the sky with screams of terror as the light of the five suns diminished and gradually disappeared.

      Rain fell in angry sheets around them as thunder rumbled and lightning flashed.

      A woman with black hair stood on the steps of the castle on top of the hill, a bar of ruby stones dropping from her hand as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Inside the throne room, guards fell to their knees as their ability to shift was taken from them, their power blocked by the menacing storm overhead. There was no enemy to fight here. No action to take.

      Only terror and hopelessness as everything faded to darkness around them.

      At the top of the castle’s highest point, inside a stone turret chosen for its view of the once-beautiful white roses in the garden below, a delicate cocoon trembled and shook as gusts of wind roared through the stone archways.

      Inside, the girl whose power had been reborn, transformed by the gift of her ultimate sacrifice, knew that her time had finally come.

      Her friends would need her in the battle ahead.

      The cocoon shuddered as rain poured in, ripping a small tear in its delicate silk.

      Then, slowly, the black tip of a butterfly’s wing emerged.

      Zara was awake.
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      I sincerely hope you loved Vengeful Darkness. This is not the end, but at this time, I anticipated Book 12 will be the final book of this series.

      I will not be announcing a title or release date until the book is completed, but please come hang out with us online for updates and just to be a part of an awesome community online.

      I would also love if you could give me a review for this book!

      Reviews help so much! Thank you!

      If you’d like to hear about my other books, giveaways, and what’s coming up next, I’d love for you to join my newsletter here.
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      Hi, I’m Sarra!

      Storytelling is my passion. I’m obsessed with creating new worlds and magic systems, putting fun twists on old ideas, and keeping you turning pages late into the night.

      Some of my fans call me the “Queen of Cliffhangers” (Or as some lovingly say - “SarraHangers”), and even though I’m not the fastest writer, I can promise that I always pour my whole heart into every book I write.

      I also love hanging out with my community. It’s one of the best parts of being a writer, and I’d love for you to become a part of our little Coven online.

      Want to know a little more about me? Like how an online video game changed my life forever, what my all-time favorite anime is, or where I get my best story ideas?

      Sign up for my newsletter, and I’ll tell you all my witchy secrets.

      In the meantime, though, I do hope you keep reading. I’m so happy you picked up my books, and that you continue to be a part of this world.

      
        
        Connect With Sarra Online:

        https://sarracannon.com/sarra-cannons-coven/
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      The Shadow Demons Saga has one main, continuing storyline that is anticipated to be 12 books total.

      However, there are also some amazing side stories and series that are closely tied to the main series.

      If you are LOVING this story world already and want to read everything the absolute ideal reading order to catch all of the twists and turns, click here for Sarra’s Ideal Reading Order.

      On the website, you can also find information about Sarra’s other series and find out how to join our awesome community.

      Happy Reading!

      Love,

      Sarra
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      If you loved this book, you will definitely love some of Sarra’s other books, too. Below, find a list of her current and completed series, including several free or deeply discounted ways to start each one.

      Shadow Demons Saga

      When Harper comes to the small town of Peachville, she believes it’s her last chance to fit in. But this small town is hiding a big secret. One Harper may not survive to find out…

      Start this series free with the Beautiful Demons Box Set of Books 1-3.

      Sacrifice Me

      A spin-off series closely connected to the Shadow Demons Saga (but with slightly more mature romance themes), Sacrifice Me follows the story of Franki Smith, which begins with a mysterious invitation to a nightclub that doesn’t seem to exist.

      Grab “Season One” of Sacrifice Me for just 99 cents.

      Eternal Sorrows

      Told from alternating points of view, Death’s Awakening is equal parts fantasy and horror, witches and zombies, love and loss. It is the story of five extraordinary teens struggling to realize their destiny as they fight against the darkest evil this world has ever seen.

      This young adult zombie apocalypse adventure with witches and magic will keep you up reading late into the night.

      Download Book 1, Death’s Awakening, for free.

      The Witch’s Key

      After the tragic death of her parents, seventeen-year-old witch, Lenora “Lenny” Thorne, is sure life will never be good again. It’s bad enough when The Witch’s Council sends her to live with her ancient Great-Uncle Martin, a man she hardly knows, but they also expect her to attend the local human high school and pretend to be a normal person.

      When one of her new friends goes missing, Lenny is pulled into an investigation that even The Council won’t touch.

      With the help of a handsome and mysterious new ally named Kai, Lenny vows to find the girls and bring the demon who kidnapped them to justice. But will she save her friend in time? Or will she be the demon’s next target?

      Read The Witch’s Key now.

      The Fairhope Series

      This series is very different from the rest, as it’s Sarra’s only contemporary series with no paranormal elements. Set in a small town much like the one where Sarra grew up, this completed series is an emotional journey you won’t want to miss.

      Start with the first book, The Trouble With Goodbye, for free.

      Willow Harbor

      This series of standalone but connected paranormal new adult romance mysteries was written as 4 authors came together to create the small, mysterious town of Willow Harbor.

      There are 8 books total in this series, 2 of which were written by Sarra Cannon. You can read her books as standalone romances, or you can grab the entire series and read them in order.
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