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      Despite our overwhelmingly dire circumstances, we were surprisingly safe beneath the cloaking spell that Vesta had helped set up. After our first incursion into Draconis, and despite Cayn’s unexpected but unsuccessful ploy to capture us, we’d made it back to Kerentrith, the abandoned Imen city above, in one piece.

      In fact, we’d returned to that secluded corner of the library with tremendous amounts of new information, which included plenty of insights into what had happened with the Druid delegation. On top of that, we’d inadvertently reunited Vesta with her fae parents, who were being held prisoner below. To me, the mission, despite its shaky conclusion, had been a success—not just because of the info we’d gathered, but also because I’d seen Zane alive and well, albeit also imprisoned. It could be worse.

      We’d managed to bring Laughlan, one of the surviving Druids of the delegation, back to the surface with us. Despite his physical weakness, he’d been a great asset in helping us escape. Based on what I’d seen in the Azure Heights prison, where soul-eating was concerned, it felt like a miracle that Laughlan was still standing after thousands of years. The passage of time had not been kind to him, especially since upper-echelon daemons had systematically fed on his soul, but I had a feeling that with some proper rest and nourishment, the Druid would eventually recover—though how much of a recovery was still a mystery at that point.

      Perhaps our greatest achievement during our first incursion to Draconis was learning about the swamp witch’s location. Lumi was once more confirmed to be alive, although her imprisonment conditions sounded stark and harsh. To stop her from uttering any spell, they gagged her. To keep her under their full control, the Exiled Maras and daemons kept her locked in Azure Heights, in what could be considered “shared custody”.

      We’d yet to hear or see anything from beyond Neraka at this point, but it no longer came as a surprise, and we didn’t have the time or the energy to spend worrying about it. All we could do was keep pushing forward and get Lumi out of Azure Heights before this wretched alliance of daemons and Exiled Maras got to us first. Lumi was the only one who could bring down the shield they’d put up in order to stop all communication and travel to or from the outside world.

      “We’re in what I would normally refer to as a ‘hot mess’,” Laughlan chuckled, leaning his back against the wall. He looked at each member of our team.

      A couple of hours had passed since we’d put the cloaking spell—a much-needed bonus from our Draconis sting—together. It had been set up in a way that made it impossible for anyone to think of looking twice, as it perfectly mimicked the library walls, and it kept the secret tunnel door hidden, too. Our little safe spot was at the far end of the library, and from what I could hear beyond the walls of Kerentrith, the daemons were still combing the streets and heading outward, rather than back into the palace.

      “Maybe, but at least we’re safe here for the time being,” Harper replied. Caspian rested his head on her shoulder, half asleep. Pheng-Pheng leaned against Harper on the other side, stroking the Ekar’s head. Its fiery red plumage shuddered with delight in her hands. That bird was, by far, one of the most intelligent animals I had ever seen. Throughout our entire trip through Draconis, it stayed hidden inside Harper’s backpack, perfectly quiet.

      Hansa and Jax were huddled close to Blaze and Caia, while Vesta stayed close to Laughlan. We were all tired, but the rush of everything that had just happened was going to take a while to subside.

      I shifted my focus back to the fire burning between us, which Caia was kind enough to maintain whenever its flames dimmed. The wood we used was slow to burn, and, in the absence of an accelerator, it took a while to crackle.

      “As it stands, we pretty much got what we came here for,” Jax said. “We have a location for the swamp witch.”

      Vesta shot him a cold glance. “I thought we were going in there again, to get my parents and the others.”

      “We are,” Jax confirmed, and she relaxed, her shoulders dropping. “We’ve got two fae, another Druid, and two Maras to pick up from Draconis.”

      “At least. There’s also Zane, and we should break others out, too,” I replied.

      “We need to be careful about how we go in the second time around. With Velnias missing, we have restricted access to the prison already. The boxes and the locks are charmed,” Jax explained.

      Laughlan smiled, staring at the flames. “Don’t worry about that,” he said slowly. “Give me a couple of hours to sleep, and I’ll scratch that little inconvenience off the list. I promise. I just need to rest my eyes, and my wretched old bones…”

      He trailed off, his eyes finally shut, as he slumped to the side against the wall. It was quiet for a while. We could hear the daemons’ grunts in the distance, their boots stomping, their armor clanking between short bouts of barked orders and aggressive yelling.

      “Okay, with or without a solution from our new friend here,” Jax replied, briefly nodding at the sleeping Druid, “we can’t overdo it. We’ll have to be quiet and discreet. Our main goal is to get out of here in one piece, rally our forces back at Ragnar Peak, and launch a smart offensive on Azure Heights so one of us can infiltrate the city and get Lumi out. That’s a very rough outline, of course.”

      “Ragnar Peak is a good place to go,” I said, remembering the maps. “The fortress up there is in a good, strategic position, and it overlooks over two hundred square miles of Nerakian land. It’ll be an excellent holdout while we make plans to infiltrate Azure Heights.”

      “That being said, we also need to make sure we’re not followed back to Ragnar Peak,” Hansa chimed in.

      Harper and Caspian had fallen asleep, with Blaze and Caia looking like the next to doze off. Pheng-Pheng was naturally hyperactive. I had my doubts about whether she’d get any shut-eye before we got back to Draconis.

      “Yeah, the last thing we need is to test the fortress’s ability to withstand a full-on assault,” I muttered. “When was the last time it survived a real siege?”

      “Three hundred years, at least,” Vesta said. “There was a relatively large faction of rebel Imen coming in from the east. They managed to hold on to Ragnar Peak for three nights, before the daemons brought out the Death Claws and let the pit wolves loose. They were dead in less than a couple of hours after that.”

      I worried that our troubles with Cayn were far from over. He certainly was persistent, though I couldn’t blame him. Based on what we’d learned about the hierarchy and societal rules of the daemons, he, too, was subject to the “survival of the fittest” system. He had to fight hard to keep his title, and, most importantly, his life.

      The entire concept made my stomach churn, though. My mind kept wandering back to Zane. I couldn’t help but fear for his safety in Draconis. His brothers were clearly capable of murdering one another in order to please their father and retain their seats on the Council. King Shaytan had ordered Zane to be imprisoned. He wanted his son alive, and it was the only thought that stopped me from going back to Draconis right then and there to rescue him.

      Sure, we’d gotten off to a rough start, but the rebellious daemon prince had quickly gotten under my skin. The intensity of how he made me feel was downright scary, but, at the same time, it was liberating. Zane had this way about him—unapologetic, persistent, and eerily charming. He seemed to enjoy pushing my buttons, but he also took great risks to help me. He had saved my life, and the lives of my team, more than once, and earned his father’s wrath for it. Rescuing him from Draconis was literally the least I could do for him in return.

      Besides, having a daemon with such in-depth inside knowledge of Shaytan’s operations was a gift from the heavens, given our limited numbers and resources. My mind was hazy, finally overrun with exhaustion. It wasn’t that I needed sleep. As a vampire, I had more stamina than most, but I needed to just put my head down, clear my mind, and sink into a state of separation from my physical surroundings.

      I lay back on the stone, using my backpack as a pillow, and settled my gaze on the cracked marble ceiling above.

      “We’ll get as many people out as we can without drawing too much attention to ourselves,” Jax concluded. “Then we’ll head back to Ragnar Peak. It seems pretty straightforward.”

      It sounded simple, yes. But considering Cayn’s devious persistence and the city riddled with angry daemons below, we all knew that it was going to be anything but that. Even with Laughlan fixing our charmed lock problem, we still had hostiles to deal with. Not just daemon grunts, but also their truck-sized generals, their Death Claws, and their pit wolves.

      We couldn’t leave those people behind, either. Each of those creatures was worth the risk of capture. They’d been in there for too long. Thousands of years of incessant torture from creatures that thrived on their misery. My heart hurt, thinking not only of what they must’ve already been through, but also of what Zane was going to experience if we left him there.

      Try not to get yourself killed, daemon prince. I’ll be there in a jiff.
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      Several hours later, the sun was slowly rising. I could see a sliver of the pinkish light through one of the stained glass windows on the other side of the library. It felt warm and safe in Caspian’s arms. We’d nestled against one another during the night. One by one, we all woke up and listened carefully to our surroundings.

      It was quiet, and that wasn’t a bad thing. It meant the daemon search party was either out in the field, still looking for us, or back in Draconis, getting scolded for failing to capture us.

      I welcomed the snippet of rest I’d gotten beneath that cloaking spell. I was fresh and ready to tackle whatever Neraka threw at us, and more. I looked at Caspian as we both sat up, and reveled in his soft smile. With so many eyes on us, I didn’t have the courage to kiss him, even though everyone knew we’d gotten significantly closer. Nevertheless, he seemed to read my mind, and gently brushed his knuckles against my chin. I couldn’t get enough of the warm, golden glow of his feelings for me.

      “How are you doing, energy-wise?” Blaze asked me.

      “I’m okay for now,” I replied with a smile. “You’re still my go-to guy for raw power, though. I’ll tap into you before we go down.”

      Blaze chuckled softly. Caia rubbed her eyes and got reacquainted with our cloaked environment. “Our dragon is thoughtful like that,” she grinned, resting a hand on his muscular shoulder. As hard as he tried to keep his cool, Blaze couldn’t hide his emotions anymore. Not from me, anyway. He was burning like the sun for Caia, and she was just as lit for him.

      “You can always feed on me, if you need to,” Caspian said to me, lowering his voice.

      “I know, and thank you,” I replied, fighting the urge to wrap my arms around him and kiss him like there was no tomorrow. Judging by the jade flames in his eyes, he was thinking the same thing.

      “We’ve got our work cut out for us,” Jax said, raking a hand through his black hair.

      As soon as he steered the conversation back to the second part of my mission, I remembered the last string of thoughts I’d had before falling asleep. “I would like to suggest something,” I spoke up.

      I had their undivided attention. “Go on, Harper,” Hansa replied with an encouraging half smile.

      “Going about this extraction mission the same way as before won’t work this time.” I sighed. “Cayn and his cohorts are on high alert and are particularly pissed off. While we haven’t seen any of his fiends tracking us in invisible form this time, there’s nothing to stop any of his scouts from spotting us once we get down there. They had good angles from which they followed us before; otherwise I would’ve seen them. We need to be as devious and as paranoid as they are. Most importantly, we need to be unexpected. Chances are, Cayn knows we’re coming back. I mean, he must have considered it.”

      “That’s true. We’re severely outnumbered, so it stands to reason that we’ll need all the supernaturals we can get out of that prison, to strengthen our ranks,” Jax replied, nodding slowly. “My only concern is that Cayn might’ve heard Laughlan tell us about the swamp witch. Which means we need to move fast, before they try to move her.”

      “I doubt he heard that part of our conversation,” Laughlan said. “Based on your accounts so far, the daemons and the Exiled Maras have gone out of their way to limit the flow of information where you’re concerned. Cayn never would’ve let me speak, had he even heard the word ‘witch’ leave my lips. Besides, nobody knows I know.” He smirked.

      “That’s slightly comforting, I have to admit,” Hansa replied, then looked at me. “What’s your plan, Harper?”

      “Call it a three-pronged approach, I suppose,” I began. “For starters, we do have a slight advantage. Other than the maybe ten percent chance that the daemons think we’re going back to Draconis for their prisoners, they’re most likely assuming we’re already out of Kerentrith. That gives us an element of surprise.”

      “I agree. The daemons don’t know GASP as well as we do,” Jax replied with a smirk.

      “True. So, with that in mind, and with Laughlan’s promise to resolve our charmed locks problem and the information he provided about the delegation prisoners, here’s what I’m proposing. Prong one, Fiona can handle Zane’s extraction all by herself,” I said. “With invisibility cover and her titanic strength, she is perfectly capable of sneaking through Draconis and into his meranium box. To ease our operation, she and Zane should immediately get back up here beneath the cloaking spell.”

      Laughlan nodded in agreement. “Yes, I can fix the lock issue. Velnias uses his special, swamp-witchy keys, and I’ve had plenty of time to observe and study them throughout the years. I also learned enough from Lumi to put together several skeleton keys. I know the swamp witch spell from which the spells are derived. I’m confident I can crack it. Your charming little fire fae here can help me melt a piece of metal into three simple keys, and I’ll engrave the right symbols. Once activated, those keys will open any prison door in Draconis.”

      “Brilliant!” Caia exclaimed. “Whatever you need…”

      “Just a chunk of metal, really,” Laughlan replied with a shrug.

      Caia produced one of her large knives and showed it to him. “Will this do?”

      “Absolutely.” Laughlan nodded. “But won’t you need it down there?”

      Snapping her lighter open to produce a bright flame, she smiled. “Not really. I carry blades in case other members of my team need one, mostly. I usually make do with my fae powers.”

      “What do you think, Fiona?” I asked. “Is my assessment fair?”

      “Absolutely,” Fiona replied with a confident smirk. “I’ll get that prince out of his birdcage in no time.”

      I stifled a chuckle, then moved on to the next part of my proposal. “Okay, prong two. Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and I will be the first line of extraction. We’ll do the deed, basically, and get the Druid delegation out. We’ll start with Idris and Rayna, then Ryker, the second Druid, and Rush and Amina, the two Maras. I bet that, once we’re down there with them, they might be able to point us to other meranium boxes that we could unlock.”

      “Wait, just the three of you?” Jax raised an eyebrow, ready to object.

      “Yes and no,” I replied, the corner of my mouth twitching. “The three of us will be at the front, but we’ll need you and Hansa and Blaze and Caia to cover our backs. Ideally, you should work in pairs, with Blaze and Caia keeping an eye out at the far back. We need to avoid another ambush, and I think this is where our element of surprise is. The daemons won’t see us coming like this, especially if we keep some manageable distance between us. You know, far enough and hidden enough so as not to be easily detected, but close enough to jump in if needed.”

      Jax and Hansa looked at each other for a few moments, then nodded almost simultaneously before they shifted their focus back to me and gave me their most appreciative smiles.

      “Excellent suggestion, Harper,” Hansa said. “When I told Draven that I saw a great future for you, I obviously knew a thing or two.”

      I felt my cheeks burn, unable to stop an ear-to-ear grin from splitting my face.

      “You were made for GASP,” Jax added.

      You’re damn right I was made for this, I thought to myself. I mean, sure, I came from a place of love and all that, but there was no denying that the Shadian mindset was deeply embedded in my system.

      “Prong three,” I continued, trying to ignore the temporary burst of pride in my chest, “is that Vesta will stay up here.”

      “What? No, I want to come with you and get my parents out of there,” Vesta objected, her light brown eyebrows pulled into a frown.

      “We need you to booby trap this escape tunnel,” I replied, pointing at the bookcase-door in the corner. “Once we’re done collecting our prisoners from down there, we’ll be coming through this tunnel. Chances are we’ll have a tail. On top of that, we’ll need you to prepare an escape route from here to our horses over on the western slope.”

      “Don’t worry, Vesta,” Hansa said, “we’ll bring your parents back. But Harper is right. We need someone to stay back here and rig everything. With the right timing, this cloaking spell will act as a cork in the bottle, so to speak, since the daemons won’t be able to pass through the tunnel without our blood.”

      “And, with the right cocktail of explosives and accelerants, of which there are plenty in Kerentrith, I could do a lot of damage to this place,” Vesta replied, her gaze wandering around the library. Her mind was already processing her options. “I know where the armories are. I can definitely dash over and get some good ol’ fashioned sellictites and marsonic powder, so we can go out with a veritable bang.”

      A few seconds went by in absolute silence as we all stared at Vesta, until Laughlan said what we were all thinking. “You know, for a fae raised by rebel Imen, you are quite the deviant.” He smirked appreciatively. “And I mean that in the most positive way.”

      We all laughed lightly, and Vesta blushed and offered a timid smile. “Thank you, I guess,” she murmured. “But, yes, leave this place to me. I know exactly what to do. Just, please, make sure my parents get back up here safely. I’ve only just found them.”

      “I promise you, Vesta, I will obliterate anyone who tries to hurt them,” I replied, then pulled a diamond stone from my bag and proceeded to sharpen my twin swords. That was, by far, the most impactful statement I could make, for her peace of mind.

      “I’ll stay with Vesta, I suppose,” Laughlan continued, then nodded at the Ekar bird resting on Pheng-Pheng’s shoulder. “I suggest you leave your feathered friend with us, too. I imagine it had plenty of adventure yesterday.”

      “Agreed,” I replied, watching the bird as its gaze followed an insect running up the wall. “It’ll be safer up here.”

      “We’ll need to make sure we have at least two minutes ahead of the daemons, should they spot us, before we go into the tunnel,” Jax said, then pulled a piece of chalk from his backpack and started drawing a rudimentary map of Draconis on the stone floor.

      His hand moved, leaving behind white traces as it offered us a simple, bird’s eye view of what we were to expect downstairs. He’d memorized the cells we’d passed, and began adding numbers to each, based solely on what he’d seen.

      Hansa analyzed the numbers for a while, then smirked and pointed at the cluster of cells where Rayna and the others were kept. “See how they’ve numbered the meranium boxes?” she asked.

      Her hand hovered above Cell 132, then moved over to the eastern quadrant, and farther to the left, before going back to the first cluster and pointing over to the west. “Hah,” I scoffed, noticing the pattern. “Yes. Clusters of twelve, ascending order from east to west.”

      “Exactly,” she replied. “So, if we find out where specific prisoners are held, we could potentially make our way to their locations and free them without the use of a map or a guide.”

      “As long as we have the cell numbers, yes,” Jax muttered, narrowing his eyes at the chalk map. “But why? What are you thinking?”

      Hansa looked at Jax, then me, and pursed her lips. “I’m thinking two minutes of chaos would certainly give us the edge we need before we come back through the tunnel. All it takes is one extra prisoner freed and equipped with a skeleton key and invisibility paste to get the job done. We don’t have to be the ones to do it,” she said, then nodded at Laughlan. “You’re making three skeleton keys, right?”

      “Yes. One for Fiona, and two for your… prong,” Laughlan replied.

      “Perfect. So, once we get our delegation members out, we can free another prisoner and have him go around and open the other cell doors,” Hansa said.

      “Absolute chaos, yes!” Jax replied.

      “And! If we get some specific cell numbers from the daemon guards—I can be very persuasive and intimidating, and you know it—we can send this prisoner to release daemon pacifists,” Hansa said, wearing a most devious grin.

      “Leave it to Hansa to topple an entire city,” Jax quipped, lovingly gazing upon her. The look in his smiling eyes made her light up, and she blushed in a silvery glimmer that made her look almost ethereal. No wonder Jax was smitten. She was even more beautiful when she experienced intense emotions.

      I had to give Hansa credit. If anyone knew how to wreak havoc, it was the former leader of a succubus tribe. They’d lived in the wild for centuries, hindering many of Azazel’s operations over the years, from small transports to large-scale construction sites. Hansa didn’t hold back on creativity when it came to sabotage.

      In this case, the target was a prison citadel filled with creatures who would love nothing more than to burn the place down to the ground. Even the daemons, with their Death Claws and pit wolves, couldn’t deal with a mass jailbreak, especially when there were so many supernaturals who could inflict considerable damage on their structures and their numbers.

      Add the throng of Imen prisoners in the central penitentiary and voilà! The perfect storm to bring down a city as powerful and as well-equipped as Draconis.
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      I melted down one of my knives and helped Laughlan craft three skeleton keys for the meranium boxes, then prepped my backpack for the mission. While the others geared up and stocked their bags and satchels with fresh supplies of healing powders and the invisibility spell, courtesy of Vesta’s gathering skills, Laughlan proceeded to etch specific markings onto each key.

      Most of the group didn’t even notice when Blaze withdrew into a corner behind one of the bookcases enclosed in our cloaking spell, out of sight. They were too busy sharpening their blades and replenishing their satchels, counting the available red lenses and wiping Jax’s chalk map from the floor.

      I walked over to Blaze, noticing his brooding shoulders as he stared out through a hole in a stained glass window. His dark hair was ruffled, casting deep shadows over his forehead, and his midnight-blue eyes carried a sadness that made my heart ache. I joined him by the window, trying to get a glimpse of his view through the five-inch gap that had once held a piece of colored glass.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I asked, giving him a faint smile.

      He looked at me, and I felt an instant heatwave spread through my chest. I was never going to get used to the way he made me feel. And that was a wonderful feeling, because every time our eyes met, I had the impression that the novelty would never wear off, that we would always be surprised by one another.

      “I’m just thinking about what comes next,” he said, his voice low. “The risks, the lack of options. What choice do we have but to fight, tooth and nail, until we manage to reach out to GASP?”

      “None whatsoever,” I replied with a shrug. “Normally, I’d say failure is a great opportunity to learn something and gain experience. But, unfortunately, in this case, failure isn’t an option. We either do this, or we die.”

      He nodded. “I agree. And I will burn this whole place to the ground before I let anything happen to you or the team, Caia. I just want you to know that.”

      My chest tightened—a frequent effect of his words on me, particularly when he said my name out loud. It sounded so different, as if he put his very soul into the one consonant and three vowels that represented me. “I know,” I whispered, then gently squeezed his shoulder. His muscles were rock hard, my fingers unable to even dig in. But still, he reacted to my touch, his lips parting as his gaze found mine. “And each of us will do the same for you.”

      He scoffed, then resumed his study of the outside world through the gap in the stained glass window. We could see the white marble terraces and buildings unraveling beneath, and the flat, reddish land surrounding Kerentrith. If I inched closer, I could even spot the brick-colored sand dunes in the south.

      “And that’s the problem,” Blaze muttered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Technically speaking, I am this team’s biggest, deadliest weapon,” he replied. “And yet, you’re all worried that you’ll lose me somewhere along the way. After the Infernis debacle and Rewa’s mind-bending stunt, it’s no wonder. I feel like I’m more of a liability than anything else.”

      I shook my head, then crossed my arms in a bid to get my point across. Given that I was basically half his size, I felt as though I had to employ dramatic body language just to underline my statements, especially when talking to Blaze. “That’s nonsense! You are crucial to our survival. You’re essential, Blaze. You have no business beating yourself up like this,” I cajoled him as softly as I could.

      “All it took was a few words from Rewa, and I almost killed you,” he breathed, then closed his eyes. His pained expression as he relived that moment back in Azure Heights threatened to bring tears to my eyes. He was still punishing himself over that.

      I moved to face him, tilting my head back, and firmly gripped his shoulders. His muscles didn’t give in to the pressure, but the look in his eyes told me I had his full attention. “I’m just as susceptible. And so is Hansa. Vesta. Patrik. All non-vampires and non-Maras can fall prey to these mind-bending tricks. It’s not like you’re defective or weak!” I scoffed. “In fact, you’ve got more strength than all of us combined, and I’m not talking about your dragon form here! If anyone can keep us safe and get us through to the end, it’s you, Blaze.”

      He sighed. “I can’t help but feel useless. Look at what went on in Draconis, for example. I couldn’t even go full dragon because I would’ve crushed the prisoner boxes around us. I could’ve turned and ended it all there.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, slowly moving my hands over his broad chest. “There’s more to you than your dragon form, Blaze,” I replied softly. “In some instances, you’re better off without turning. But, once we reach Ragnar Peak, you can go wild and dragon out as much as you want. We’ll certainly need you up there with us to protect the fortress.”

      “Way to see the bright side,” he said, the shadow of a smile crossing his face.

      “It’s true. We can’t all be fully functional at all times,” I insisted. “That’s why they assigned us like this. Our team has varied skillsets and abilities. Each of us is trained for a specific situation, not for all of them, and that’s okay. But don’t think for a second that just because you’re susceptible to mind-bending and too big in dragon form for the narrow spaces we sometimes deal with, you’re less useful. That’s crazy, Blaze. We’d already be dead if it weren’t for you.”

      He took my words to heart. It was written all over his handsome face that the handful of honest thoughts I’d just given him meant the world to him. I found his reaction quite endearing. For a young man as strong and powerful as he was, Blaze still seemed to need a bit of validation once in a while. But, then again, didn’t we all?

      His gaze darkened, and we stood there for a minute in heavy silence. Then he brought his hand up and tenderly cupped my cheek. “Caia, I think it’s time I tell you something,” he murmured.

      My breath hitched. Somewhere, deep in the back of my head, where all my surprisingly accurate premonitions lived, a crazy thought started to take shape. I had a feeling I knew what he wanted to say. Or, better yet, I hoped I knew what he wanted to say. My heart turned into an Olympic gymnast, performing exquisite backflips and kicking my stomach.

      “What? You don’t like avocados? Because that’s a deal breaker for me,” I joked, and mentally slapped myself right after that. What in the world is the matter with you? Let the guy tell you what you’re hoping to hear!

      That, somehow, made sense. I was nervous. The thought of hearing him say what I’d been waiting for him to say for days now put me on edge. It wasn’t him saying it that stretched my nerves, actually. It was the crippling fear of disappointment. Of Blaze not saying what I yearned to hear from him.

      The corner of his mouth twitched as he stifled a smile. His brows furrowed, and I braced myself. Whatever he says, it’ll be okay. I’ll be okay. No, I won’t. I’m crushing hard on him. I won’t be okay. Disappointment will sting worse than a Lamia’s bite. And I’d had my fair share of those during my early training days on Calliope.

      “I don’t know what will happen from now until we get back home to The Shade,” he said, his voice raw, and clutching at my throat. “I mean, let’s be honest. Failure may not be an option, but it’s a possibility.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but changed my mind and pressed my lips into a thin line. I gave him a brief nod instead.

      “Something might happen, or it might not. We may survive all this, or we might end up in meranium boxes with the others,” he continued. “I think it’s only fair that we maintain a sense of realism here. What I’m trying to say, even though I’m still having trouble finding the right words for it, is that we don’t know what tomorrow holds. Hell, we don’t even know what the next hour holds! I know I’ve sworn an oath of celibacy, and I would like nothing more than to keep it, but I can’t forgive myself if I let another minute pass without telling you that… that I’m head over heels for you, Caia.”

      My heart stopped.

      Like marbles falling out of a broken bowl and rolling onto the floor, my words left me. I was speechless. My brain was unable to process the statement, even though it was exactly what I’d been longing to hear him say.

      I blinked several times, but still, I couldn’t speak. Blaze waited for what seemed like an eternity, carefully analyzing my expression, hoping to see something, anything.

      “I know, maybe you didn’t expect this,” he continued, not ready to give up just yet. “I didn’t either. I mean, I’ve had a thing for you since we were kids, back in The Shade. I just never had the courage to speak up, and we barely saw each other, anyway. Then I took the oath, and now we’re here, in the middle of an absolute nightmare, and I’m afraid that if I don’t tell you how I feel now, I’ll never get another chance. I don’t know what I’ll do with the oath, or even if it means much at this point, in these circumstances. But what I feel for you is all too real, Caia. I’ve fallen for you, and I can’t deny it or keep it to myself anymore.”

      Without any warning, my heart took over. My heels pushed me upward, and I threw my arms around his neck so I could pull myself closer, and kissed him.

      The moment our lips touched, it was over for the both of us. I surrendered, and he yielded almost instantly, capturing my mouth. He wrapped his arms around my waist, and almost crushed me against his chest. I exhaled sharply but didn’t let go.

      Blaze intensified the kiss, taking me higher and higher, to the point where I could no longer feel the solid ground beneath my feet. A groan escaped his throat as he tasted everything I had to offer. I took my time with his lips as his tongue worked mine. For someone who’d sworn an oath of celibacy, Blaze was a phenomenal kisser. Not that I had any experience in that department, but it just felt so… incredible.

      “That makes two of us, then,” I managed, drawing a breath before reattaching my lips to his. My heart was thumping maniacally, my pulse racing as I ran my fingers through his hair.

      I felt weightless, and, despite our current location and difficult predicament, there was nowhere else I wanted to be. Blaze pulled his head back for a brief moment, his dark blue eyes drilling into my very soul. “Good, because I would’ve been so miserable otherwise.”

      Only then, as we gazed at one another, did I realize that I was literally off the ground. Blaze held me up, tight in his arms, my toes far from the stone floor. That weightlessness took on a whole new meaning as he bit his lower lip, then kissed me again.

      Whatever came next, it almost didn’t matter. For only a couple of minutes throughout the entire fabric of time, I experienced sheer bliss. I’d fallen for a dragon, and the dragon had fallen for me too. We burned bright, consuming one another as if we would never get another chance.

      In that precise moment, as he pressed his lips against mine, with one arm around my waist and his other hand coming up to hold the back of my head so he could kiss me deeper, I made a promise to myself—and, secretly, to Blaze, too.

      Whatever came next, I was going to make sure that we’d survive it. No matter what obstacles Neraka wanted to raise before us, regardless of all the wrenches that the Exiled Maras and daemons wanted to throw at our wheels, I was going to beat them. We were going to beat them.

      I had a dragon to love, and there was no way in hell I’d allow Shaytan or any of his cohorts to tear us apart.
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      With our gear and supplies ready, we were ready to deploy. It was mid-morning, and an optimal time for our descent into Draconis, since guards tended to change around noon—a pattern we’d also noticed in Infernis. Fortunately for us, the daemon society functioned on a tight, military-like schedule.

      I walked over to the bookcase-door, accompanied by Caspian and Pheng-Pheng. Vesta fumbled with the hidden mechanism until it clicked, then pulled the door open. The tunnel was quiet, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      “Again, I cannot stress this enough, but please—”

      “We’ll look after your parents,” I cut Vesta off with a warm and reassuring smile. She gave me a thankful nod in return. I then looked at Laughlan, who stood by her side. “You two be careful here. We’ll be back as soon as it’s done. Hopefully it won’t take longer than a couple of hours.”

      “We’ll be good. I promise. It’s not like we’re rigging the whole place with dangerous explosives—oh, wait,” Laughlan replied with a devilish grin, making me chuckle.

      “Don’t blow yourselves up, then. I’m not risking my ass down there to deliver fae parents to a dead fae daughter,” I shot back.

      “You’re not dying under my watch,” Pheng-Pheng solemnly chimed in. For a young Manticore who was still a few years from official adulthood, she carried herself with impressive poise and leader-like dignity. On top of that, she’d gotten so attached to me, and I to her, that I couldn’t find it in my heart to let her down. Getting myself killed definitely counted as letting her down.

      “Right there with you,” I replied with a playful wink, then entered the tunnel.

      Caspian and Pheng-Pheng joined me, and we rushed through the narrow stone passage. Five minutes later, I could hear Hansa and Jax come after us. Another five minutes, and Caia and Blaze joined the loose pack, followed by Fiona.

      As expected, the access point at the end was guarded. A uniformed daemon leaned against the cloaked wall, cleaning the dirt beneath his claws with the tip of his rapier. If ever there was an easy target, he was it.

      I took out several glass vials, ready for the next phase of our plan. We’d found the small bottles on the other side of the library earlier this morning, and Laughlan had immediately beamed at us. Using the swamp witch spells he’d learned from Lumi, he was able to charm the vials in a manner similar to what we’d seen back at the Broken Bow Inn in Azure Heights. We could now collect blood from daemons and keep it fresh in the charmed vials, in case we needed extra for our infiltration of Draconis. Each of our sub-teams had at least a couple to work with. Learning from our previous experiences, we welcomed the extra preparation.

      Pheng-Pheng dashed over to the daemon, catching him unprepared. He didn’t even hear her coming until it was too late. He looked up and stilled, the tip of his rapier blade under his claw, as Pheng-Pheng’s scorpion tail stung him in the neck.

      The poison worked fast, spreading through his body. He raised his sword to hit her, but by the time his arm went up, he’d already lost control over his limbs. Thirty seconds later, he was collapsed on the floor, spasming. Caspian and I came out to join her. Caspian slit the daemon’s throat, and I filled the vials with the fiend’s warm blood, then handed one to Caspian and one to Pheng-Pheng.

      I kept the others for later. We consumed the first ration of our invisibility spell paste, then used a drop of the daemon’s blood on the cloaking spell’s fake wall. We vanished, and put our red lenses on, then passed through as the wall’s surface rippled from the blood.

      Knowing that the rest of our team was close behind us, I braced myself for what came next. The daemon city of Draconis unraveled at our feet, with its four support pillars connecting it to the surface and its thousands of meranium prison boxes, riddled with swamp witch charms. In the middle stood the central penitentiary, with Death Claws circling overhead, flapping their leathery wings and occasionally screeching at the daemon guards below.

      The narrow streets weren’t too crowded, but there were regular patrols moving up and down. In the wider sections, daemon generals joined the grunts, accompanied by collared pit wolves. Just twenty feet ahead, before the stairs leading down into the city, were a dozen daemon guards covered in leather and metal armor.

      They hadn’t spotted us yet and were just chitchatting among themselves—the usual banter since we’d come to Neraka, specifically ways to capture us, so they, too, could get a taste of our souls. As usual, the more realistic of the bunch was quick to point out the bitter truth:

      “You losers aren’t getting any of that fancy outsider soul chow. They’re reserved for the higher-ups and royalty. Get that thought out of your heads.”

      They grumbled with discontentment, but, in the end, they resigned themselves to his words.

      And, as Pheng-Pheng quietly made her way toward their group, I couldn’t help but smirk. No one was going to hold us down. If anything, we were just about to bring them down. All of them.

      Down to the last obsidian brick.
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      I tried my best to keep track of time as the hours passed. We couldn’t move, encased up to our necks in Dhaxanian ice that refused to melt, and further sequestered in a cylindrical meranium cage with swamp witch symbols carved into its bars.

      We’d come to the Athelathan Mountains, hoping that we’d find Dhaxanians still living here. Judging by the permanent snowstorm swallowing the mountain peaks, it had made sense that they’d still be around. We’d hoped we’d manage to sway them into helping us and our new allies, the Adlets. When the time came to rescue the swamp witch, we needed all the help we could get, and having creatures who had the power of deadly frost at their fingertips on our side made sense.

      It hadn’t really come as an absolute surprise, but it had still made my stomach drop when Nevis, the prince of Dhaxanians, revealed that he’d reached a truce with the daemons. His people got these two mountains, while the daemons got everything else. According to him, it was in the best interests of the Dhaxanians.

      Unfortunately, that also meant that we’d ventured into enemy territory, and didn’t get a chance to escape. Nevis captured us and cast us to the bottom of the mountain, in the middle of an underground crossroads—a meeting point between four tunnels, each leading into a daemon city on the continent. It was only a matter of time before they came for us.

      For the first few hours, I tried everything in my power to free myself. We all did. Patrik, poor soul, had his mouth covered in frost, too. He could breathe through his nose, but he couldn’t utter a single spell to get us out of here.

      A day passed, and we became more and more aware of how close the end was. We’d tried shouting, hoping the Dhaxanians would hear us, and that Nevis would come down to talk to us. Nothing happened. Hundurr dozed off in hour-long sessions, every six hours, to preserve some energy, I assumed. Patrik caught a couple of hours of sleep, too. There wasn’t much else we could do.

      The Dhaxanian ice was cold, but it wasn’t going to kill us. Heron and Patrik were warm-blooded and found it more uncomfortable than Scarlett and I did, but there was no risk of frostbite, surprisingly. It was meant to hold us, along with the meranium cage, until the daemons arrived to take us back to Infernis. I could only imagine how excited King Shaytan must’ve been. It was safe to assume that he’d received the “good news” by now, and that his fiends were on their way to Athelathan.

      A thousand scenarios crossed my mind, and none ended with us winning this. We’d made it this far, though, and I refused to let myself surrender. Whenever I looked at Heron, my heart swelled, and I knew he felt the same way. We were just getting started with one another. We’d fallen in love, and there wasn’t a single daemon or Exiled Mara on this wretched planet who could tear us apart. Most importantly, our friends, our families, and the innocent people of Neraka needed us now more than ever.

      I gradually became aware of the fact that, if we wanted to win this, we needed a different approach. Brute force and magic were of no use in this situation.

      “Guys, how are you holding up?” I asked, after an hour of gloomy silence.

      Scarlett let out a long, tortured sigh. “Still here. Still pissed off.”

      “Good. We need that energy. Patrik, Hundurr?” I replied, glancing at the Druid and the sulking pit wolf.

      Patrik couldn’t speak, given his frosty gag, but the look in his steely blue eyes, combined with the raised eyebrow, told me everything I needed to know. He still had a lot of fight in him. Hundurr growled, letting me know that he, too, was still with us.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me how I’m doing?” Heron replied with a smirk.

      “I have zero doubts regarding your morale, babe,” I shot back, pursing my lips. “You spent years in Azazel’s dungeon. I doubt a day in Dhaxanian ice will cripple your spirit.”

      “You know me so well,” he chuckled.

      I knew how he was feeling. Deep down, the thought of imprisonment scared the daylights out of him. But he’d been to hell and back during Azazel’s regime, and he’d also promised he’d take me on a real date once we got out of this place. His jade eyes told me that he was going to burn this whole place down, if that’s what it took for him to keep his promise. A day in Dhaxanian frost was nothing compared to decades in a cage. Despair wasn’t something that Heron wanted to feel ever again. He’d made that clear long before we got to Athelathan.

      “This can’t possibly end here,” Scarlett muttered.

      “Right with you there, Cuz,” I replied. “We need to get these frosty bastards to listen to us. From what I can smell, and from the silence oozing from all four tunnels, the daemons are nowhere near at this point. That might change in an hour, but, dammit, I would prefer to spend every minute we have left calling out to the Dhaxanians, rather than sulking and waiting for Shaytan’s fiends to come get us.”

      “We have to get Nevis down here. But what can we offer him?” Heron said. “Our plan to get the swamp witch out and to get GASP here didn’t seem to entice him at all.”

      “I think we need to be a little more persuasive,” I muttered. “It’s in his interest to help us. With or without us, Jax and the others will get the swamp witch back. And, once the shield comes down and we reach out to our people, it’s game over for Neraka. Nevis won’t be treated kindly if GASP learns he carted us off to the daemons.”

      “No, Avril, you need to be more persuasive,” Scarlett scoffed. “The prince of Dhaxanians definitely has the hots for you. Pardon the icy pun.”

      Heron’s forehead smoothed, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “What in the blazes are you talking about, Bullet?” He addressed her by her GASP nickname. He only did that when he was irritated. That made me love him more.

      “What?” Scarlett replied. “Might as well use that as an advantage, since it’s there,” she said, then looked at me. “Avril, I’m serious. I know the look I saw on his face. He’s got a soft spot for you. He won’t listen to us. Call out to him. Tell him you want to make a deal.”

      “We’ve been shouting our lungs out for hours. No one has come down,” Heron murmured.

      “It needs to be Avril. Just her,” Scarlett told him. “It’s worth a shot, I think. What else can we do right now?”

      “So, what, I’m just supposed to stand here, literally frozen, and watch my girl walk off into the snowstorm with the prince of Dhaxanians?” Heron scoffed.

      A couple of seconds passed. Scarlett narrowed her eyes at him, slowly shaking her head. “You know, for someone who’s pretty much next in line for the Mara Lordship back on Calliope, you’re not too bright.”

      Heron blinked several times, and I stifled a laugh. I needed the humor.

      “You’re not making much sense, Scarlett,” Heron said.

      “Think logically, dude,” she replied. “Jax and Hansa are clearly an item. He’s a Mara, and she’s a succubus. He can’t drink her blood because it’s toxic to him. As much as they love each other, what do you think are the odds that they could have children? Biologically speaking, the baby would be half Mara, at least, in a succubus womb. She wouldn’t be able to carry the pregnancy to term. Their best bet is adoption, and, from what I know, Mara laws clearly state that Lordship is only transferrable along the original bloodline, or if there is a challenger supported by more than thirty percent of White City’s population. Are you with me on this?”

      “Oh. Damn. I didn’t realize,” Heron breathed, his eyes wide with shock.

      In all fairness, until we got to Neraka, all we had was a “maybe” on Hansa and Jax, since they’d been blocking each other out like brokenhearted teenagers. The odds were now in Heron’s favor, as Jax’s younger brother. The Lord of Maras was going to one day retire, and he needed a bloodline successor. Heron was the only one. So, my boyfriend will one day be Lord of Maras.

      “That’s normal. Jax and Hansa were not an item when we first got here,” Scarlett replied. “Anyway, back to my previous point. I wasn’t suggesting that Avril ask Nevis to marry her or anything. That’s absurd.”

      “No, I get what you’re saying, and I agree,” I interjected. “I need to cozy up to the guy.”

      Scarlett nodded, while Heron frowned and exhaled.

      “Just be careful what you promise him,” he muttered, prompting me to chuckle. “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are, but let me tell you something else you need to set your mind on, rather than uselessly worrying about the prince of Dhaxanians and me,” I replied. “If we get out of this mountain alive, you can forget about that old-school dating plan you’ve been making. Clearly, our lives are too unpredictable at this point to leave… certain matters for later. First chance I get, I’m taking it.”

      For the first time, I could see Heron blushing. His cheeks flared red, and his clouded gaze found mine. Scarlett, and even Patrik, despite his frosted mouth, chuckled, while I gave Heron a satisfied grin. “I’m serious,” I added.

      Heron was speechless—for good reason, too. I’d even surprised myself with that statement, but I’d meant every word. We’d started the day yesterday riling each other up and talking about going slow with our relationship, taking it nice and easy, with dates, dinners, and walks on the beach. We were now trapped in Dhaxanian frost, waiting for daemons to come get us.

      As sweet as those plans sounded, our tumultuous lifestyles on Neraka were never going to allow us such simple joys. We had to live through every day like it was our last and resume our more normal lives once we got back to Calliope. So, yes. As soon as Heron and I had a chance to be alone, I was determined not to let a single minute go to waste, and to be with the Mara I’d fallen in love with.
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      Dion and Alles must still be out there at the base of the mountain,” I said, unable to stop myself from worrying about them. “What if the Dhaxanians spotted them?”

      Avril sighed. “I don’t know. I hope they’re safe. Provided I get through to Nevis, we’ll be able to get back to them. And, if the Dhaxanians captured them… Well, worst-case scenario is we’ll have to bargain for their release. With the Imen population dwindling, the daemons wouldn’t let anyone just kill Dion and Alles off. After all, they’re ‘soul food’.”

      The concept still sent shivers down my spine. Eating a creature’s soul was, by far, the most abominable of deeds that anyone could commit. It went against not only the laws of nature, but against the universe itself. The single most precious possession of any living being was their soul, and the daemons and Exiled Maras were gobbling them up like rare delicacies, to cheat time and to enjoy a temporary high.

      “No matter how much time passes, that is still unbelievably disgusting,” I muttered, then changed the topic back to Nevis, since the daemons’ culinary habits were not something I wanted to linger over for too long. My stomach was already churning. “So, yeah, Avril, we basically need you to take one for the team.”

      “I suppose you don’t mean that literally,” Avril replied with a smirk, and I shook my head in response. She exhaled. “Good. But what if Nevis is hardheaded and says no to everything I may propose? What if, even after I’ve made a compelling case against the daemons, and make it clear that it’s in the Dhaxanians’ best interest to stand with us, Nevis still hands us over to the daemons?”

      Avril was right. There was still a chance that Nevis would refuse to help us—provided we managed to reach out to him, first. A day had passed, and we hadn’t heard or seen any Dhaxanians. I gasped, suddenly realizing we’d overlooked the single most important ace up our sleeve. To Patrik’s defense, he’d been avoiding the serpentine side of himself since the war against Azazel had ended. But he could still shift. And the best part was that, unlike most other Druids, Patrik wasn’t compelled to one single snake form. He could turn into any size and species of serpent on Calliope.

      “Of course,” I breathed. “Patrik. We still have Patrik.”

      Judging by the look in his electric-blue eyes, I knew he, too, realized what I was thinking about. I gave him a soft smile and a wink, and he blinked once in return.

      “Oh, crap, you’re right,” Avril replied. “Are we dim or what?”

      “No, we’re just in a tight spot with too much going on. I should’ve thought about this sooner,” I said. “Listen, better late than never, right? Besides, ever since the war against Azazel ended, Patrik hasn’t been in touch with that side of himself.”

      “After all those years spent as a Destroyer, who could possibly blame him?” Avril muttered.

      “What are you two talking about?” Heron frowned. Once more, I was surprised by how brilliant he was on most issues, yet, at the same time, how slow he was on the obvious stuff. Heron could organize the perfect military operation and bring down an entire citadel in less than six hours, but he could easily get his head stuck in a staircase banister if left unattended for more than ten minutes. Then again, it was that precise dualism that made him so unique, and probably part of the reason why Avril was so into him. Well, that and the fact that he was gorgeous and funny. What more could a girl want?

      “Seriously, though,” I replied sarcastically. “You’ll lead the Maras on Calliope someday. You really need to up your game.”

      “It’s this damn frost,” Heron shot back, slightly frustrated. “It’s slowing me down, in more than one way. Now out with it. What’s up with Patrik?”

      Avril and I chuckled softly. Even Hundurr groaned, his red eyes fixed on the Mara. “Okay, I’m not going to give you the answer. That’ll be too easy. I’ll give you a hint, though. What are the main characteristics of a Druid?”

      “Long lifespan, the ability to channel magic from the surrounding nature, and…” Heron said, then paused, his eyes wide. “The ability to turn into a snake. Good grief, you were right. I am dim!”

      “No, you’re not.” Avril frowned. “You’re right, though, this Dhaxanian frost is doing something to us. I’ve been feeling a little groggy, too, for the past couple of hours.”

      Upon further consideration, I came to the same conclusion. Dhaxanian frost wasn’t just ice. Not only did it not melt or break, it also had an effect on our metabolisms. Looking back at the entire time we’d spent down here, it seemed to have a stronger effect on warm-blooded creatures, which could explain why Patrik, Hundurr, and especially Heron were, in fact, a little slow. Avril and I functioned differently, given our cold nature. However, it seemed as though lengthy exposure was beginning to affect us, too.

      “I think you need to start calling out to Nevis now, before this frost turns you into a useless, drooling mess,” I said.

      Avril nodded, then, from the bottom of her lungs, she started shouting Nevis’s name. “Nevis! Prince of Dhaxanians! I need to talk to you! I’ve got something that might be of interest! Come down here! Nevis! Nevis, you white-haired snow queen, get your ass down here and talk to me! You’re going to want to hear what I have to say!”

      “He’s not going to get the snow queen joke,” I muttered.

      “It’s still funny to me.” She grinned.

      I stifled a giggle as she called out to him again. “Nevis! Get down here! I need to see you!”

      My breath was shaky as we waited for the prince of Dhaxanians to respond, or, even better, show his face. It was only a matter of time before we were going to find ourselves surrounded by daemons. The last thing I wanted was to end up in some other meranium cage with one of those horned bastards draining the literal life out of me.
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      I shouted until my throat burned. A couple more hours passed, and it got to the point where I no longer had the strength to try again. The determination I’d mustered earlier was starting to fizzle out. I could feel my resolve slipping through my fingers, and, based on the looks on Heron, Scarlett, and Patrik’s faces, they were going through the same.

      Anger blossomed in my chest, filling me with heat as fire coursed through my veins. Dammit, I am not giving up! I can’t give up.

      “Maybe he’s out,” Scarlett mumbled, staring at the dirty stone floor.

      “Doing what, running errands?” I scoffed, then gathered the last sliver of energy I had left and shouted once more, this time with sheer rage. “Nevis, you coward! Come down here and talk to me, or I swear on everything I hold dear that I will let the whole world know how soft your spine is! And you know the daemons won’t kill me straightaway! By the time they’re done with me, the whole of Neraka will know what a candy-ass you are!”

      “You’ve got quite a pair of lungs on you, you know that?” Nevis’s voice startled me. It echoed around us, but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from until I caught movement above us.

      Nevis lowered himself through the large hole connecting our level to his city at the top of the mountain. He used his frost to gently slide down on an icy spiral. He landed softly on his feet, then dusted off his white silken robe, his diamond chest piece crinkling gently, like crystal windchimes. Upon a second glance, I had to admit he was gorgeous. His pale skin gave off a slight shimmer, reminding me of Hansa’s succubus glow—that was what he looked like in the dark.

      His cold blue eyes settled on me, while the corner of his mouth twitched as he stifled a smirk.

      “Took you forever,” I muttered, rolling my eyes.

      Nevis breathed out and put his hands behind his back in a dignified pose. “Well, I’m here now. In all fairness, I had to come down and put an end to this. You’ve literally scared all the wildlife off the mountain.”

      “We need to talk, Nevis,” I replied, gritting my teeth and having a hard time controlling my anger. A quick glance to my left made me aware of the fact that Heron was seething, glaring at the Dhaxanian prince. Thankfully, he kept his mouth shut.

      “You will address me as ‘Your Grace’, Avril,” Nevis said. “We don’t know each other well enough yet for you to call me by my first name.”

      “Yet? You’re carting us off to the daemons. I doubt we’ll get to know each other.” I sighed, then decided to comply. I needed to keep my head clear and not ruin what could very well be our only chance to get out of here, not via daemon cages. “Your Grace, please, listen to what I have to say.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, as if I were a fascinating creature he’d never seen before. Technically speaking, I am a creature he’s never seen before. “What will you tell me that I haven’t heard before, Avril?”

      “I think you glossed over the implications yesterday and rushed to dump us down here,” I replied. He smiled, and not in a contemptuous manner. Scarlett was right. The Dhaxanian prince definitely had a bit of a soft spot for me.

      “Avril, I like you,” he said. Hello, Captain Obvious. “I do apologize for not coming down here sooner, but I’ve had to go over your situation in full detail and consider every facet before making a proposal.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Had he changed his mind? Was he going to let us go? Hope was a treacherous thing to feel. I knew it, but I couldn’t help it, either. Not after an entire day spent encased in weird Dhaxanian frost. “And?” I breathed.

      “I would like to invite you to stay here with me. The entire mountain will be at your disposal, and my people will make sure that you are every bit as comfortable as you would be in your own home. With time, you might even consider this place home.”

      I blinked several times, my mind somewhat sluggish. “You want us to stay here?” I replied, confused.

      He laughed lightly. “Not all of you! Just you, Avril. You strike me as… different. Special. I don’t have the heart to hand you over to the daemons.”

      “You’re a piece of work, you know that?” Heron blurted, no longer able to control himself.

      Nevis gave him a brief sideways glance, then shifted his focus back to me. “You will be protected up here. Unfortunately, you’ll need to make your decision now. Daemon grunts will be here soon, and—”

      “You’re not taking her away!” Heron barked, struggling against his frosty restraints.

      “Shall I go ahead and assume that you two are together?” Nevis replied, pointing a thumb at Heron.

      “Yes. Also, no, I’m not going to stay here while you send Heron and my friends to die. That’s insane,” I said, my brow furrowed.

      “I’d call it survival, actually,” Nevis offered. “I would be nothing but courteous and respectful, should you decide to join me here. You’ll get over the Mara eventually, anyway. Nothing lasts forever.”

      “Seriously, I’m still in the room. At least show some respect,” Heron mumbled, and I instantly shushed him, trying to regain control of the conversation.

      “Your Grace, I will not stay here on my own. I didn’t come here to stay. I came here to help free Neraka, but I can’t do it alone, and I certainly can’t do it from inside a daemon cage,” I said. “You know, deep in your heart, that what I told you yesterday is true. No matter what you do to appease the daemons, as soon as Shaytan gets his claws on our dragon, you will all be screwed.”

      It was Nevis’s turn to frown, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he crossed his arms.

      “Blaze, our dragon, is susceptible to the Maras’ mind-bending,” I continued, thrilled to have his full attention. “Once he’s under their control, nothing will stop Shaytan from sending him over here. Blaze will burn the mountains down. I doubt your Dhaxanian frost will withstand the flaming inferno that a dragon is capable of. Shaytan will never allow the Dhaxanians to leave peacefully. The only reason you still have this mountain is because the daemons don’t have the literal firepower to take you down.”

      “Where’s your dragon now?” Nevis asked.

      “He’s probably in Draconis now, with the rest of our team, looking for the swamp witch. Your Grace, Shaytan isn’t interested in peace with the Dhaxanians. As soon as he has the tools he needs, he’ll bring the Athelathan Mountains down and put you all in cages. Your souls are high-end delicacies for those bastards, and you know it. Help us, and I promise we will help you. Once we get the swamp witch out of the daemons’ and the Exiled Maras’ reach, she’ll destroy the shield that’s stopping us from reaching out to our people. As soon as we can communicate with our world, we will bring down armies of incredibly powerful creatures to restore peace on Neraka. The daemons, the Exiled Maras, they won’t stand a chance. You’ll want to be on the winning side, believe me.”

      “And if I let them take you all? What then?” Nevis replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “We’ll be done for, obviously. But our friends, our dragon, they’ll still be out there. They’ll move ahead with the plan. One way or another, they’ll find the swamp witch. With or without your help, they’ll get her out. Granted, it would be easier if we had your support on this, but my people are relentless. They will stop at nothing. The shield will come down. And GASP will bring down the fire and fury of all the elements, all the supernaturals and all the magic in this universe and the next, until Neraka is cleansed of its evildoers and peace is restored. If you decide to be a villain in this story, Your Grace, you, too, will burn.”

      Nevis thought about it for a minute, then let out an audible sigh. “I cannot burn. Literally. It’s in my royal blood. My people, however… Well, that’s a different story.”

      “They’ll light up like straws, huh?” Heron smirked, but Nevis refused to even acknowledge him.

      “Your Grace, please think about it. No matter what you decide, I know my people will see this through. But, once they identify you as a hostile, they will seek revenge for our deaths. GASP is not merciful with those who choose evil,” I said.

      Nevis took some time to look at each of us, his gaze dropping several degrees in temperature once it settled on Heron, then warming back up when it shifted to me. He was a devastatingly beautiful creature, not overly muscular, but not too slender either. His height and long, white hair made him seem almost ethereal, an impression accentuated by his silken robe and diamond chest piece. The blade of his nose cast a shadow on his pale, iridescent face, while his sharp cheeks emphasized the icy blue in his eyes.

      His character pretty much matched his looks, too. He was cold, but capable of softening up if the right buttons were pushed. He was intelligent, and he knew it. He didn’t favor modesty, either. Most importantly, he seemed to enjoy his role as a leader to his people, and that was the button I’d been striving to push.

      In some ways, he had more in common with Heron than he thought. They were both strong, determined, disturbingly sarcastic, fiendishly intelligent, and drop-dead gorgeous. I pressed my lips together, struggling not to let Nevis see my amusement. The last thing I needed him to think was that I wasn’t taking this situation seriously.

      A vague scent tickled my nostrils. Something burning, somewhere in the distance. It came from one of the tunnels. Most likely a torch. Beneath that layer was the daemonic fragrance I’d dreaded. It was subtle, mixed with sweat and hunger, but it was there. I’d been around plenty of those creatures to instantly recognize them, even from far away. Judging by the intensity, they were at least ten miles away. Daemons were fast, though, so that didn’t leave us with much time. Half an hour, at most.

      “Your Grace—” I wanted to get him to say something, but Nevis ignored me and stretched his arms out. Frost burst out from beneath his feet and acted as a propulsion force. He stood atop the ice column as it grew in height and carried him back to the top of the mountain. “Nevis!” I shouted, watching him go.

      “Dammit!” Scarlett cursed under her breath.

      My heart sank. My stomach dropped. But it was Heron who really surprised me. “Maybe he’s thinking about it,” he muttered. “You heard what he said. He can’t burn, but his Dhaxanians will definitely fall if Blaze goes full dragon on them.”

      “Even so, we can’t wait any longer,” I said, tears stinging my eyes. I was disappointed that Nevis wasn’t more responsive to our pleas, that he’d chosen the illusion of safety over basic decency and a shot at real peace and freedom. “I can smell daemons coming.”

      Heron’s forehead smoothed. “How long till they get here?”

      “Half an hour. Maybe less,” I replied.

      “Then we can’t stick around and wait for Nevis to make up his mind. If that’s what he’s doing now,” Scarlett interjected. “We’re better off getting out of here now. We can try reaching out to him later, again, if you think there’s a chance we can sway him in our favor, Avril. Otherwise, the clock is ticking, and we have to scram.”

      I nodded slowly, then looked at Patrik. “It’s your turn, Druid. That frost is molded to your humanoid form, but if you switch to snake mode, you might be able to slip out.”

      Scarlett was right. Our time with the Dhaxanians had come to an end. Based on previous experiences with the daemons, they were bound to come in higher numbers than before. After what we’d done to them in the Valley of Screams, and after the havoc Jax and the others had wreaked in Infernis, we were dangerous prizes for Shaytan.

      We weren’t going to deal with a handful of daemons this time. They would’ve taken precautions to make sure they could deliver us to their soul-eating king. I sniffed the air once more and got my confirmation.

      There were at least two hundred of them coming for us.
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      Patrik took several deep breaths through his nose, then closed his eyes. For the first time in my life, I got to see a Druid turn into a snake, and it was quite the sight to behold. I heard bones crack and held my breath as I watched his humanoid form shrink, wiggle, and darken in its Dhaxanian frost casing.

      He shifted into a medium-sized, cobra-like serpent, small enough to slither out and free himself. He slipped out of the ice and landed on the floor with a wet, sloppy thud, then looked up at me and hissed, his yellow eyes almost hypnotizing.

      A minute later, he was back to his old self, his arms reaching toward the overhead tunnel—and he was stark naked. My cheeks burned, and I eventually looked away, mentally reprimanding myself for my slow reaction. Blame the Dhaxanian ice. Say it slowed you down.

      I could’ve blamed whatever compound was in that ice, but I would’ve lied. I got a full view of the ropes of muscle so elegantly stretched over his torso, his strong shoulders and thighs, and that sprinkle of dark, curly chest hair that cast a mild shadow over his pecs. Patrik was stunning from top to bottom, and, for a brief moment, I felt like it was a crime against the world to keep him dressed.

      Despite Avril’s understandable gawking, Heron didn’t agree. “Dude! Clothes! Ew!”

      “Don’t ‘Ew!’ me,” Patrik shot back, then reached into the gaps of his ice prison to pull out whatever clothes he could grab, along with his backpack. Fortunately for him, his height and agility helped, and he managed to retrieve his pants, belt, and bag before they slipped to the bottom. “I’ve had to put up with your noise for more than a day now, from moaning and cursing to praying to the Daughters and making all kinds of promises to them if they got you out of here—promises we both know you would never be able to keep because it’s not in your nature. Two minutes of my naked body is nothing by comparison.”

      Both Avril and I chuckled. He got dressed and pulled out a handful of colorful crystal powder, a proprietary blend he kept handy for instant spells. He muttered something under his breath, then sprinkled some of that powder over my Dhaxanian ice restraints. It didn’t work.

      I tried to move, but I was still very much encased in Nevis’s frost. “Crap,” I sighed.

      Patrik frowned and tried the spell again, but to no avail. “It’s ice. It should be melting. This isn’t right.”

      “We already know by now that this isn’t regular ice,” Avril muttered. “Not sure about the other Dhaxanians, but Nevis’s frost is clearly impervious to almost everything, and, on top of that, it’s literally slowing us down.”

      The sliver of hope that had blossomed in my chest started causing me pain. Patrik was free, but he couldn’t get us out. He drew his sword and tried chipping away at the ice, but it did nothing, leaving behind only subtle scratches on the outer surface. “Dammit,” he hissed, then stilled as he looked at me.

      “What is it?” I asked, my heart pumping faster with every minute that went by.

      “They’re getting closer,” Patrik breathed.

      If Patrik, with his serpent senses, could smell the daemons coming, it meant we had only minutes to get out of here. And we still had the meranium cage to get out of—provided Patrik had enough swamp witch knowledge to disable the engraved charms. The closer we got to our daemonic doom, the more agitated we became, trying everything we could to release ourselves while Patrik tried other spells, each equally ineffective.

      “Seriously, though, what the hell is this ice made of?” Avril groaned, struggling to get out.

      “Had it been the work of any other Dhaxanian, you probably would’ve been free by now,” Nevis said as he descended on his icy spiral. We froze, watching him as his bare feet touched the floor, frosty snowflake patterns unraveling from every step he took. It seemed as though everything he touched turned to ice. “But my Dhaxanian blood is ancient and more powerful. I am, in fact, the last of my kind, whose frost is impervious to most outside forces, magic included.”

      He didn’t look happy, though. In fact, he seemed insulted as he glared at Patrik. With one flick of his hand, Patrik was wrapped in ice again, this time tighter. He struggled to breathe, with frost covering his mouth and constricting around his neck.

      “Please, stop, you’re hurting him!” I cried out.

      “I didn’t give anyone permission to leave. You’ll have to forgive me if I find this entire scene particularly insulting,” Nevis shot back, his tone cold and flat.

      “Your Grace—Nevis, please!” Avril interjected, her eyes glazed with tears. “You have to let us go! The daemons are almost here. Please! The lives of many innocent creatures are at stake, yours included. Your people’s lives are at stake. I beg you, don’t let the daemons win this round. I promise, you won’t be able to forgive yourself if we’re carted off to Infernis.”

      “Avril, you have the spirit of a leader in you, I know it,” Nevis replied firmly. “But you don’t have the experience, and you lack the judgement to be one, at this point in time—”

      “I’ll never get a chance to be a leader if you let the daemons take us!” she retorted.

      “That is your choice, not mine. I made you an offer, but you declined it,” Nevis said.

      “Then why are you back here now?” Avril asked, her lips tight.

      Nevis blinked several times. “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you down here? The daemons are literally around the corner as we speak. I doubt they need you to sign off on our departure,” Avril muttered. “Why are you down here, if not to revisit your unwise decision to hand us over to the daemons?”

      “Maybe I came here to say goodbye,” Nevis replied with a faint smirk.

      “Spare me!” Avril snapped, vividly infuriated. “I’m not interested in hearing the goodbyes of a delusional coward!”

      A couple of seconds passed. Blood raced through my veins. I could hear the daemon boots on the ground, getting louder and closer. Painful knots formed in my stomach, making my breath hitch from the anxiety. This wasn’t how I’d envisioned my ending. I had an eternity ahead. Technically speaking, there was no ending for me.

      “I’m impressed at how articulate you are after over twenty-four hours spent in my frost,” Nevis replied with a raised eyebrow. “Others turn into mumbling piles of meat in less than an hour. What is your secret?”

      “I was right!” Heron breathed, his eyes wide. “Your ice is definitely doing something to us.”

      “And yet, you’re still talking,” Nevis said, not hiding his dismay.

      “We’re obviously stronger than you gave us credit for,” Avril replied, gritting her teeth. A tear rolled down her cheek, and, for a split second, it seemed to tug a string in the Dhaxanian prince’s frozen heart.

      “Which is why I came down here, to…” Nevis’s voice trailed off, his gaze fixed on the tunnel opening next to Heron. A large daemon walked in, followed by a throng of armed guards.

      My chest constricted, and I broke into a cold sweat. Dread stiffened my joints at the sight of our foes standing before us with vicious sneers. There were at least two hundred of them, like Avril had projected, but they didn’t all fit in this crossroads chamber. The one at the front demanded our full attention, though. He wore a military tunic with gold sigils covering the left side of his chest. Gold thread was woven in an intricate pattern, covering his horns, while his long black hair was braided down his broad back, gemstone beads covering the tips. His red eyes glimmered with satisfaction, a sentiment further detailed by the grin on his despicably handsome face. The daemons were beautiful creatures, but still too cruel, too evil to merit any praise.

      “You’re early,” Nevis muttered. He didn’t sound pleased.

      “I’m on a tight schedule, Dhaxanian prince,” the leader of the daemon throng replied, but Nevis didn’t seem all that impressed.

      “Which one are you, though? I usually deal with Shaytan’s Council,” he said, narrowing his icy blue eyes.

      “I’ll be ascending to the Council soon enough, Dhaxanian, so you’d better show me some respect. I’m Cason, tenth son of King Shaytan, and prince of daemons,” the leader replied, crossing his muscular arms.

      We were definitely valuable assets to the king of daemons, since he’d chosen to send one of his sons to come get us. I could hardly breathe at this point, and my brain struggled to come up with alternative scenarios. Were they going to just pick us up, ice included? Or was Nevis going to set us free, giving us a couple of seconds of transition time? If the latter were to happen, it meant that there was still a thread of hope left.

      And I was ready to pull it. I may have temporarily lost my hyper-speed because of the frost, but I could still give the daemons a run for their money.
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      So what you’re saying is that the king sent one of his backstabbing, underachieving offspring to collect these rare specimens?” Nevis said, feigning disappointment. Whatever his intentions were, they didn’t involve sparing the daemon prince’s feelings.

      My blood boiled with rage, while my inability to do something against what was quickly becoming the beginning of our end ate away at my clarity. I’d been reduced to the role of a helpless spectator, and I didn’t like the show I was being forced to watch. It involved losing Avril, and I’d only just found her to be the single most important creature in my life. I wasn’t ready to let go. I would never be ready to let go of her.

      “Mind your tongue, Dhaxanian,” Cason growled. “I’ve killed three brothers to get to where I am today. Don’t think for a second that slashing the throat of a Dhaxanian is somehow beneath me.”

      “I would love to see you try,” Nevis replied with a smirk. “I’m sure your father would want a good reason as to why you decided to turn a valuable ally into a deadly enemy, just because you didn’t like their tone.”

      Cason was seething, but he didn’t seem eager to follow up on that particular side of the conversation. I could hear his heartbeat, rampant and tumultuous, echoes of fear drumming through that massive ribcage of his. He sure liked to look tough, but, deep down, he was wary of the Dhaxanian prince. In fact, none of the daemons seemed thrilled to be here.

      In all fairness, Nevis only needed to snap his fingers and they would’ve probably frozen to death. Daemons were creatures of heat and darkness. The ability to create ice was what had made the Dhaxanians so threatening to their species. The only thing that had worked to the daemons’ advantage in this feud had been their use of swamp witch magic.

      “Glad to see you’ve kept the outsiders alive.” Cason nodded at our frosted group, measuring each of us from head to toe, as if wondering how we’d hold up against him in close combat. My fists were already itching to find out. “My father will be pleased.”

      “I have no business hurting them. They are not my enemies,” Nevis replied, his hands behind his back.

      “You look a little pale,” Avril interjected, narrowing her eyes at Cason. The remark caught him off guard. He chuckled nervously, shifting his focus to her.

      “Are you implying something, food?” He sneered, baring his sharp fangs.

      I made a mental note, right then and there, to pull them out one by one. But Avril didn’t seem bothered. Given her sensitive nose, she’d definitely caught a whiff of something, and she was exploring that avenue. The look in her eyes told me she’d yet to give up on this—on us.

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m stating a fact. You reek of fear, daemon prince,” Avril replied. “I’m guessing it took a lot of courage for you to come here today. Not that I blame you. If I were a daemon, I’d want to steer clear of the Dhaxanians, too.”

      Cason glowered at her for a moment, while Nevis watched the exchange with renewed interest. Whatever Avril said, it was meant to get the Dhaxanian prince on our side. Better late than never, since sooner had turned out to be so damn difficult.

      “I look forward to eating your soul,” Cason said, his voice low.

      Avril didn’t seem affected, though I knew the statement was definitely turning her stomach inside out. “I bet you’re sorry you killed your brothers now, huh? You could’ve sent one of them to do this, but, you know, the price we pay for power and whatnot.”

      “You’re trying to say something, but all I can hear is the sound of my food talking.” Cason dismissed her, then looked at Nevis. “So how do we do this? Do you get them out of that ice, or do we lug them back like this?”

      “If you take them out of here in Dhaxanian frost, you will have no way of getting them out. Only another Dhaxanian can break my ice,” Nevis replied bluntly, then snapped his fingers.

      The swamp witch symbols on the cage bars lit up red, then, one by one, they slipped into the hard ground, leaving only the Dhaxanian frost restraining us.

      “Your Grace, please. Please don’t do this.” Avril tried to reason with him again. “Don’t let them take us. Don’t be their stooge. Just look at how the daemon king’s son speaks to you. They have no respect for you. The only thing they have is fear. They’re afraid of you. They’re thankful you’re stuck here, on this mountain. Thankful that they don’t have to deal with you, too. That’s why Cason is quaking in his boots right now. They fear you. And, as soon as they get the chance, they will destroy you.”

      Cason burst into a mocking cackle, then pinched Avril’s cheek like she was that funny little rascal who made the grownups laugh. All I could think of were ways of snapping his spine once I got out of this blasted frost. “Like I said, I’ll definitely enjoy draining the life out of you. Maybe, once you’re close to giving your last breath, thousands of years from now, rotting in a cage in my private quarters, you’ll learn to choose your words more carefully.”

      “You’ll be giving your last breath before the day is over,” Avril snapped, jerking her head away with visible disgust.

      “Okay, we’ve had enough fun,” Cason then said, a muscle throbbing in his jaw. Avril had definitely touched a nerve. He grinned at Nevis. “The Dhaxanian prince is an obedient little vassal who knows it’s in his best interest to stay on our good side. Otherwise, we’ll bring this mountain down and add the remaining Dhaxanians to our daily diet. Nevis, be a good Dhaxanian and let these worms loose. They’re ripe and ready to go to their new homes.”

      Several daemons came forward carrying heavy shackles with swamp witch symbols engraved on the cuffs. I knew exactly what those things did. I’d seen them before. I’d worn them for years during Azazel’s regime. There was no way they were putting those on me. I took deep breaths and braced myself for the handful of seconds of free movement we were about to get, once the frost came off.

      “What did you just call me?” Nevis replied, both eyebrows raised. His expression was one of vague surprise, and his tone was deceptively calm. I knew exactly what kind of creature Nevis was—the cool guy who kept his emotions close to his chest. Whatever he displayed on the outside was merely a fragment of what broiled beneath. I knew because I was exactly like him.

      Cason frowned, seemingly confused. “What’s your problem?”

      Nevis took several steps forward. Cason, though tall and proud, instinctively moved back a couple of feet. There it is. The fear. “Say it again. I dare you,” Nevis said.

      “You are a vassal, and an obedient one at that. This situation here proves it. Don’t tell me you’re offended,” Cason muttered.

      “Offended? Why would I be offended by the ramblings of a little daemon who will stop at nothing to make his daddy pay attention to him?” Nevis smirked. “You come to my mountain, insult me and my people, then you expect me to hand my unexpected guests over like they belong to you?”

      “They’re our prisoners,” Cason hissed.

      “They’re my prisoners. In my mountain. In my frost. I extended a courtesy when I reached out to Shaytan. I didn’t have to do that. I could’ve just let them go. Cason, you don’t bite the hand that feeds you. Right now, I am that hand, because we both know that if you go back to daddy without the outsiders, you’ll be joining the brothers you’re so proud to have murdered in eternal sleep.”

      “What are you saying, Nevis?”

      “You will address me as ‘Your Grace’, Cason. I’m not your chum. I’m prince of the Dhaxanians and ruler over Athelathan. Your father treats me with respect, and I expect the same from his sons.”

      The air thickened around us. I could almost feel Nevis’s anger about to burst out. I didn’t want to be in the way of that. Cason had been reckless and overconfident and was clearly a newbie and ignorant tool where diplomacy was concerned. For the time being, Shaytan considered Nevis useful, and, as evidenced by our entrapment, for good reason. The daemon king didn’t strike me as a fool. His underachieving son, however, was seething with frustration. He probably had all kinds of dreams about wearing the king’s crown.

      “Hand over the prisoners, Nevis. You don’t scare me.” Cason held his head high. Wrong answer, buddy.

      Nevis cocked his head to one side and breathed an audible sigh. Cason stilled, his red eyes nearly popping out of their orbits as he looked down. Crystal clear frost spread from Nevis’s bare feet and covered Cason’s boots, tightening around his muscular calves. He couldn’t move.

      “I don’t need to scare you,” Nevis replied, briefly glancing at the petrified daemons behind Cason. They didn’t seem eager to attack. Not that I could blame them. “You know what? It just dawned on me,” he added, peculiarly serene. “I never gave my guests the opportunity to defend themselves.”

      He walked over to Avril and touched the frost encasing her. It all came off cleanly and shattered on the ground in millions of icy shards.

      The color was drained from Cason’s face. “What are you doing? Are you crazy?!” he growled, struggling against his leg restraints. Unable to do anything, he barked orders at his daemons. “Don’t just stand there! Stop him!”

      The daemon soldiers hesitantly looked at each other for a few seconds, then moved toward Nevis, drawing their rapiers and snarling ferociously. Nevis waved his arm once, in a graceful, clockwise motion, and the frost extending from beneath his bare feet spread out fast, swallowing the daemons whole.

      Before the others could spill into the chamber from the tunnel, Nevis waved his hand again and covered the tunnel entrance in a thick, unbreakable layer of ice. We were all speechless, staring at the daemons. The frozen dozen were suffocating and would soon die, while the others roared and desperately tried to chip away at the ice wall with their swords.

      “You bast—” Cason tried to speak, but the Dhaxanian prince’s frost quickly covered him up to the nose. The daemon was now experiencing the same level of discomfort as the rest of us, and that gave me unparalleled satisfaction.

      I shifted my focus back to Avril, who was standing there, struggling to make sense of what was going on. “What… What’s happening?” she murmured.

      Nevis scoffed, then touched my frosted casing. It disintegrated, releasing me. I wobbled, my knees a little weak, but I was going to be okay. It felt as though I could breathe again. I really didn’t like imprisonment of any kind. The Dhaxanian prince proceeded to free Scarlett, Patrik, and Hundurr. The pit wolf growled at him, baring his enormous fangs, but Nevis raised his index finger at the beast, narrowing his eyes.

      “Don’t be stupid,” he said, then looked at Avril. Hundurr took a couple of steps back, whimpering like a scared pup.

      He’d probably been waiting all day to chomp on the guy. Unfortunately, Nevis had just turned from enemy to… what, exactly, I wasn’t yet sure. What I knew for a fact was that we couldn’t attack him. He’d just given us our freedom back.

      Was he our friend now? Cason had insulted him to the point where Nevis had seen a bigger benefit in releasing us, but the move was definitely going to jeopardize his alliance with Shaytan. Was he going to stop Cason from coming after us altogether, or was this simply going to be a much-needed head start?

      I was fine with whatever came next. We could move again. It was all we needed.
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      It felt strange to watch everything crumble before my very eyes, to then have hope restored in the flicker of a second. Whether Nevis had come back with the intention of releasing us or had decided to do so after Cason insulted him, it didn’t really matter at this point. We were free, and the daemons that had come for us weren’t.

      In fact, some of them were dying a slow and agonizing death, as the frost prevented them from breathing. They were going to suffocate soon—not that I felt sorry for them. Cason was helpless, his mouth covered and pure hatred blaring through his fiery red gaze.

      “Thank you,” I breathed, looking at Nevis.

      “I’m not comfortable with this decision just yet, so, please, do not thank me,” Nevis replied.

      “Nevertheless, thank you. We won’t forget this. I won’t forget this,” I said, giving him a weak smile.

      He smirked, crossing his arms. I had a feeling I’d actually gotten through to him, and that, deep down, he wasn’t as cold and heartless as he pretended to be. His posture reminded me of Heron when someone was kind to him. He was shy, and probably all soft and gooey on the inside.

      “What’s going to happen to them?” Heron asked, nodding at the daemons as he came to stand next to me. His hand settled discreetly on the small of my back. It was enough to reassure me that what was happening was all too real.

      Nevis groaned, rolling his eyes, then started rubbing the back of his neck. He hadn’t thought this through, it seemed. “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I’ll have to let them go. I can’t deal with Shaytan’s wrath right now, which is exactly what I’ll have to do if I kill this imbecile,” he added, pointing at Cason.

      “What will happen once we’re gone?” I asked, suddenly finding myself worried about Nevis and the Dhaxanians. Nevis was quick to notice.

      “You’re concerned for my wellbeing?” he replied, raising an eyebrow. His blue eyes shimmered with amusement.

      “You’ve proven yourself a friend of GASP. You bet your ass I’m worried,” I shot back.

      “We’ll be fine here. Cason will have to find another way to catch you. I doubt Shaytan will rush to attack me. Capturing his enemies was never part of our agreement, anyway. Our alliance was always about staying out of each other’s territory. Besides, he’s stretched too thin right now, after what happened in Infernis,” Nevis said, then produced a small snowflake-shaped pendant in the palm of his hand, and offered it to me. “Take this.”

      I put my hand out, and experienced chills as the frosted snowflake touched my skin. It didn’t melt, and it came with a fine, equally frozen chain.

      “What is it?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off it.

      “Consider it a token of friendship,” he replied. “Cast it into the northern wind when you need my help. It will find me and bring me to you. Nothing travels faster than the winds of the north, Avril. It only works once, so make sure you call me out for a good reason. I will not take my Dhaxanians out of Athelathan otherwise. Don’t make me regret this.”

      I was speechless. Not only had he set us free, he’d also offered his support in our fight for freedom. “I… I don’t know what to say,” I breathed, humbled and, at the same time, grateful that my pleas had actually paid off.

      “You’ve said more than enough.” Nevis smiled, then glanced at the others in my team. “I took your words seriously. I just needed a few minutes to make a decision. Which is why it irked me to come back and find the Druid trying to get you out,” he added, narrowing his eyes at Patrik, who responded with a shrug. “Nevertheless, I do understand your reaction. Daemons were coming for you, after all.”

      I nodded. “You’ve made the right choice, Your Grace,” I said. “You’re a friend of GASP now, and you and your people will be treated as such. You have my word.”

      “I’m taking a huge risk with you, Avril. I need you to prove yourself to me. Make me feel better about my choice,” Nevis replied. I had a bad feeling about this.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t make this too easy for you. I need to see you’re capable of tackling a throng of daemons. Otherwise I’ll be forced to assume that your Infernis stunt was simply dumb luck. I can’t sour my relationship with Shaytan for a bunch of weaklings.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I replied, feeling my anger come back with a vengeance, after our earlier discussion.

      Nevis smirked, then nodded at the tunnel behind us. “I’ll give you a five-minute head start. Your Imen friends are loyal, and, to my surprise, still alive, waiting for you at the base of the mountain by the western ridge. That tunnel will take you to them, though you’ll have to poke your way back to the surface at some point.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” Patrik scoffed. “You’re letting us go just so you can watch us run from daemons?”

      It was Nevis’s turn to respond with a nonchalant shrug. “Get rid of the daemons, and I’ll know you are capable of seeing this task of freeing Neraka to the end. If you die before you get back to the Lagerith plains, at least I’ll be able to salvage my alliance with Shaytan. If you survive, I’ll know exactly what I’ll be fighting for.”

      “Seriously, Nevis? After all this?” I replied, resting my hands on my hips.

      “You have my attention already, Avril, much to your lover’s dismay. If you want my undivided loyalty, you’ll have to earn it.”

      I heard Heron’s low growl, and I knew he put in a lot of effort to stifle it.

      “Well, it’s not like we have a choice now, huh?” I sighed, and Nevis shook his head. “Okay. Five minutes, you say? Cool.”

      I put the frosted necklace around my neck, slipping the snowflake under my combat suit. It pressed cold against my skin, but it was also strangely comforting. I then looked at my team. “Are you guys ready for a good ol’ fashioned run?”

      “From daemons? Anytime,” Scarlett replied with a grin.

      “Hundurr and I will stay at the back, Heron in the middle,” Patrik said. “You and Scarlett take the lead. The tunnel will take us through the underground, but Dion and Alles are above somewhere. We’ll need you to sniff them out.”

      I nodded, and briefly checked that my sword and belt satchels were intact, along with my knives and the other trinkets and swamp witch artifices I had with me, including my reserve of invisibility spell and the red garnet lens. The latter was essential going forward, especially with a horde of daemons tailing us.

      “Despite your… test, I can’t say this enough: thank you, Your Grace,” I said to Nevis, following up with a curt bow.

      He smiled. “Please, call me Nevis.”

      “Oh, first name basis now. Whoop-tee-doo!” I giggled, then moved to the front of my group with Scarlett. I gave Nevis once last glance over the shoulder. “Thank you, Nevis. We’ll see you again, soon enough.”

      “Five minutes, Avril. Don’t let me down.”

      I darted through the tunnel, keeping that last smirk I’d reserved for him to myself. Scarlett ran right behind me, followed by Heron, Patrik, and a particularly gleeful Hundurr. That wolf was eager to run, but I could tell from the look in his red eyes that he was equally thrilled to rip into some daemon throats.

      We had five minutes to make a clean break. We were fast, and we were resourceful. Fortunately, we also had Dion and Alles waiting for us on the surface, along with the horses. Once we got back on our indigo stallions, the daemons stood zero chance of catching up with us.

      Most importantly, we were running through a tunnel.

      Tunnels had a tendency to collapse, if properly poked.
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      The mountain was huge. Climbing it hadn’t seemed like the feat of the century but covering the horizontal length from its center to its edges via the underground seemed to take longer with daemons on our trail. The only upside was that we were going in a straight line.

      I didn’t go as fast as I could, since that would’ve meant leaving my team behind, but, after more than a day spent in that Dhaxanian ice, I relished the ability to simply sprint. The underground current brushed against my cheeks, and I welcomed each breath with newfound delight. Freedom felt so good, there was no way I’d let daemons trap me, or my friends.

      Nevis kept his promise, too. Five minutes put about half a mile between us and the daemons. It was a healthy head start, but we could still hear them roaring and thundering through the tunnel after us. Cason was probably foaming at the mouth, eager to get his claws on us.

      Tough luck, daddy’s boy.

      “That went better than I’d expected,” Avril breathed, running in front of me.

      “Yeah, I’m sure your boyfriend is pleased,” Heron shot back from behind, prompting me to chuckle. I could almost hear Patrik’s eyes rolling in his head, and I couldn’t wait to catch him alone, in a moment of peace, so I could hold him in my arms and feverishly kiss him. It was one of the thoughts that added fire to my heels as we continued to make our way through the tunnel.

      “Oh, don’t be grumpy! You know where my heart is!” Avril replied. “So, I tugged a little at his and got us out of there. A ‘thank you’ would suffice.”

      “Not only that, he decided to help us,” I said. “After all those hours spent in his frost, I almost lost hope.”

      “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. We are not dying in this place!” Avril persisted, and I loved her even more for it. Her resolve and resilience were truly out of this world. Even when everything came tumbling down and smacked us over the head, she could still find the strength to stand up and tell the universe that she wasn’t done yet.

      Admittedly, I’d played a little part in this. As soon as I had made Avril aware of the fact that Nevis had a soft spot for her, she had gone straight for the feels. And she had played her cards right.

      “How much longer, do you think?” Patrik asked.

      I briefly stole a glance at him over my shoulder, then looked ahead, my gaze finding Avril’s.

      “I think we’re close,” she said. “I’m getting an Iman scent, but it’s faint. We’re definitely on the right track. We need to keep this speed up. Otherwise our horned friends back there will catch up.”

      We didn’t ease up at all. We kept running until Avril came to a sudden halt. I nearly bumped into her but managed a last-minute swerve and stopped several feet farther. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “They’re somewhere right above us,” she said, frowning as she looked up. “But they’re not alone. I’m getting more scents.”

      “Hostile?” Patrik asked, touching the tunnel walls on both sides, looking for weak spots. He used a piece of chalk from his supply belt to draw spell symbols in specific sections.

      Avril shook her head. “I don’t think so. They’re also Imen. They’ve got a distinctive trace, like I’ve smelled it before.”

      “Okay, cool. Where are we on the exit strategy?” Heron interjected, looking at Patrik. “I’ve had enough of the Nerakian underground to last me a lifetime.”

      “Almost there,” Patrik replied, drawing a series of interconnected lines on the ground, and on the ceiling. Once he completed the first stage of his spell, he took a few steps back, and motioned to Hundurr to move as well. “Everybody stand back,” he said. “Timing is everything on this one.”

      “Why? Blow the damn place up, and let’s get the hell out of dodge,” Avril chuckled.

      Patrik gave us a devilish grin as the daemon roars grew louder. I could see them coming, less than two hundred yards away. Their rapiers were out, blades thirsty for our blood. As expected, Cason was leading them, his red eyes reduced to vicious slits as he set his sights on us.

      “There’s no point in running back to the surface if the daemons are just going to keep coming after us,” Patrik said. “I’ve set something up to slow them down a bit, and it will probably knock their numbers back. But I need them closer.”

      “Ah, man, we are seriously playing with fire here,” Heron muttered, drawing his swords.

      Patrik raised an eyebrow at him, then nodded at his swords. “Put those away and get ready to jump. Once I set this spell loose, we’ll have a clear way to the top.”

      “Ugh, babe,” I said, staring at the incoming throng of daemons. “I know you need them close for this to work, but how close is that, exactly? Because I can almost smell their breath on my face, and I’m no Avril.”

      “Hold on just a little longer,” Patrik replied, then reached his hands out to the sides, his fingers touching two of the symbols he’d drawn on the walls.

      We stood a couple of feet behind him, waiting. My heart was stuck in my throat. The closer the daemons got, the higher the rush. Hundurr growled, his hind muscles trembling with anticipation. My body bucked, and I held my breath for what seemed like an eternity.

      “Get ready. Once the spell kicks in, it’ll disable at least fifty yards of tunnel,” Patrik warned, and I shifted my weight onto my right leg, ready to move as soon as he gave us the signal.

      The daemons ran faster, their armor jingling and their boots stomping in an almost rhythmic series of thunderclaps. Cason sneered at us, his sword drawn as he led the charge. There were only twenty feet left when his sly grin faded, and he realized that something was about to go horribly wrong.

      “Five. Four.” Patrik started counting, and we braced ourselves. “Three. Two… One.”

      A split second later, he muttered the activation spell. Bright golden light shot out from his fingertips, spreading through the symbols like incandescent ink. Within seconds, the entire spell design lit up, shining brightly and bringing Cason to a screeching halt. His eyes widened as he figured out what came next, while his daemons bumped into him.

      “Hold!” he snarled at them. “Stop!”

      Too late.

      One by one, the symbols that Patrik had drawn over that tunnel section snapped like fireworks. Pop. Pop. Pop.

      It all came down. Cason staggered backward, horror twisting his features into a grotesque expression. “Get back! Get back! Get ba—”

      Much too late. Chunks of rubble pummeled him and his daemons into the ground. The tunnel collapsed, and dust billowed toward us. The rumble sent shivers down my spine. I watched the daemons disappear behind a pile of boulders.

      I could hear them grunting, some screaming in pain, as the entire section collapsed. We’d taken down at least two dozen of them, and they had plenty of work cut out for them, if they wanted to keep coming after us.

      Rays of moonlight came down, like milky beams cutting through the thick rolls of dust that made it difficult to breathe. “This is it!” Patrik said, looking up.

      A large hole had opened above, where his spell symbols had been. Where the tunnel had been. He climbed up first, as there were plenty of chunks of stone piled up to aid in the ascent. Hundurr scrambled after him, and I followed, with Avril and Heron right behind me.

      We made it to the surface, welcoming the sight of a starry sky and two of Neraka’s moons shining overhead. I wheezed and coughed, eager to get the dust out of my system, doubling over. Heron fell on his back in the snow.

      “Thank the Daughters,” he gasped, then laughed with pure, unadulterated joy. Avril dropped to her knees next to him, joining him in that brief moment of celebration.

      I ran straight into Patrik’s arms and held him tight, my heart thudding as relief washed over me. “We did it,” I breathed, feeling his lips on the top of my head.

      The moonlight brought out the white of Dhaxanian snow around us, with its pearlescent shimmers. The winds were still. The blizzards were gone. If not for the gaping hole behind us, one would’ve never guessed what had just happened—what we’d managed to escape.

      “Oh, wow!” Dion’s familiar voice made me turn my head.

      Twenty feet away, on the edge of the pine forest, sunk up to their knees in snow, were Dion and Alles, next to our indigo horses. They looked stunned and exhilarated at the same time, their cheeks red and their lips purple from the cold, despite the layers of fur with which they’d covered themselves.

      I couldn’t even begin to describe how happy, how relieved I was to see the two of them—not to mention our indigo horses, our fastest tickets off Athelathan. But, as Avril had noted earlier, they weren’t alone. I counted ten more people right behind them, all Imen.

      Avril and Heron got up to get a better look at them. Hundurr sniffed the air, cautious but curious. Then my gaze settled on a pair of pale green eyes. I’d seen them before. That heavy fur hood couldn’t deceive me for another minute. I felt my heart grow a couple of sizes in an instant, as I recognized her.

      “Arrah!” I yelped.

      She chuckled softly, and I ran toward her with my arms wide open, ready to give her the biggest bear hug she’d ever experienced.

      Out of all the places in this crazy world, this was where we were meeting again.
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      Scarlett wrapped her arms around Arrah, who giggled in response.

      “What are you doing here? How did you escape from Azure Heights? Are you okay? How’s your brother?” Scarlett launched her questions at Arrah while cupping the girl’s face as if she were trying to make sure that the Iman girl was really there, and not a figment of her imagination.

      The other Imen smiled, watching the reunion while occasionally glancing at the sinkhole we’d left behind with Patrik’s spell. With hands resting on their sword hilts, they were ready to intervene if hostiles came through. It was only a matter of time.

      “I fought my way out,” Arrah replied. “I crossed the Valley of Screams through another secret tunnel that the Maras knew nothing about and headed straight for Vesta’s village.”

      “You know Vesta?” Scarlett gasped, her eyes wide with surprise.

      It shouldn’t have come as a shock, though. Arrah was the only Iman that the Exiled Maras couldn’t control, and she knew everything that was going on with Neraka. She was bound to have frequent contact with the free people beyond the gorges.

      “I do. So, when the elders told me what you were planning, I had to come get you before it was too late. I learned about the Dhaxanians’ alliance with the daemons from the Exiled Maras,” Arrah said. “I didn’t have a chance to tell anyone about it after I found out, and that was just a few days before you left. The Maras were keeping an eye on us. I couldn’t even speak to you freely until I got Demios out of there.”

      “Well, as it stands right now, that alliance no longer exists,” I replied.

      Arrah blinked several times, visibly confused.

      “We spoke with the Dhaxanian prince,” Scarlett explained. “At first, he wanted to have us picked up by the daemons and taken to Infernis, which is why it took us this long to get back. But then Avril convinced him to join us. We’ve got the Dhaxanians on our side now.”

      “That’s wonderful news!” Arrah smiled, then looked at me. “Well done. Most of us didn’t even know there were still Dhaxanians left out here in the wild. I’d initially thought they’d all died out, and, if there were any still breathing, they were most likely daemon chow. Clearly, they’re still kicking.”

      “What happened there?” Dion asked, pointing at the sinkhole.

      “Ah, that brings us to part two of our Dhaxanian problem,” I replied. “You see, we did manage to convince Nevis, the Dhaxanian prince, to help us, but it happened just as the daemons were coming in to pick us up. Also, Nevis decided to be a jerk and put us through a test to prove ourselves worthy of his support.”

      “Wait. What do you mean by ‘test’?” Alles interjected, though the concerned look on his face told me he already had an idea as to where this conversation was going.

      “He gave us a five-minute head start, then let the daemons come after us through the tunnel,” I muttered, watching the color drain from the Imen’s faces.

      “Oh, crap,” Arrah breathed.

      “Upside is he pointed us toward Dion and Alles,” I replied with a shrug, looking for the brighter side of our situation. “There are two tunnels below, meeting in a crossroad right underneath the mountain and connecting four daemon cities, including Infernis and Draconis.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Arrah replied. “Which is why we took the liberty to rig the area with some proprietary blends of explosives, in case we had to go into the mountain and get you out through one of the tunnels. I mean, that was the plan, anyway, after Dion and Alles told us you had yet to return.”

      “You still haven’t explained that,” Dion said, pointing at the sinkhole again.

      “We had to collapse the tunnel in order to get to the surface, and you. We took out at least one or two dozen daemons in the process, but there are still plenty of them down there as we speak, clawing their way out,” Patrik replied.

      “How many do you estimate?” Arrah asked, her brow furrowed.

      “At least another hundred and fifty, maybe more,” I said. “They’re led by Cason. If he’s still alive, that is. He was one of the first to fall in the collapse.”

      Arrah exhaled sharply, her eyes glassy. “Good grief,” she managed, then switched her attention to one of the Imen standing next to her. “Get it all ready. Light it all up.”

      The Iman nodded, then grabbed a torch from one of his companions and walked several yards up the snowy ridge. He pulled out several brown wires. I immediately recognized them as fuses. He looked up at us before lighting them up.

      “Two minutes!” he shouted.

      Just in time, I realized, as the stench of daemon was beginning to permeate through the snow. They were a resilient bunch of bastards. I had to give credit where it was due. Soon enough, they were going to pierce through the collapsed tunnel section and spill onto the surface, looking for us. We sure as hell did not want to be here when that happened.

      “Out of all the daemon princes, you got the single most insufferable of them all,” Arrah muttered, then motioned for her Imen to get on their horses, while Dion and Alles brought our indigo stallions forward.

      “You know Cason?” I asked, getting in the saddle.

      “Yeah, he paid Rowan a visit once on behalf of his father. It was an awkward meeting to say the least,” Arrah replied, shaking her head slowly, then clicked her teeth, prompting the horse to move. “Now, come on, follow me. We’ve left a fake trail toward the edge of Lagerith Plains for potential hostiles. It’ll take them off the path you took here, but it’s not safe to go around that side just yet, either.”

      With Scarlett, Heron, and Patrik on horseback, and Hundurr by our side, we were ready to go. Arrah took the lead, and we followed her, galloping down the last two hundred yards of the mountain base.

      “Where are we going, then?” I asked.

      We reached the bottom of Athelathan and made a sharp turn to the left, going around the mountain and away from the path back into Lagerith.

      “There’s a remote cabin over on the north side of the mountain, far from the tunnels and out of sight,” Arrah replied. “We’ll need to lie low for a while, at least until dawn, and that cabin will be perfect for that. The daemons who survive what comes next will be circling the mountain and following the fake trail we left for them, too. Once the coast is clear, we’ll head back to Ragnar Peak.”

      The first bang tore through the night, just as Heron and I briefly glanced at each other. Our horses neighed, and we nudged them with our heels to get them to go faster. Fortunately, that wasn’t a problem for the unnaturally fast equine creatures.

      “There we go.” Arrah grinned. “Cue the second…”

      The second explosion made the ground beneath us shake. The shockwave traveled for the whole two hundred yards that we’d already put between us and the sinkhole. It brushed against us before it fizzled out into a gust of cold wind.

      “Perfect timing?” I muttered, glancing over my shoulder.

      The view took my breath away. Beyond the snowy ridge and black silhouettes of pine trees, flashes of bright orange illuminated the area, as flames licked at the night sky. Black smoke billowed, spreading and obscuring the blanket of stars, while we got farther away.

      “Absolutely. And here comes the third,” said Arrah, just as the third explosion thundered and shook the ground. Based on the noise level and the incoming whiffs of explosives, Arrah and the Imen had rigged a triangular area back where we’d come out from, with two of the hot points positioned on the slope.

      If the first two didn’t keep the daemons underground, the third definitely would. The earth still trembled beneath us as we made our way toward the hidden cabin. Echoes of daemons growling and wailing trickled through the thick pine trees we left behind. The rumbling of at least half a mile’s worth of tunnel caving in sent shivers down my spine.

      “Well done, Arrah!” Scarlett exclaimed as we shot through the dark woods covering the northeastern slope of the mountain.

      “We had time to go over possible outcomes and prepare,” Arrah replied. “If you hadn’t come out when you did, we would’ve drilled a hole into the ground at dawn and worked our way up into Dhaxanian territory.”

      “I’m afraid that would’ve been too late,” I replied. “We would’ve been gone by then, and not to a good place.”

      And what great timing she’d had, to be there waiting for us just as we worked our way back to the surface. It felt as though the universe was trying to tell me something—that there was still hope. That this world, as wild and as restless as it was, wanted us to win this fight.

      Back in our frosted restraints beneath the mountain, we’d gotten our first real taste of despair. Everything else we’d encountered before had been somewhat manageable. There had always been a way out—or a dragon to help us push back. This time, however, we had been on our own, completely trapped, with a powerful creature whom we needed more as an ally and never as an enemy.

      I didn’t like feeling helpless. That was, by far, my main takeaway from that entire affair with the Dhaxanians. Under no circumstances was I ever going to allow myself or my loved ones to get backed into a corner like that again.

      From now on, I’d be sharper. I’d anticipate betrayal from anyone and everyone. It didn’t mean I’d stop trusting people. On the contrary, we needed friends on Neraka, wherever we could get them. I just needed to make sure we had an exit strategy, in case friends turned into foes again.

      We’d gotten burned once by the inhabitants of Azure Heights. No way that was happening again. At least with Nevis there had always been two possibilities: he would either help or betray us. Surprisingly, he’d started with the latter before coming to his senses and understanding that history would never favor a side that thrived by inflicting pain and torment on others.

      The pure white snow around us reminded me of what we’d just accomplished. There weren’t many leaders left standing on Neraka, but we’d managed to get two on our side. Provided we got through the night, the next day was going to find us on our way back to Ragnar Peak.

      As we went deeper into the woods, I found myself wondering what Harper and the others were doing. I found a sliver of additional comfort in the hope that they were also on track and at least in possession of the swamp witch’s location.
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      After I split from the group and started advancing through Draconis, I took a couple of moments to get a better idea of the city itself. In my invisible form, I walked through the prison citadel, keeping to the more obscure corners of each street, exploring the alleyways, and catching snippets of conversations between daemon guards.

      I steered clear of those I spotted red lenses on, but I could still hear their dismay. Most of them were beginning to sound worried about our presence. They also knew that Cayn and his grunts had failed to catch us once more and thought we were long gone. We’d run off with one of the Druids they’d been holding hostage for thousands of years, after all. That, in the eyes of many, from the bottom to the very top of the daemonic hierarchy, qualified as a colossal failure on their part.

      There weren’t that many grunts out. I assumed that many were still searching for us around Kerentrith.

      “They’ve sent Death Claws out to look for them,” one daemon said to his companion. “I heard the outsiders are incredibly fast, and they have the dragon with them. They can send a thousand Death Claws if they want. They’re useless out in the open against a dragon.”

      “I’m telling you, one more failure on Prince Cayn’s part, and King Shaytan will slit his gullet with no regret,” the other replied.

      If only. I left them behind and headed for Zane’s meranium cell box, gripping one of the three charmed skeleton keys in my hand. It was about time we got some inside knowledge from these creatures. Thankfully, despite his imprisonment and the torture of having his soul munched on, Laughlan was, by far, our greatest accomplishment on Neraka. For too long the Exiled Maras and daemons had gotten away with this bloody circus. It was about time we put an end to it, and leaving them without their most powerful supernatural prisoners was the best way to cripple them.

      I made my way through the maze of private prison boxes, wishing I could just open each and every one of them. But I couldn’t make a scene. Not yet, anyway. Discretion was key for what I was about to do.

      Zane’s cell was guarded by a single guard. He was larger than most, though. I had a feeling he’d be quite the handful in close combat. Looking back on my first encounters with the daemons, I remembered the crippling fear that had frozen the very blood in my veins whenever I caught a glimpse of their red eyes. I remembered gasping at the sight of the deep gashes that their claws left behind. They were vicious, strong, and fast. But they weren’t unbeatable. It had taken us a little while to figure that out.

      After multiple encounters, however, the fear I’d first felt had subsided, and I was left with the concept of a hostile. They were all creatures that bled and died, just like the others. I still had my natural advantage there. Considering my strength, I could certainly hold my own, even against a larger daemon. I’d seen what their behemoth-sized generals could do, too. They were all force, though, and little skill. It seemed like the bigger they got, the more fatal their blows but the slower their moves.

      The one standing outside Zane’s cell was most likely somewhere in between and required a stealthier approach. I slipped the key in my back pocket and snuck around the back of the box. Light on my feet, I held my breath as I approached the guard from the back. His muscular frame was wrapped in thick leather, with metal plates covering his shoulders, chest, arms, and calves. Going for his sides would’ve injured him, but I needed him completely disabled.

      I looked around. The narrow alleyway was clear, except for two guards who passed down the perpendicular road to our right. One of them was wearing a red lens. I took a couple of steps back to get out of sight and waited for them to pass. Once the coast was clear, I dashed forward and jumped on the daemon guard’s back. With one swift move, I slit his throat with one of my long knives and pulled him back.

      He choked, blood gurgled from his open throat, and his knees gave out quickly. He didn’t even get a chance to fight. I dragged his body behind the meranium box and wiped my bloody blade on his leather tunic. It would be a while before someone found him there.

      I sheathed my sword, went back to the front, and froze. A second daemon had just turned a corner—the changing of the guards. I moved back, giving the fiend some time to notice the fresh blood on the ground, then frown and look around. I clicked my teeth and lured him to the back, but stood still as he walked between the meranium boxes.

      He heard my sword screeching as it left its sheath but didn’t get a chance to draw his. He caught a glimpse of my eyes as I rushed forward and rammed my blade upward through his neck and skull. His bones crunched, my sword piercing through the back of his head. I welcomed the zing of metal scratching against bone as I withdrew my weapon and slipped it back in its scabbard. Not that it came as a surprise, but I was still impressed by how little I was holding back in my bid to free Zane.

      The daemon collapsed with a thud. I dropped his body on top of his colleague, behind the cell. I ran back to the front and used the skeleton key to let myself in. It worked smoothly. One twist, and the lock clicked open. I went in and quickly locked the door behind me.

      Zane sat up in his bed, narrowing his eyes at me. He couldn’t see me, but he knew someone was there, as the air trembled discreetly whenever I moved. My heart thudded at the sight of him. Stockholm Syndrome or not, Zane took my breath away. It wasn’t just his impressive physique or his handsome face and piercing red eyes. It was his character, his choice to help me and my friends over his kingdom. He’d gotten himself imprisoned for it.

      “It didn’t take you long, Fiona,” Zane said, a grin stretching his lips. He lay back, supporting his weight on his elbows.

      I scoffed, then grabbed a pitcher of water from a small table nearby to reveal myself. Draconis was naturally hot, due to its surrounding lava lakes, so I welcomed the cool liquid pouring over me. Zane’s gaze darkened as I came into full view.

      “How did you know it was me?” I asked, setting the pitcher back on the table.

      “I knew you’d be the one coming back for me,” he replied. “You can’t deny this thing between us anymore, Fiona. You and I… We both feel it.”

      I rolled my eyes, then crossed my arms in an attempt to look cool and reserved. There was absolutely no reason for me to prove him right. At least, not as far as my ego was concerned. There wasn’t much of it, but Zane had this way of making me want to stand tall and not let myself be intimidated. It was something I both appreciated and disliked at the same time.

      “Don’t be foolish. I’m only here to help an ally,” I retorted.

      He smirked, then darted out of bed and reached me in a split second. I had barely registered the movement before he pushed me against the door and—kissed me. My brain stopped functioning altogether. His mouth claimed mine, and it lit devastating fires inside me. He caught me off guard, his tongue working mine. I lost my breath.

      His hands cupped my face, holding my head at a slight angle, as he deepened the kiss—hungry, passionate, and determined. I had absolutely no reaction, other than my pulse quickening and my stomach tightening under his grip. His broad frame cast a dark, heavy shadow over me, making me feel tiny and deliciously helpless, as his lips massaged mine.

      He pulled back suddenly, his red eyes flaring like two suns at dusk, and smiled. It took me a couple of seconds to react. I punched him in the shoulder, though not as hard as I normally would’ve, had it been anyone else trying that move on me. My cheeks burned. I was flustered and panting, as he chuckled and stood his ground.

      Zane towered over me, but I held my chin high. “You didn’t even try to make me feel that,” he said, his voice low and spine-tingly.

      “I told you not to be foolish,” I replied. “I did warn you.”

      He shook his head slowly, the two inches of space between us compressing. The air thickened around us, supercharged to the point where I could almost hear the crackles of electricity. My breath got stuck in my throat when he smiled again.

      “When will you stop lying to me, Fiona? Or, better yet, when will you stop lying to yourself?”

      “You’re confusing my attempt to help you with something that isn’t—”

      He didn’t let me finish. He kissed me again, and the ground spun beneath me. This time, however, he wasn’t possessive, though it felt even more intense than before. No, this time he was tender, his lips soft against mine, while his hands gently gripped my waist and pulled me in to him.

      I melted like butter in a perfectly heated pan. Zane tasted like figs and spices, throwing my senses into utter disarray. I felt soft against his rock-hard torso as he wrapped his arms around my body and tightened his hold on me. He was so tender and yet all-consuming. It was enough to fully disarm me.

      Who was I kidding?

      I parted my lips and welcomed him, giving in to everything he caused me to feel—the rush, the head-spinning dazzle, the liquid heat pouring through my veins. I welcomed it all and more, as I rested my palms on his muscular chest, my fingers digging into the thin leather layer of his princely tunic.

      He groaned softly and took the kiss to a whole new level, holding me so tight that the prospect of being crushed against his body flickered in my mind—for only a splinter of a moment, before I surrendered and responded to his deepening kiss with equal desire. This wasn’t just something that I longed to get used to. It was something that opened me up to the entire universe. I could see stars through my closed eyes.

      Zane’s hot breath tickled my face, warming my body as he lifted his head to look at me.

      “Do you agree with me now, Fiona?” he asked softly.

      Every fiber of me wanted to say yes. To shout it from the rooftops, if given the chance. But I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Not yet, anyway. After how he’d played with me, with his swamp witch powders and downright predatory stalking, Zane deserved to be kept on his toes. I may be small in comparison, but I can give you a good run for your money.

      “Get over yourself,” I replied. “I only gave in so you’d shut up.”

      He raised his eyebrows, the corner of his mouth twisting into a playful smile. “Still playing hard to get, then? That’s fine. I love a good game of cat and mouse.”

      “I think we need to focus on the more important stuff, like getting your royal ass out of here,” I shot back with a grin.

      His gaze dropped to my lips, his eyes catching a dark crimson hue. “You really are blissfully unaware of the effect you have on me, huh?”

      I scoffed, then motioned at myself. “Sorry, Your Royal Highness, but I can’t turn this off.”

      He chuckled softly, then hid his face in the small space between my neck and shoulder, breathing me in. His lips tickled my overly sensitive skin. I instinctively arched my back, and his arms constricted around my waist.

      “Nope, clearly you cannot,” he muttered, lifting his head to face me. His gaze softened, and he gave me the single sweetest smile I’d ever seen, especially coming from a daemon. “I am glad you’re the one who came for me, though. Thank you, Fiona, for doing this.”

      I stifled a grin. “Well, you know, I couldn’t just sit back and leave a damsel in distress.”

      Zane laughed wholeheartedly this time, throwing his head back. I took a moment to watch him, his long black hair braided back with gold thread, his twisted horns dressed in an intricate gold pattern with tiny red gemstones sprinkled around the curves, the blade of his nose and his incandescent red eyes, his soft, tanned skin and slightly reddened lips…

      I was in so, so much trouble.

      And, dammit, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      We gazed at each other for a while, as if rediscovering ourselves in our embrace. Zane’s smile faded, the red in his eyes darkening to almost black as he analyzed every line, every curve of my face.

      “I’ve already gotten myself in a lot of trouble for you, Fiona,” he breathed.

      The intensity between us grew to the point where my heart threatened to rip its way out of my chest. How had this come to happen? At what point, from the moment he’d abducted me to now, had I fallen? What was it that made him look at me like that? So many questions about us that I had yet to find an answer, and yet there was so little time to address them.

      “Well, then, it’s time we get you out of it,” I whispered.

      He lifted his head suddenly and frowned, sniffing the air. “Cayn is coming. Hide,” he said.

      I instantly reached for one of my belt satchels and scooped up some of my invisibility paste. I swallowed it and backed into a corner as I disappeared. Zane walked over to the foot of his bed and took a seat, looking as casual as he could, given the circumstances.

      The lock clicked, and the door swung open. Cayn walked in. Zane greeted him with a contemptuous smirk. “Coming here alone is unlike you, Brother,” he said. “You usually have your goons to back you up, in case I beat you into a pulp.”

      “They’re just around the corner, feeding,” Cayn replied bluntly. “I took the liberty of handing one of the rebellious Exiled Maras over to them. I like to reward my people once in a while, especially since they only get to eat Imen souls otherwise.”

      My blood boiled with rage, but I couldn’t do anything. Cayn was Zane’s brother, and his alone to deal with. He deserved the satisfaction.

      “How generous of you,” Zane retorted sarcastically. “Killing innocents just to get that... high.”

      “Spare me the self-righteous crap, Brother,” Cayn hissed. “You think you have the moral high ground because you feed on criminals, rather than every other creature we capture? Don’t kid yourself. You’re as dark and as filthy as the rest of us. At least I have the decency to admit it and embrace who I am.”

      A couple of seconds went by as the brothers glared at each other. Blood ties or not, they’d clearly been taught that only the strongest and the fittest survived. For daemons like Cayn, nothing stood in the way of success, not even his brother.

      “How’s the hunt going? I heard you lost the outsiders. Again. Father won’t be pleased, you know,” Zane said.

      “It’s only a matter of time before I get them, rest assured,” Cayn shot back. “Then I’ll toss them all in meranium boxes. They’ll be your neighbors for as long as they manage to live. No one who conspires against the king will ever experience freedom again, not even you, Brother.”

      “I don’t get why you’re so heated up about me. I was never a contestant for that crown you so desire,” Zane replied, crossing his arms.

      Cayn sneered, his hands resting on his hips. I measured him from head to toe, counting his weapons and trying to guess what sort of swamp witch magic he had tucked away in the satchels mounted on his gold-plated belt. I didn’t move, just to make sure he wouldn’t catch a glimpse of my eyes in motion. “You’re a prince, Zane. You were a member of the Council. You advised Father with the rest of us. Then you betrayed us all. Of course I’m angry. I should’ve killed you years ago, when you first started defending the pacifists!”

      “You continue to misunderstand my actions,” Zane said. “I had nothing to do with the outsiders, and I have nothing to do with the pacifists, either. I only advised Father to listen to them before tossing them in prison.”

      “Listen, you lying bastard!” Cayn spat. “You might’ve had Father fooled with your I-only-feed-on-the-souls-of-convicted-criminals crap, but I can see right through you! I could always see right through you. I know that the only reason you remained on the Council for so long was to keep your mother safe in Father’s harem. I know you’ve been fraternizing with the pacifists. The latter I was never able to prove, unfortunately, but you did my job for me when the outsiders escaped from the palace.”

      “You were never able to prove my link to the pacifists because it doesn’t exist, you bumbling fool,” Zane replied, slightly amused.

      “I don’t have to anymore.” Cayn grinned. “You’re here now, and that’s what matters. Oh, and that warden of yours, Velnias, has been declared a pacifist. As soon as they find him, he’ll get to experience life in one of these boxes, too. I had all the charmed locks changed. You’re getting a new warden tomorrow. I hand-picked him myself and made sure he’ll make your existence as miserable as possible. I’ll take care of your mother, too.”

      “You’re not touching my mother, Cayn. The moment you come near her, she will slit your gullet and have you for dinner.”

      I could feel Zane’s anger dripping from his voice. He seemed calm, but his tone carried the thrust of a thousand thunderstorms gathering over Cayn, who laughed. “I would love to see her try. In fact, I look forward to it. I promise I’ll end her quickly, though, and I’ll bring you her severed head as a house-warming gift.”

      Zane was a master of self-control. I had to give him credit. It took a lot of willpower on my end to keep my position and my mouth shut. For him, however, it seemed effortless. He gave his older brother a cold grin, following it up with words that cut deep. “I take it you’re still pissed off about Father killing your mother after she tried to have mine poisoned, huh?”

      Cayn growled, then drew his sword. I lifted my right heel off the stone floor, ready to dart over and slit his throat, but Zane shot to his feet first.

      “Father wants you kept alive,” Cayn muttered, “but he didn’t say I can’t maim you and make you suffer for your insolence.”

      “By all means, give it a try. I haven’t plastered you over the wall in a long time. I miss the feeling of your bones cracking beneath my fists,” Zane shot back, raising his arms to his sides.

      That was all it took to get Cayn riled up enough to attempt a strike. He brought his sword down, but Zane dodged, and the wide blade missed him by an inch. In the split second it took for Cayn to lift his sword back, Zane delivered a rib-crushing left hook into his side. I heard the bones break, and Cayn grunted from the pain.

      Zane then brought his left knee up and rammed it into the same spot, further debilitating Cayn. He followed it up with a flurry of punches both to his face and already-broken ribs. The last one was the decisive blow, an uppercut that threw Cayn’s head back with an audible crunch. He fell flat on his back, his lights out as his eyes rolled back in his head, while Zane towered over him, panting. Blood trickled from his knuckles. He bent down, removing a red lens from his brother’s tunic pocket, then put it on so he could see me.

      I moved out of my corner, unable to take my eyes off Cayn and highly satisfied by the sight of him sprawled and unconscious on the floor. The guy was huge, and I knew exactly the amount of strength it had taken for Zane to knock him out. “That didn’t take long,” I muttered.

      Zane chuckled, then ripped a long piece of fabric from his bedsheets and used it to tie his brother’s hands behind his back, after I rolled him over. “He looks big and menacing, I know. But his technique is garbage,” Zane replied. “Unfortunately, I can’t bring myself to kill him. I could never kill my own brothers. But I was always great at humiliating them,” he added with a smirk.

      He then ripped the leather satchels from Cayn’s belt and showed them to me, grinning. I could see traces of yellow, orange, and red powder on them, and immediately rolled my eyes at him.

      “Please tell me you’re not knocking me out again,” I scoffed.

      He stood and walked over, closing the distance between us. I could feel his hot breath on my face, and his musky, masculine scent invaded my nostrils. “Why would I? I don’t have to go to such lengths to get you to listen to me now. All I have to do is kiss you, and you unravel like the southern summer wind.”

      He didn’t let me reply, just covered my mouth with his. It was a short, but hungry kiss, a preview of what was to come once we were alone and safe again.

      “Cayn said he had the locks changed,” Zane then said, nodding at the door and pulling me back into the present. “How’d you get in?”

      I showed him the skeleton key that Laughlan had crafted for us, then smiled. “We freed one of the delegation Druids when we last came by,” I replied. “He’s a crafty one, and he’s had thousands of years at his disposal to listen and overhear all kinds of useful things. He couldn’t find a way to get himself out of here, but when we rescued him, he was more than happy to show us a few tricks.”

      “I knew you were a resourceful little fighter, but you continue to exceed my expectations, Fiona.” Zane chuckled softly, seemingly impressed. I took a couple of steps back, needing some space between us in order to think clearly. He had that effect on me.

      “Okay, we need to get you out now,” I said. “Discreetly.”

      “I agree, but we can do something really smart and useful while we’re here.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, frowning slightly.

      He sighed, then straightened his back, looking somewhat amused. “Well, I’ve clearly joined this resistance of yours, since A: it’s not in my nature to go back to my father groveling for forgiveness, and B: it’s not in his nature to forgive me or grant me a second chance, either. Also, C: I’d rather be with you and burn this whole place down than watch it as it continues to suck the life out of innocent creatures. I never agreed with that.”

      “But you eat souls.”

      “Only the souls of convicted criminals,” he replied. “I have a very specific diet, and I promise I will tell you more about it when we’re alone. Provided I can keep my hands off you for long enough,” he added, making me smile, before he switched back to his serious mode. “There are daemon pacifists here that we could release. They know Velnias for sure, and they have this secret way of communicating which I was never able to figure out. They’ll find him wherever he’s hiding, and they’ll reinforce their resistance.”

      “How many of them?” I asked.

      “Four that I know of,” he said. “They will come in handy later, especially since your plan is to bring the system down. If we’re to get out of Draconis, we need to make sure we disable this city from the inside. It’ll annoy my father like crazy, and it will give us the head start we need to get to safety. Once Cayn comes to, all the alarms will start blaring, and they’ll go into lockdown mode. We need the pacifists to stick around and do some serious damage from within and cripple the daemons’ forces.”

      “The pacifists’ ranks are the ones we need to replenish, I agree. I now see why you had a seat on that Council,” I replied, nodding appreciatively. “You’ve got a tactical mindset. We’ll need it later.”

      “You most certainly will, my little vampire.” He gave me a soft, seductive smile.

      Deep down, it lit a fire I knew I would never be able to extinguish. Not that I wanted to, anyway. It felt too good, and it fueled me in ways I’d never thought possible. I gripped the back of his neck and pulled him into another short kiss, then headed for the door.

      “Let’s go, daemon prince. We’ve got work to do,” I said, my lips still tingling. I glanced at him over my shoulder and tossed one of my invisibility spell satchels at him.

      He caught it and ingested half of its contents, then stood there, half smiling and smitten, watching as I opened the door. I loved that look on him, even as he vanished. Though, I could still see him through my red lens. It sent heatwaves through my body, and it made my heart flutter like a fiery butterfly.

      With Zane by my side, I knew that nothing could stand in our way. There were daemon guards around the corner whose asses were in need of serious kicking, and daemon pacifists we needed to set free so we could dismantle Draconis from the inside. It was one of the best “presents” I could think of giving King Shaytan, for everything he’d done and everything else he was about to do.

      Our troubles were far from ending, but I had a daemon prince with me.

      And the daemon prince had me.
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      We advanced through the narrow streets of Draconis in invisible form with our red lenses on, keeping an eye out for daemon guards. There were plenty of them out and about on patrol, but, from the conversation snippets I’d caught along the way, there were still massive search parties scouring the outskirts of Kerentrith and the desert areas farther south, looking for us.

      Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and I were at the front, leading the way as we sneaked between meranium boxes. Hansa and Jax were about fifty yards or so behind us, while Caia and Blaze were farther back. As far as advancing through enemy territory went, splitting our group in three was an excellent idea, especially since it made it more difficult for the daemons to detect us, whether they had red lenses on or not.

      Idris and Rayna, Vesta’s parents, were the first on our rescue list. We stopped behind the cell right next to theirs and quietly slipped around the corner. I leaned forward so I could examine the front of the meranium box. Two considerably large daemon guards were posted by the door, their heavy rapiers sheathed and their expressions telling me they weren’t too comfortable with their position.

      “I’m telling you, Saul, we should’ve been out there with our platoon, searching for those outsiders,” said one of the daemons, gritting his fangs. “Instead we’re babysitting fae that we’re not even allowed to feed on. It’s cruelty against daemons, I tell ya.”

      I stifled a chuckle. That was rich, coming from a creature who thrived on the pain it caused to those who were defenseless before him. I moved back, then turned to face Caspian and Pheng-Pheng, who were waiting for me to confirm the number of hostiles. I lifted two fingers in the air.

      “And they’re begging for my blades,” I whispered, visibly disgusted. “However, we need to find out where the new High Warden is first,” I added. “With Velnias gone, they’re bound to have put someone else in charge, and we don’t want him popping in mid-extraction.”

      Pheng-Pheng nodded in agreement, then put on a confident grin. “I’ll handle it,” she said. “Just be ready to ask the question. The clock will be ticking.”

      “What is she—” Caspian asked, frowning, but didn’t get to finish his sentence, as Pheng-Pheng rushed to the front of the meranium box.

      We quickly followed, getting there just as she used her scorpion tail to sting both guards in the neck. They both grunted and collapsed, their red eyes wide and filled with panic and dread. The venom kicked in fast, and I watched them realize they’d lost all ability to move. Paralysis was quick to set in.

      “Where’s the High Warden?” I asked both daemons.

      They looked around, trying to figure out where the voices came from. The one named Saul caught the air ripples caused by my movement and sneered. “Not telling you filthy outsiders anything! I’d rather die before—”

      Caspian’s blade went right through his throat. His eyes turned glassy, and blood gurgled from his gaping mouth. The other daemon heard him die but couldn’t even turn his head to look at him. He shuddered, panting. I moved closer to him and pressed my blade against his throat. He couldn’t see the blade, but he could feel the cold metal on his skin. He gasped, while his veins turned black from the Manticore venom.

      “If you tell me where the High Warden is, I’ll give you the antidote,” I muttered in the daemon’s ear. He struggled to breathe.

      “Cell 9. He was over by Cell 9 the last time I saw him, inspecting one of the delegation prisoners,” he managed. “Just around the corner, west of here.”

      “Good daemon,” I replied, then stood up and looked around. “Provided we keep the noise to a minimum, we might just make it out of here with everyone we need.”

      “We’re doing Cell 9 first, then?” Caspian asked.

      “Yes, after we get Vesta’s parents. I’m curious, since our friend here mentioned a delegation member present in Cell 9,” I replied. “Best to check.”

      The daemon wheezed, no longer able to breathe properly, as his lungs were collapsing from the Manticore venom. A couple more minutes and he would be dead. Pheng-Pheng looked at me, curious as to whether I was going to keep my word or not.

      “Help… Please,” the daemon croaked.

      I took one of my swords out and rammed it straight into his throat, watching as the last flicker of life left him. Taking a deep breath, I withdrew my sword and wiped the blood off the blade with the corner of his leather tunic.

      Pheng-Pheng and Caspian dragged their bodies behind the meranium box, then came back to the front. “For a second there, I actually thought you were going to spare him,” Caspian murmured.

      “Spare the daemon who thought it cruel not to be able to feed on two defenseless fae? No, thanks. He was dead the moment he opened his mouth to moan about his job,” I replied with a smirk.

      The sound of footsteps made us turn our heads. Two daemon guards came around the corner, six meranium boxes south of us, armed to the teeth. We stilled. They couldn’t see us, but they were bound to notice the absence of guards. I cursed under my breath, watching them as they walked toward us with increasingly heavy frowns.

      They never made it past Cell 4, though. Jax and Hansa snuck up on them and slit their throats with one swift move. Blood sprayed out as they fell flat on their faces. Hansa and Jax then dragged their bodies away, hiding them behind the meranium box. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Definitely a good idea to split us up,” Pheng-Pheng muttered appreciatively.

      I took out one of Laughlan’s three skeleton keys and pushed it into the charmed lock. I turned it and smiled at the sound of a click, then pushed the door open. Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and I went inside, closing the door behind us.

      Idris and Rayna were sitting on the floor, holding each other. They looked so pale and weak, it damn near broke my heart. Their heads turned fast at the sound of the door opening, but they couldn’t see us.

      “Idris, Rayna, it’s me, Harper. Vesta’s friend,” I said slowly.

      A glimmer of recognition lit their faces, and they both sprang to their feet. Hopeful smiles replaced their wary expressions as they tried to pinpoint our location in the room. I took out my spare red lenses and placed them in Rayna’s hand.

      She felt my touch and gasped at the sight of the red lenses. That was how the invisibility spell worked: as soon as an object left my hand, it became visible. “You’re back,” she breathed. “Where’s our daughter?”

      “She’s safe and away from here,” I replied. “Now, put the lens on.”

      She obeyed, then smiled when she could finally see me through the slim red garnet disc. I handed over one of my invisibility spell satchels. Rayna took it, then gave Idris the second lens, so he could see us, too.

      “How many of you are there down here?” Idris asked, giving Pheng-Pheng and Caspian a brief nod of acknowledgment.

      “There are four more outside, in strategic points along the alley,” I replied. “We’re doing a proper extraction today, and you two are the first lucky pair to get out of these wretched boxes. Now, swallow the paste inside that satchel. It’s an invisibility spell. Don’t lose the red lens, either, and keep an eye out for daemons who might be wearing one. It’ll help you see us and anyone under the influence of the invisibility spell.”

      Idris nodded. Then he and Rayna shared the shimmering paste. In less than a minute, they had both vanished, though we could still see them through our lenses. Caspian motioned for them to follow him outside, while I briefly scanned the room. There was nothing of use in here.

      I went back outside with Pheng-Pheng, watching as Idris and Rayna ran down the road. They were greeted by Hansa and Jax, hidden behind one of the meranium boxes, who then sent them farther back to Caia and Blaze. So far, so good.

      Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and I handled the infiltration and extraction part. Hansa and Jax covered our six. Caia and Blaze kept the prisoners safe and looked out for unexpected hostiles. Caspian and I dragged the dead daemons back to the front, then dumped them inside the meranium box, which I locked back up with the skeleton key.

      “I’ll bet you the next warden to check on the prisoners will have a stroke,” I chuckled, stuffing the key inside my back pocket.

      “If the rest of this endeavor goes just as smoothly, we might even make it out of here alive,” Caspian replied with a playful smirk.

      “I’ve got enough venom in me to kill a small army,” Pheng-Pheng chimed in. “If the worst-case scenario happens, I promise you we’ll take plenty of these horned bastards down with us.”

      “Ah, nothing like a good dose of optimism to get me going,” I replied sarcastically.

      Both Caspian and Pheng-Pheng grinned in response. We continued our incursion into the prison city. With Rayna and Idris on our side, we were one step closer to the end of our mission. My nerves were stretched, and my stomach was balled up into a tiny, painful marble, but there was enough fire flowing through my veins to keep me animated and ready to kill whoever stood in our way.

      Blaze had given me a little bit of his energy before we left, replenishing my sentry strength. I needed every drop of it in case we had to force our way out of Draconis.

      “Next up, cell number 9,” I muttered as I led the group between the meranium boxes. “We’ve got to see who’s in there, besides the High Warden.”

      We steered clear of another pair of daemon guards, watching them disappear behind another corner before we crossed the alley and snuck behind Cell 9. I glanced over my shoulder, pleased to see Hansa and Jax keeping their distance while observing our surroundings.

      I moved to the corner of Cell 9 and poked my head out to see what guards they had posted outside the Druid’s box. Since I couldn’t use my True Sight to see through meranium, I had to rely on good ol’ fashioned peeking to get the job done.

      There were two guards stationed just outside Cell 9, and two more by the cells next door. I turned around and motioned their positions to Pheng-Pheng. “Four,” I whispered. “Two out here at 9, then one by 8 and one by 7.”

      Pheng-Pheng nodded, then rushed to the front. I heard grunts, followed by the thuds of two guards dropping to the ground. Caspian and I darted out and grabbed the disabled daemons. We covered their mouths as they became completely paralyzed. They would be dead within minutes.

      The young Manticore didn’t stop there, though. Before the other two guards could reach us, she got to them first, inflicting deadly amounts of venom into their throats and dragging their bodies out of sight. We stashed the first two between the walls of Cells 9 and 10, relieving them of their invisibility satchels and red lenses. Some of the guards carried them and some didn’t. Whenever they did, however, we were giddy and thrilled to replenish our own supplies.

      I checked around the corner and confirmed Jax and Hansa’s position across the street we’d left behind. They were armed and ready to intervene, if needed. Light on my feet, I inched closer to the door to Cell 9, which was slightly ajar.

      “Please… Stop…” A male voice emerged from inside, weak and trembling.

      I slowly pushed the door open, to find the High Warden feeding on a prisoner’s soul. He was a tall and well-built daemon, with enough muscles on him to put a raging bull to shame. I could see luminescent threads of the prisoner’s soul seeping out of a small incision in the side of his neck, to then get sucked into the Warden’s open mouth. The prisoner kept whimpering and begging him to stop.

      This was the perfect moment to attack, despite my sudden urge to retch. The daemon was vulnerable while feeding.

      I dashed across the room, grabbing a chair on my way. With one swift but powerful move, I smashed it against the daemon’s head. He grunted and fell to his side, while the prisoner yelped, trying to figure out what was going on.

      The High Warden was unconscious. I snatched the red lens hanging from a slim gold chain, linked to a chest pocket on his leather tunic, and placed it in the prisoner’s hand. “Don’t be alarmed,” I said slowly. “We’re here to help.”

      The prisoner looked at the lens in his trembling hand, then put it on and held his breath for a few seconds. He could see us. Blood trickled from his neck wound. It took him an extra second to wrap his head around the sudden change of his circumstances, while Caspian and Pheng-Pheng got the Warden off the floor and tied his arms to the bedposts.

      “Who are you people?” the prisoner asked.

      Just as Hansa and Jax joined us and shut the door behind them, I let out an audible sigh.

      “Several red lens daemons out there, we’re better off in here for now,” Hansa said.

      I nodded, then looked at the Druid. “We’re the outsiders you’ve probably heard about.”

      “Ah, yes.” He nodded slowly. “The High Warden took great pleasure in telling me about how they were going to catch you before you could get to me or the swamp witch.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Ryker,” he replied, grimacing from the pain. Jax kneeled by his side and applied a smidge of healing paste against his neck wound. “I was on the Druid delegation.”

      My stomach dropped, as Hansa and I both realized something at the same time.

      “They moved the prisoners,” we said simultaneously. I’d had a feeling about this already, but it still didn’t sit well with me.

      “What?” Pheng-Pheng replied, even more confused, as she tightened the knots on the warden’s wrists.

      “After yesterday. They got cautious and moved the delegation prisoners,” I explained, then cursed under my breath.

      “But Idris and Rayna were in the same cell,” Caspian said.

      “They just didn’t get around to moving them, too,” Ryker confirmed. “The daemons are spread thin after your stunt yesterday. They’ve sent for reinforcements from another city, but they had to prioritize in the meantime. They moved me and the Maras first,” he added, then exhaled sharply. “I was hoping Idris and Rayna might still be alive.”

      “They are,” I replied with a nod. “We got them. They’re outside with the rest of our team.”

      “Ah. Thank the Daughters,” Ryker murmured, then smiled as the healing paste closed the cut on his neck. “Now, I may be an old Druid, and a weak one right now, but I’m not blind. I can see a succubus, two Maras, a Manticore…” He looked at me and narrowed his green eyes. “And what are you, exactly?”

      I smirked. “I’m a vampire. And we’re about to save your weak-but-precious Druid ass.”
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      Ten minutes later, with Caia and Blaze keeping an eye out from around the corner, we moved to the next stage of our plan. I briefed Ryker on who we were and how we’d made it here, and he thanked the Daughters over and over once he heard that Laughlan was alive and free.

      “Do you know where they moved the Maras?” I asked him, while Jax gave him some herbs and water to gather enough strength for what lay ahead. Ryker shook his head slowly, then nodded at the High Warden, who was finally waking up.

      “He’ll know for sure,” Ryker muttered, then gulped down half a gallon of water.

      The High Warden mumbled something as he opened his eyes, then froze once he realized where he was, along with the fact that he was tied up. Our invisibility spells had worn off about a minute earlier, so he could see us all, though he obviously didn’t look happy about it.

      “You people are suicidal,” he sneered. “Why did you come back?”

      Pheng-Pheng punched him so hard that I heard his jawbone crack. He groaned from the pain, and blood dripped from the corner of his mouth.

      “Let’s get something straight here, warden,” I replied bluntly, crossing my arms. “You don’t get to ask the questions. Where are the Maras from the Druid delegation?”

      The High Warden chuckled with contempt, until Pheng-Pheng backhanded him and wiped the smirk off his face. “Good grief, stop it, you pestilent little bug!” he snapped. Pheng-Pheng wasn’t bothered, though, and hit him again. He cursed under his breath, then spat blood to the side before he looked at me again. “After you bastards caused a ruckus yesterday, we started moving the prisoners, as Prince Cayn ordered. I told him it wasn’t necessary, since you were all gone, but he insisted. Said you might be foolish enough to come back for them. I’m surprised to say he was right, which, by the way, is unheard of.”

      I rolled my eyes, then scoffed. “You’re spread too thin now, looking for us,” I replied. “It was the perfect time to come back and tear this place apart from the inside. Now, answer the question. Where were the Maras transferred?”

      The High Warden sighed, licking his bloody lips. “Cells 14 and 15, one block over to the west,” he said. I frowned.

      “That was quick and easy. Why are you being so open?” I asked.

      He grinned, revealing his bloody teeth and broken fangs. I made a mental note to never get on Pheng-Pheng’s bad side. She was ruthless. I loved her. “I’m hoping it will increase my chances of survival,” he answered, and I could still hear the tremor in his voice. He was afraid.

      Jax and I exchanged glances. “How many guards?” I asked the High Warden.

      “Two per cell, but you might want to be careful,” he replied. “Cayn is pissed, lurking around like a rabid pit wolf. We’ve got soldiers out and around Kerentrith, too, looking for you. They’ve sent Death Claws and a couple of platoons to the south to track you down.”

      “Which is great,” Ryker said as Jax helped him up. He was still pale and way too slender for his height, but he could at least stand on his own. “We can cause some serious damage while we’re down here.”

      “What are you suggesting?” I replied.

      Harper grinned. “Oh, yeah, I know exactly what he’s suggesting. It’s what we talked about,” she said. “With Fiona handling Zane, and more than half of the daemon forces out, uselessly looking for us, we can wreak significant havoc in Draconis. They’ve got plenty of daemon pacifists locked up in this joint, and we’ve got the skeleton keys,” she added, then gave the Druid an appreciative nod. “We’re on the same page, believe me.”

      My synapses clicked with lightning speed as I prepared for the aforementioned “significant havoc”. I drew my broadsword and pushed its sharp tip against the warden’s throat. “You. Tell us where we can find some pacifists.”

      “They’re next door, and put that thing away before you cut me with it!” he hissed, prompting me to raise an eyebrow. “I told you, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, as long as you spare me.”

      “You don’t hold a candle to Velnias,” Ryker muttered.

      “Velnias is a pacifist,” I replied.

      Ryker seemed surprised. “Oh. So that’s why I got this bastard as the new High Warden. I see.”

      “But you do make a fair point,” I said. “At least Velnias wouldn’t be so quick to betray his people.”

      The High Warden scoffed, shaking his head slowly. “Oh, please. You don’t even know what it’s like down here. The king is barely holding onto his power, and you outsiders made everything ten times worse. The pacifists have been growing in numbers over the years and so have the Exiled Maras. This truce between the daemons and the Exiled Maras is a sham, hanging by a thread. I’m merely trying to survive what’s coming.”

      “What do you mean?” Harper asked, moving to stand next to me and face him, while Caspian stood by the door, listening for any noises coming from outside.

      “They’re desperate to rebuild Infernis. Fast,” the High Warden explained, then paused to spit more blood. “We’ve got patrols, pit wolves, and generals on high alert. The last thing King Shaytan wants is for the Exiled Maras to find out he took such a hit. And from a bunch of outsiders, to top it off. The alliance is fragile. There’s a lot of greed, plenty of internal machinations, Lords backstabbing other Lords. Same with the daemon princes. The Council’s been a mess since they arrested Zane. The daemon people are unhappy. Addicted to souls and faced with a dwindling population of Imen. We’re all frustrated. The balance keeps tilting. If the Exiled Maras hear about what happened in Infernis, I tell you… They wouldn’t mind being the supreme species of Neraka, so they wouldn’t have to share resources and souls with the rest of us.”

      A couple of seconds passed as we all processed the information. We finally had extremely valuable insights into this so-called alliance between the daemons and the Exiled Maras. The only thing both species seemed to agree on was the value of the swamp witch, which was why they had “shared custody”. But the High Warden made a good point. If one side discovered the other side’s weakness, all bets were most likely off.

      “I’m about to literally pat myself on the back for what we’ve done so far,” Harper muttered, slightly amused. “I had no idea it reverberated to such a level.”

      “I know, right?” Jax chuckled softly. “All the more reason to tear this place apart while we’re here.”

      “Oh, yeah. Just let the pacifists loose,” the High Warden chimed in. “They have their secret meeting spots and ways of delivering messages. They know all the city’s weak spots. They’ll have a field day dismantling Draconis. Just make sure you leave me here and lock the door behind you. I’m perfectly happy to plead for amnesty once you leave,” he added with a smirk, making my stomach churn.

      “Nothing stops us from letting a few pacifists loose,” I said, ignoring the daemon and focusing on Harper. “It’s on our way, if you think about it.”

      Caspian, Jax, Pheng-Pheng, and Harper all nodded in agreement. Ryker chuckled softly.

      “I like you crazy folks,” he said. “A handful of you are resourceful and vicious enough to decimate a daemon city. I can only imagine what an army of your kind would do.”

      “You will find out, actually, as soon as we get Lumi out of Azure Heights,” I replied with a smile. “She’s the only thing standing between us and our people back home. Though, it’s not her fault. And she’s the only one who can bring the shield down.”

      “And you said Telluris doesn’t work, either?” Ryker asked, frowning.

      I shook my head, then sighed. “Not at all. It doesn’t even work between us, on Neraka. Whatever that shield does, it cuts off everything. One of our own nearly got blown up while trying to leave the planet in a travel orb.”

      “And the Exiled Maras have her, for sure?” Ryker replied.

      “Laughlan overheard some other warden talking about it, yes,” I said.

      “I can’t confirm that, but it seems like a safe bet,” the High Warden interjected. “It’s probably why King Shaytan is so worried the Maras will find out about what happened in Infernis. The Maras might disable the daemon grunts with whom they’re jointly guarding the swamp witch, thereby canceling the truce. A weak king will bring his kingdom down. He’s not even letting Darius go back to Azure Heights. He’s afraid he’ll tell the others and he’ll lose access to the swamp witch,” he chuckled.

      Harper started pacing the room, her gaze darting around as she quickly reassessed our position and our options, given these revelations. I had to give the vampire sentry credit. Despite her age, Harper was sharp and ruthless. I could easily see her taking Derek’s place in a few thousand years. She didn’t focus on a problem, but always went straight for the solution, bypassing the moment of panic that made many younglings choke. I could see great things in her future, provided we all made it off Neraka in one piece.

      “If the pacifists know one another and can communicate with one another, we could easily have them not only sabotage Draconis, but also spread word back to Infernis and other cities,” she said, then took out her skeleton key, grinning. “All they’ll need is this.”

      “They could also spread the word about King Shaytan,” Pheng-Pheng added, her scorpion tail twitching with delight. “The rumors would fly back to Azure Heights. And our enemy would have some internal turmoil that would make it easier for us to get the swamp witch out. I doubt the Maras would pass on an opportunity to disable the daemons, even with outsiders loose on Neraka. They’re greedy.”

      “And greed often leads to foolishness,” Jax replied with a nod. “Whatever they thought they were going to achieve when they brought us over here, they overlooked two very important aspects. One: we came with a dragon. Two: they know little to nothing about GASP and how it operates. They’ve been stranded here for so long, they’ve actually become convinced they’re superior.”

      The High Warden let out a brief, malicious cackle. “Oh, please. The only reason King Shaytan hasn’t been able to wipe them off the face of Neraka has been because they snatched the witch and forced him into a truce. They’ve been trying to con and outsmart one another for thousands of years. The best they could come up with was the truce, until the Imen started dying off and they realized they needed more souls to feed on.”

      “That’s where we came in,” Harper scoffed. “Their first test. An attempt to draw supernaturals to Neraka, capture and enslave them, force them to reproduce and grow in numbers, in captivity, so they can have more souls to consume.”

      “Sadistic bastards, I know,” Ryker breathed, visibly disgusted.

      Jax gave him a sympathetic smile, followed by a friendly pat on the back. Well, it was meant to be friendly, but Ryker was still so weak that it made him wobble and nearly fall over, before Jax caught him and helped him stay upright. “Don’t sweat it, Druid. Soon enough, you’ll see the light of day again,” he said.

      Ryker gave him a weak smirk. “It’s been almost… what, eight thousand years since I’ve felt the sun on my face? I’ve lost track.”

      “It’s a wonder you’re still alive,” the High Warden grumbled, a muscle twitching in his broken jaw.

      I clapped my hands once, then took out a second supply of invisibility paste. Jax gave some to Ryker, too. “We’re good to go, then. Stopping by next door first, then off to get some Maras out,” I announced, then swallowed the shimmering paste, mounted the red lens over my eye, and sheathed my broadsword.

      We gathered by the door, watching one another as we gradually vanished, Ryker included. The High Warden stared at us, then put on a hopeful, sheepish, and crooked smile.

      “I’ll let the pacifists know you let me live when they get here,” he said, no longer able to see us.

      “Who said we’re letting you live?” I replied dryly, then nodded at Pheng-Pheng.

      His face dropped. All Pheng-Pheng needed was a couple of steps and a jab of her poisonous tail. It wasn’t just that I couldn’t stand daemons who fed on the souls of the innocent. I absolutely loathed traitors, and the High Warden would’ve easily turned against us, if given the opportunity.

      I wasn’t born yesterday.
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      We left the High Warden’s body behind, the Manticore poison collapsing his lungs and gradually making him rot from the inside out. Hansa was right to have him killed. He had been so quick to betray his own people, after we’d only just caught him feeding on Ryker’s soul. There was no honor in that sack of meat and bones. He would have stabbed us in the back the moment we looked away, and there were too many lives at stake for us to take that risk.

      Once again, we split into three groups. Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and I took the lead, with Jax and Hansa in the middle, watching our backs, and Caia with Blaze at the back, keeping Idris, Rayna, and Ryker safe by their side. I locked the door to Cell 9 behind me, after we tossed the daemon guards’ bodies inside, on top of the High Warden’s. The longer it took for someone to figure out there was something wrong, the better. We didn’t want anyone stumbling upon dead daemons thrown behind meranium boxes, anyway.

      “We need to prioritize,” I whispered as we crossed the street, mindful of any daemons who could pass by. “The Maras are just over on this side,” I added, pointing to my left. “Let’s get them out first, then come back for the pacifists.”

      “Agreed,” Caspian replied with a nod, then motioned for me to lead the way.

      I went ahead and made a sharp left turn, sneaking between meranium boxes until we reached the neighboring block. I caught a glimpse of Hansa and Jax, twenty yards behind us, frowning—until they figured out what we were doing and immediately acted as our look outs, hands on their swords, as they kept their distance.

      Just like before, Pheng-Pheng disabled the daemons guarding the Maras with her poison. This time, however, we simply unlocked the door with my skeleton key, tossing the bodies inside and scaring the living daylights out of Rush and Amina, the two surviving Maras from the Druid delegation. They couldn’t see us, but they could certainly see the limp bodies of the paralyzed, dying daemons.

      “By the Daughters!” Rush gasped, pulling Amina into his arms and retreating into a corner.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I said. “We’re friends. We’ve come to set you free. Laughlan, Ryker, Idris, and Rayna are waiting for you outside.”

      I put two of my spare red lenses in Amina’s hand. She gave one to Rush, and they both looked up and simultaneously frowned, now able to see us. They were even more confused, as they tried to figure out what we were.

      “Vampire.” I pointed at myself, then at Caspian and Pheng-Pheng. “Mara and Manticore. We’ve got another Mara and a succubus outside, along with a fae and a dragon, plus your friends. There’s no time for me to explain everything now, but you need to come with us if you want to live.”

      “Oh… Wow,” Rush breathed, his eyes wide with recognition. “You’re the outsiders that put the daemons on edge.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk a little, resting my hands on my hips. “We did, huh?”

      “Self-congratulatory pats later!” Pheng-Pheng chimed in, motioning for the Maras to come out from their corner. She took out a supply of invisibility paste and tossed it at them. Rush caught it with one hand and looked inside. “Invisibility paste. Swallow it and keep that red lens on. We’re getting you out of here.”

      Amina instantly teared up, her lips trembling as Rush fed her some of the shimmering paste. “I never thought I’d see the day,” she murmured.

      “It will be over soon, I promise,” I assured them.

      They both vanished with a subtle shimmer and locked hands. “What now?” Rush asked.

      “Come with us,” I replied, then walked back outside.

      As soon as they were out, I locked the door with my skeleton key, but a familiar voice made me freeze on the spot.

      “Guards! Guards! My brother is out! Guards!” Cayn was shouting from the bottom of his lungs, just fifty yards down the street. He held his side, occasionally leaning against a meranium box as he moved to find daemons to go out and look for Zane and Fiona. He’d yet to spot us, with his back to us, but chances were that he was wearing a red lens and that he was going to see us once he turned around. We had to move fast.

      I heard Amina gasp behind me.

      On pure instinct, my mind clicked. I pushed the skeleton key into Pheng-Pheng’s hand. “You know what you have to do,” I told her. She gawked at me, suddenly worried. “Take them to Caia and Blaze so they can be with the others. And get those two pacifists out. Leave them the key so they can do the rest.”

      “But what about you? Caspian?” Pheng-Pheng mumbled.

      “Come back for us. But take care of them first,” I said, nodding at Rush and Amina.

      Fortunately, Pheng-Pheng was quick to obey. She grabbed Rush’s hand, who, in turn, held Amina close, and rushed them back past Jax and Hansa between the meranium boxes, disappearing around the corner, where the others were waiting.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Caspian asked as we both turned to face Cayn.

      The daemon seemed gravely wounded, unable to stand upright. Not that it was in my nature to tackle a wounded enemy, but I was willing to make an exception for vermin like him. I knew where to hit in order to bring him to his knees and disable him.

      The main street was farther back behind him by approximately one hundred yards. He had to be silenced before others heard him.

      “We have to,” I said. “I’m assuming Cayn was there when Fiona came for Zane. I’m also assuming she locked him in the meranium cage, but the bastard had his own key, which they didn’t take from him. Or they did, and he shouted till some other guard let him out. Either way, he’s loud.”

      I braced myself for what came next. Inhaling deeply, I darted down the street and drew my swords, hoping he wouldn’t see me just yet. He turned around as soon as he heard the blades’ gentle screech as they came out of their scabbards.

      He spotted me and put on a wicked grin, quick to take out his broadsword.

      “I see you, little vampire!” he hissed, sending shivers down my spine. There wasn’t much time to figure out how he knew what I was. Not that it mattered, anyway, as I was determined to silence him forever.

      “Good,” I grunted, and made a high leap forward, bringing both my swords down hard.

      Our blades clashed with a loud clang. Despite his side wound, Cayn still had some fire in him. Much to my dismay, he was also very quick in blocking my hits. I tried to slash him once more, then immediately pulled out of his sword’s range. The third time around he hit back, turning his defense into an offense before I could take my precautionary step back.

      Next thing I knew, I was the one defending myself from Cayn.

      Caspian intervened and almost rammed his sword through Cayn’s hip, but Cayn heard him come and dodged, then swerved and launched his sword from the side in a wide curve. Caspian only had a split second to bring his blade up and block that hit.

      We both took on Cayn, but he was annoyingly good at keeping us on our toes. I managed to slash his thigh, though, blood quickly blooming out of the long, diagonal gash.

      Footsteps erupted from a side alley. I caught a glimpse of two daemons coming in, followed by the sound of swords leaving their scabbards. Hansa and Jax intervened, tackling the guards, while Caspian and I kept working our way closer to Cayn.

      With every failed attempt to cut him, I felt my blood get closer to reaching a boiling point. I exhaled, understanding that Cayn was the kind of fighter that required me to take more risks if I wanted to deal a decisive blow. I had to stop pulling back to avoid his broadsword swings.

      “Take the back,” I told Caspian, panting as I lunged forward with a flurry of double sword hits.

      Left, right, left, right, until he missed a left hit by a split second and my blade slashed down his chest plate. Don’t stop!

      Cayn was forced to bring his broadsword up to hit me, then turned to push Caspian away.

      “Traitor!” he barked at Caspian.

      That was the opening I needed. I took another step forward and sent both swords up and straight to the back of his thick neck. He ducked, and my blades nearly hit Caspian’s, as we both went for his head.

      Cayn slid to the right in a fast, twisting motion. It caught Caspian by surprise, and the first three inches of his broadsword cut right through his stomach. I yelped, my joints instantly freezing, as Caspian fell to his knees, blood spraying out of the wide wound. Cayn kicked him back with his sandaled foot, then turned to face me with a satisfied sneer.

      My mind went into overdrive. My instincts flared, and I pushed a strong barrier out. It knocked him back a couple of feet, but he was still too big and too strong for my sentry pulse to cause significant damage. I launched another flurry of sword hits, but Cayn kept blocking them. It was infuriating now, because every second I spent fighting him and not giving Caspian some of my blood was a second wasted.

      It also distracted me, and it cost me dearly, as Cayn spotted my stolen glances at Caspian on the ground. He dropped and swung his leg around, sweeping me off my feet.

      I fell and landed on my back with a hard thud. It knocked the air out of my lungs. Cayn brought his sword down with so much strength that my arms nearly popped from their joints when I crossed my blades to stop his from literally slicing me in half.

      He grinned as he pushed harder, while I struggled to keep his sword from touching my face. I could see the sharp edge just a couple of inches above. My skin felt cold just from the close proximity of that deadly steel.

      One way or another, I had to get myself up and back on the offensive. I heard swords clashing somewhere behind, most likely Hansa and Jax tackling other daemon guards. I couldn’t see, as I was too busy staring into the hellish red eyes of Shaytan’s firstborn son.

      I held my breath at the sound of metal slicing through flesh. That sound was impossible to miss. The glimmer of a steel sword’s tip reached me, glazed in blood. Cayn stilled, his eyes suddenly wide and glassy.

      Someone had stabbed him from behind. Caspian.

      Cayn croaked, then coughed and sprayed blood. I turned my head to the side so it wouldn’t smear me. It wasn’t water, but it was still going to stain my invisible form. Cayn died right there, almost on top of me, and I needed more strength to stop him from collapsing and crushing me beneath his massive frame.

      I managed to bring one foot up and push it against his stomach. Someone else pulled him away. He landed somewhere at my feet just as his killer withdrew his sword. It was another daemon.

      “What in the…” I breathed, then realized he was a pacifist.

      There were two of them, in fact, wearing red lenses. And Pheng-Pheng. She’d gotten them out and brought them back to us, right in the nick of time.

      Pheng-Pheng rushed over and helped me up. I was quite sore from my strenuous fight with a now-dead Cayn. Jax and Hansa finished with two other daemon guards, then rushed over to Caspian. Jax administered some of his blood and some healing powders, giving him a few seconds to decompress before pulling him back up to his feet and retrieving his sword.

      “Thank you,” I said, nodding at the two pacifists, who were both burly and mature daemons.

      They both replied with curt bows and warm smiles. “No, no, thank you,” one of them said. “I’m Merus, and this is my brother, Iskias. Thank you for giving us back our freedom.”

      “We don’t have much time,” Pheng-Pheng interjected with a frown, her gaze constantly darting around. I could hear them, too, the dozens of daemon boots on the ground, slowly but surely getting closer to our location. She put the skeleton key in Iskias’s hand. He stared at it for a couple of seconds, then at me.

      “What do you want us to do?” he asked, while Merus wiped Cayn’s blood off his sword. I owed him a life debt, for sure.

      “Free your people. Tear Draconis down from the inside,” I replied with a smirk. “That key opens every charmed lock in the city. Go wild and get your kingdom back from the claws of these soul-eating vermin.”

      Merus and Iskias both looked at each other, then chuckled softly. “If only I could convey how much I’ve wanted to hear someone say these words to me,” Iskias replied. “We’ve been waiting for such an opportunity for years.”

      “We’ve always had a plan to demolish everything in one, swift rebellion,” Merus added. “But we never had the guarantee of an ally, an outside friend who could help us, who could make sure that our efforts weren’t plain suicidal.”

      “We have you, now,” Iskias said. “If we die, we are martyrs. Rest assured, you’ve unleashed something that not even Shaytan himself can ever shove back inside a meranium box.”

      Just then, a fireball shot through the sky, bursting into a bright orange flash not far from us. That was Caia, from the flat roof of a meranium box, showing us where the hostiles were. Dangerously close, at this point.

      “We need to go,” I said, then shook both Merus and Iskias’s hands. “You do what you have to do. It’s time for the pacifists to have their say in how the daemon kingdom is run. But we… we need to get the hell out of dodge!”

      “Leave this with us.” Iskias nodded and held up the skeleton key. “We’ll free as many people as we can.”

      “And get them out, fast,” Caspian added, coming back to my side with a slight limp, holding his gradually closing abdomen wound. “We’re about to blow the top off this city. It will collapse.”

      The daemon pacifists nodded, then ingested the invisibility paste that Pheng-Pheng gave them and shimmered away. They ran off in the opposite directions. One by one, the meranium boxes’ doors popped open, and out came a variety of daemons, Exiled Maras, and Manticores. Pheng-Pheng gasped at the sight of them, but I had to cut her moment of joy short.

      She sighed, then we both looked out toward the main street. A large mass of daemon guards had just reached our alley. They stilled at the sight of open meranium boxes and prisoners spilling out. Those with red lenses on could see us standing in the middle as chaos unraveled just behind us.

      “This is it, kids,” Hansa said from behind me, then sheathed her sword. “It’s time to make a run for it.”

      “I’m ready,” I muttered, then put my swords away.

      “Good, because it’s about to get crazy,” Hansa said, and slapped us both over the shoulder. “Run!”

      And we ran back between the meranium boxes, as fast as our legs could carry us. Behind us, the daemons roared. The alarms blared all over the city. We left the daemon pacifists to do their thing. With a little bit of luck, some, if not all, of the prisoners they’d released so far were going to hold the guards at bay and away from us.

      We had the survivors of a Druid delegation to bring back to the surface, an entire city of daemons to dismantle, and a swamp witch to rescue from the claws of Exiled Maras. Just another day at the office…
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      With Ryker, Rush, Amina, Idris, and Rayna under our protection, we had our work cut out for us, mainly because they were all quite weak. It would take more than some basic nourishment and healing potions to get them back in shape. They’d spent thousands of years locked up in meranium boxes, deprived of fresh air and, in the non-Maras’ case, sunlight, all while daemons fed on their very souls. The debilitating weakness they had to live with would take months, maybe even years to wear off.

      After I launched the fireball to notify Harper and the others of the incoming hostiles I’d seen headed toward them, Blaze and I escorted the delegation survivors back through the maze of narrow alleyways. We were going back to the secret tunnel, and it was our turn to lead the way. We also had to move fast, stay invisible, and keep our red lenses on, making sure we weren’t spotted along the way.

      “Where are we going?” Ryker asked, struggling to keep up as we ran past the outer prison block.

      “There’s a secret tunnel nearby,” I replied, looking behind us. “We need to go through there if we’re to make it out alive. It’s rigged to explode as soon as we’re out.”

      “You outsiders really don’t play around, do you?” Ryker replied, wearing an appreciative smirk.

      I could see Hansa and Jax just a couple of minutes back, followed by Caspian, Pheng-Pheng, and Harper. They moved fast and were bound to catch up with us soon, as they dodged attacks from incoming daemons. The alarms were blaring all over the prison city, and troops were coming in from multiple stations.

      We had only a handful of minutes to work with in order to avoid a direct confrontation with a horde of bloodthirsty daemons.

      “I know I’m asking a lot, but we need to go faster,” I said, increasing my running speed.

      Ryker gave me a brief nod and picked up the pace. I could see beads of sweat blooming on the freed prisoners’ faces as they summoned every last ounce of strength they had left. While running, I took out the charmed vials we’d used to collect daemon blood and handed them over to the rest of our group.

      “Smear some of this on you,” I breathed. “We’re about to go through a cloaking spell.”

      “Watch out!” Blaze warned, then dashed ahead of me, just before we reached the stairs leading up to the cloaked entrance. Two daemons came down, wearing red lenses and growling as they drew their rapiers.

      They didn’t stand a chance in front of Blaze, who blew a column of fire at them, temporarily obscuring them. They screamed from the burning pain, but their torment was cut short, as Blaze took his sword out and slashed their heads off in two gracefully swift moves.

      I led the prisoners up the stairs, my lighters ready in my hands as I prepared for more hostiles.

      “That’s quite the skill!” Amina said, impressed.

      “Yeah, Blaze is a very special dragon,” I replied, filled with admiration and pride. It was enough to make Blaze blush and grin like a happy little boy—and enough to make me fall even deeper in love with him.

      Just before we passed through the wall, I glanced back to check on the rest of our team. Hansa and Jax made it to the bottom of the stairs, while Harper, Pheng-Pheng, and Caspian cut down several daemons before they caught up with the rest of us. Daemons flooded the streets several yards behind them. Their rapiers were out, blades glistening with a thirst for blood. Pit wolves weren’t too far behind, either, the swamp witch symbols engraved on their charmed collars glimmering amber.

      “Time to go!” I said, then passed through the cloaking spell’s faux wall, welcoming the momentary chill.

      Two daemons awaited on the other side. Someone had spotted the lack of guards and had summoned replacements. It didn’t matter. I flicked my lighters open and shot two jets of fire at them before they could even fully draw their weapons. The flames swallowed them whole, just as Blaze jumped in and cut them down. Their heads were still burning as they rolled on the hard ground.

      I darted over to our left and around the large stones concealing the secret door, which I pushed and held open, motioning for our delegation prisoners to go through. “Go, go, go! All the way up to the top! Vesta and Laughlan are waiting!” I shouted.

      One by one, they vanished into the dark tunnel, with Amina and Rush leading the way. Blaze took my place holding the door, then gently pushed me into the tunnel.

      “Go, Caia, go!” he said, just as Hansa and Jax reached us.

      “Not leaving you behind!” I shot back and held my ground.

      Hansa chuckled, then ran into the tunnel, joined by Jax. They put their swords away and headed back to the surface. “You two are incorrigible,” she muttered, her voice echoing through the passageway.

      Blaze wanted to insist, opening his mouth to say something, but I gave him my “Don’t even try it!” glare, and he seemed to get the message.

      Harper, Pheng-Pheng, and Caspian passed through the wall, their swords still dripping with daemon blood as they sheathed them and joined us in the tunnel. Just then, daemons poured in from the city. With everyone going up through the tunnel, it was time to close it off.

      Blaze pulled the door shut. I used my fire to melt the lock and hinges, making it more difficult for the fiends to break through.

      We then joined the rest of our group and made our way up through the tunnel. “So far, so good,” I muttered. Blaze was right behind me, and I could almost feel his breath on the back of my neck.

      His mere presence filled me with gusts of energy, adding strength to my muscles. I ran faster. A loud clang behind us indicated the inevitable had come to pass: the daemons had broken through the door and were now spilling into the passageway.

      “Time to fire them up a bit,” Blaze chuckled.

      I flicked my lighters open. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day,” I replied.

      And I had been looking forward to it, from the moment Harper had first laid out her plan. The daemons had their movements and range restricted by the tunnel. My fire didn’t. My fire burned and spread through everything, consuming all that stood in its path.

      Looking back, I counted at least fifty daemons that were going to be reduced to piles of carbonized bones, with more coming in from behind. Part of me thought I shouldn’t enjoy it too much, but, after all they’d put us through and for everything they still wanted to put us through, I figured I deserved this moment.
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      Caspian’s injury was healing quite fast, allowing him to keep up with the rest of us almost effortlessly. I could still see the occasional frown crossing his face whenever he increased his running speed, but I was thankful to have one less thing to worry about, given what lay ahead.

      We kept running through the tunnel, the sound of daemons’ rapiers and pit wolves’ growls sending shivers down my spine. They’d just broken through the bottom door. The entire passageway lit up yellow, inundated by the wails and squeals of fiends burning. Both Caia and Blaze had unleashed hell on our enemies.

      Bodies tumbled to the ground, while the smell of burning flesh followed us.

      The blazes they released were enough to give us a good advantage, though I doubted it would last long. Knowing the daemons and the access they had to swamp witch magic, it was only a matter of time before they produced something to withstand our dragon attacks, which was why it was imperative to get Lumi out as soon as possible.

      One of the pit wolves dodged the flames and jumped over the collapsed daemons, making its way toward us at a scary speed. Caia’s fireball missed it by inches. Blaze pulled her out of the creature’s way, leaving Pheng-Pheng and me to deal with it. More daemons were coming in from behind, with more collared pit wolves.

      I tried to knock the beast’s collar off with my sword, but there wasn’t enough room to evade its snapping jaws. I had no other choice but to push out a strong barrier. Pheng-Pheng immediately stung the creature with her tail, and we left it behind. It fell flat on its face, almost instantly paralyzed. I couldn’t risk getting Caspian hurt, or worse. I’d already noticed the pattern of pit wolves trying to go for their weaker opponents first when they caught the scent of blood, and I certainly couldn’t let them work their way to the top, where the delegation prisoners were.

      “I feel terrible for doing that,” I muttered, then resumed running, with Pheng-Pheng right behind me.

      Caia and Blaze covered our backs with another round of deadly fire, filling the tunnel behind us with bright orange flames. I squirmed at the sound of daemons screaming. It wasn’t necessarily that I felt sorry for them but writhing in agony as fire ate away at one’s flesh was not something I wished upon anyone, even as I watched it happen behind me. It was just awful.

      “We have no choice,” Caspian said, running ahead of me. “It’s too narrow down here.”

      “How long till we reach the library?” Pheng-Pheng asked, her gaze darting between the front and the back. “I’m running low on venom.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I replied with a smirk. “You’re just as deadly with swords, plus…” I added, pointing a thumb over my shoulder at Blaze and Caia. “Plenty of firepower over here. We’re good.”

      “I’m more concerned with what happens once we reach the library,” Pheng-Pheng said.

      “They can’t breach the cloaking spell,” I reminded her, even more amused by the glimmer that the realization brought to her eyes.

      “They’ll be stuck in the tunnel!” She gasped, then chuckled with devilish satisfaction.

      Caspian and I couldn’t help but laugh as we moved forward, picking up speed. I heard a grunt behind us, a sound that never brought anything good with it, not when it came from Blaze. A quick glance over my shoulder made me stop and draw one of my swords, nodding to Caia to get behind me.

      Another pit wolf had made it through the flames and had nipped at Blaze’s ankle, bringing him down with a loud thump. “No, you don’t,” I hissed, then pushed out another barrier just before the beast could sink its enormous fangs into Blaze’s ribcage.

      Caia gasped behind me, just as the pit wolf rolled backward into the tunnel. I sent out another barrier, this time with an extra kick, as I figured the beast would be helpful in keeping the other daemons back through the laws of physics.

      The tunnel was now at a forty-five-degree angle. A third barrier would send the creature down at significant speed. Caia slipped next to Blaze and helped him up. His ankle was bleeding, and he was going to need some vampire or Mara blood, but there wasn’t enough time—not while we were still in the tunnel.

      The pit wolf scrambled to get back up and come after me, snarling and snapping its humongous jaws at me, but it didn’t get a chance. I released a third barrier with a growl of my own, feeling my temperature rise from the sheer mental effort. That beast was huge, and it required tremendous effort to knock it back down.

      Fortunately, my third barrier worked. It smacked the pit wolf over the head, sending it down into an increasingly fast tumble. The daemons still pouring into the tunnel stilled, their red eyes wide and their mouths gaping, as the saw the creature rolling toward them—a large mass of heavy bones and rock-hard muscles hurling right at them like a bowling ball.

      I chuckled as I watched them frantically trying to duck or dodge the pit wolf, but, in the absence of space, there wasn’t much that they could do. The beast rammed into them, crushing them into the ground and against the tight walls. I could almost hear their bones breaking.

      “I really should start keeping score,” I giggled, then ran after the rest of my team.

      I noticed the delegation prisoners coming to a halt at the top, facing two familiar figures. Hansa yelped. I ran faster, briefly using my True Sight to get a better look. My heart skipped a beat, and a grin cut across my face.

      “You sly little thing!” I quipped, thrilled to see Fiona by the open library door, accompanied by Zane. “You did it!”

      “I totally did,” she laughed, then nodded to someone out of sight to come into the tunnel. Just then, as I watched Velnias’s head pop in, I experienced the kind of hope I hadn’t thought I’d feel until we got Lumi out of Azure Heights. “And look who’s back in action!” Fiona added, stating the wonderful obvious.

      “Come on, go in!” Hansa said to the delegation prisoners. Fiona cut her palm with a small knife and gently smudged each of the new team members with her blood, so they could easily pass through the cloaking spell.

      They vanished into the library, followed by Hansa, Jax, Caia, Blaze, and Caspian. Pheng-Pheng and I were last, right after Fiona and Zane.

      Only then did I notice all the wiring. I’d been so busy running and fighting off daemons and pit wolves that I hadn’t even seen the dozens of added fuse wires stretching all the way back down, halfway through the tunnel. Dollops of shimmering explosive paste were mounted on the ceiling and walls along each fuse wire, at even distances of ten to fifteen feet.

      “Holy hell, it’s about to get epic,” I breathed, then passed through the cloaking spell wall.

      I had known about the explosives and all, as it had been a part of the plan from the very beginning. What I hadn’t known was the level of skill and dedication it had taken both Laughlan and Vesta to put it all together, as well as to mount it inside the tunnel. And I was willing to bet that Laughlan had also added some of his Druid mojo to the explosive mixture, too, for good measure.

      We were now in stage three of our plan: disabling the tunnel. Stage four was the one I was most worried about, as I hoped the pacifists were going to get as many of the prisoners out of the way once we set it in motion.

      In the meantime, however, I was mentally and emotionally ready to let stage three unfold.

      Almost there.
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      I was still reeling from the surprise of seeing Velnias upstairs with Laughlan and Vesta. Zane and I had been the first to reach the top side, just a few minutes ahead of the rest of our team. We’d yet to hear about how he’d made it safely away from the daemons hunting him, but there wasn’t any time for chitchat at this point, anyway.

      Once we were all reunited in the cloaking spell, Vesta hugged her parents, while we briefly confirmed what each of us had accomplished, though most of it was clear as day, since we had all the delegation prisoners safe with us, as well as Zane.

      “We let some of the pacifists loose and left them with our skeleton key,” I said, prompting Harper to chuckle.

      “We did the same,” she replied with a grin.

      “Great minds think alike, obviously,” Zane chimed in, smirking.

      “Okay, we need to go. Now,” Vesta cut in, then nodded at Laughlan and Velnias.

      From what I could see, they’d connected all the fuses to two thick bundles. They held both of them up, motioning for Caia to do the honors.

      “Once these babies are lit, we’ve got a couple of minutes, tops, to get as far away from the palace as possible,” Laughlan said.

      We could hear the rumbling of boots and angry growls echoing through the tunnel. More daemons were coming, but we’d managed to significantly slow them down, given the pile of charred bodies that Caia and Blaze had left behind.

      Caia then flipped her lighters on and sent out two wisps of amber fire at both fuse bundles. They lit up in white flames, burning fast as Velnias and Laughlan dropped them on the floor. I watched the fires consume the dozens of strings, then vanish beneath the faux-bookshelf door.

      “Go!” Vesta breathed.

      We slipped through the cloaking spell and ran fast. We glided down the palace stairs, having one last look at its beautiful interior architecture. It was truly a shame that it all had to come down, but we had no other choice.

      The first moon was up, with the second one gleaming somewhere in the east, just above the horizon. There were plenty of daemons out roaming through the city, too, but we were all invisible and fast. Harper used her True Sight to scan the surrounding area, looking for red lenses as we left the palace behind us.

      As soon as we reached the bottom of the stairs, I heard the first boom. It was low, seeming quite distant, but the ground shaking beneath us reminded me that it came from inside the library. The second boom followed, reverberating throughout that entire section of the city, swiftly followed by the third, which prompted us to hold still while trying to stay upright.

      The tunnel collapsed, the thundering of stone crashing and crumbling sending shivers down my spine. The screams of daemons echoed out of the palace but were muffled by a fourth explosion. That one took place in the palace. The shockwave caused the stained-glass windows to explode outward. The walls started coming down, disintegrating like sandcastles, as bright orange rolls of fire swallowed everything in their path and cast an amber light against the tourmaline sky.

      I held my breath, watching the splendor of Kerentrith’s palace consumed by fire. Ashes and black dust sprayed out through every possible hole, as if the building had suddenly turned into a volcano, spewing its fiery bowels outward.

      “The secret is figuring out where the structural pillars are,” Laughlan said, staring at the disaster unfolding before us.

      When the ground floor collapsed and the rest of the palace came crashing down, I understood what they’d done with the explosives. Sure, they’d rigged the tunnel halfway through, sealing the daemons and condemning them to death by crushing, but they’d also loaded the palace’s main pillars, the ones supporting the upper levels, with the same mix of explosive powders.

      It brought the entire building down in a process similar to that of a controlled demolition, only much louder, more dramatic, and downright fiery. On top of that, the flames were quick to spread into the surrounding areas. The blaze traveled through every wood beam, every tree, plant, and bush growing carelessly through the city.

      “Keep moving, kids,” Velnias said. “It’s not over yet!”

      I immediately understood what he meant, when the angry roars of daemons rippled through the other parts of the city above us. We headed down to the ground level, just as another throng of daemons poured through the central market and spilled through the cobblestoned alleys.

      “There’s at least three hundred more of them,” Harper breathed as we continued to run down the main street. “Blaze is still injured and we need to keep the prisoners safe, but I think running away is still our best option!”

      “We’ve got the horses waiting for us, hidden on the western side, right?” I asked, occasionally stealing glances at Zane running by my side.

      The surface alarms started blaring. There were still too many daemons out there, and the alarms served to call back any of the grunts still patrolling the city and the areas around the hill base. Soon enough, they were all going to converge on our location.

      “Dammit, we underestimated their remaining numbers,” Vesta cursed under her breath.

      The fire from the palace continued to spread, giant orange flames licking at the sky behind us. The daemons were less than a hundred yards away, and it was only a matter of time before they got to us. The shrills of Death Claws made my blood curdle. The winged beasts climbed out from different corners of the city, then took flight, gliding toward us. Collared pit wolves snarled as they got ahead of the daemon horde, rushing down the street and rapidly closing the distance between us.

      “We can make it,” Harper replied. “We can still make it!”

      “Blaze, hop on Zane’s back,” I shouted at the dragon, who gave me an offended look. “Yeah, save your ego for later! Get on his back!”

      “What about my ego?” Zane shot back with a raised eyebrow. I mirrored his expression, and it seemed to be enough. He put his arms out while running, in perfect sync with Blaze, who jumped and climbed on his back. Zane then coiled his arms around Blaze’s thighs and, unsurprisingly, started to pick up speed.

      I glanced over my shoulder and noticed that, out of the delegation prisoners, Rayna and Ryker were the weakest, while Caspian was almost back at full capacity. “Rayna, jump on my back!” I said.

      The fae didn’t wait to be told twice and hopped on. She was petite and light as a feather, poor thing, making my run virtually indistinguishable from before. If anything, both Zane and I were running faster than before, and getting ahead of the group.

      Ryker jumped on Jax’s back, while the rest managed to keep up as we increased our speed. Harper pushed out several barriers, and Caia delivered an angry flurry of fireballs at our pursuers. Even Laughlan and Ryker released several orbs of blue fire that burst white hot when the pit wolves inadvertently ran through them.

      It was enough to cripple the beasts, leaving Caia some room to focus on firing blazing projectiles at the Death Claws, which were now getting dangerously close. The city grumbled and trembled in our wake. Walls and towers collapsed as the flames from the demolished palace continued to spread.

      “The winds!” I said, noticing the thick columns of black smoke billowing from the palace. “Vesta, the winds!”

      Vesta nodded and put her arms out, the air rippling around her slender fingers. As a fae, Vesta had control over more than one element. While Caia fired at the Death Claws, Vesta was able to manipulate the winds around the city, pushing the smoke toward us. A sheet of dark fumes soon covered us, obscuring the view of the remaining Death Claws. It even made it difficult for the daemons and pit wolves to reach us, as the smoke reduced their visibility to one, maybe two feet in front of them, at most.

      They were so desperate to get to us that they continuously scrambled against, bumped into, and tripped on one another, as they struggled to catch us before we hit the bottom of the hill. I looked ahead, watching the road get covered in black smoke. Gusts of warm wind continued to spread the plumes of smoke around, aiding us in our escape.

      My heart thundered, my breath was cut short, and sweat covered my sooty face, but I had plenty of strength left. Almost there. I felt Rayna’s grip on me tighten. She was afraid, and I couldn’t blame her, but even an entire army of daemons and their monsters didn’t stand a chance against my will to live.

      “Don’t worry, Rayna,” I muttered softly. “We’ll be out of here soon.”
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      We reached the hill base just as another explosion rocked the entire city from beneath. It came as a surprise, and it prompted me to look at Vesta, who seemed just as shocked as I was. Instinctively, I shifted my focus to Velnias, who was grinning ear to ear.

      “The pacifists,” he said. “They finally did it.”

      We all slowed down and turned around to look at the city of Kerentrith. The sea of daemons behind us had stopped running, too. Vesta frowned and waved the smoke curtain away to reveal the trembling mass of white marble buildings, just as a second bang erupted below.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, noticing the daemons as they came to a halt, most of them no longer bothered by their companions on the front line writhing in agony as the blue flames of Druid fire consumed them.

      Caia shot another Death Claw down. The creature landed somewhere to our right, its bones crushed upon impact. A third explosion tore through the underground, and we all gathered and took several steps back. I could hear the murmurs and gasps of daemons, all of them stunned and wide-eyed as they realized what was happening in Draconis below.

      “The pacifists are sabotaging the support structures of the prison,” Velnias said, narrowing his eyes at the crowd of confused daemons. “What you’re looking at now is a bunch of confused idiots who don’t know whether they should keep chasing after us or go back down and see what’s going on.”

      “Well, what exactly is going on?” I asked, wiping the sweat and soot from my face.

      “We’ve always had this plan, you see,” Velnias said. “As long as we knew it wouldn’t all end with mass arrests and a botched rebellion, we were ready to do it. We rigged the four support pillars of Draconis a long time ago. There are hundreds of pounds of explosives embedded in the columns. We took turns hiding them and connecting the wires. It took decades to have it go unnoticed. Once you people came in and told me what your plans were, I knew… I knew it was time to do this. The one thing we’ve been waiting for.”

      The fourth explosion startled us. It came from the underground pillars that were closest to our location. The ground shuddered beneath us, prompting me to grab Caspian’s shoulder for support. It was then that I understood the length to which the daemon pacifists were willing to go for the sake of a new world that didn’t involve eating souls and tormenting innocent creatures. They were bringing their entire city down, in the name of freedom.

      They were ready to kill scores of their own, as long as they had the guarantee, or at least enough faith, that someone would help them bring the entire regime of King Shaytan and the Exiled Maras down. We were the outside force they’d been waiting for.

      “And now, we need to go,” Velnias added, staring at the daemons. “They’re about to find out the speed with which an underground city can collapse in on itself.”

      We didn’t wait for him to say that again. We darted off to the right, running along the base of the hill, as the entire city of Kerentrith crumbled, all at once, like a majestic sandcastle suddenly left without a beach to stand on.

      I could hear Draconis howling underneath as its domed ceiling came down. I could only imagine what it must look like from up close. The surface daemons roared with fury and dread, struggling to reach the base but failing miserably as the stone pavement cracked under their feet, then opened up and swallowed them whole.

      We kept running, with some surviving daemons stumbling onto the ground level and scrambling to get to us, though the smoke made it difficult for them to figure out where we’d gone. They were probably in shock, anyway. Their entire city had been blown apart, from top to bottom. I doubted they had any mental strength left to come after us. And, if they did, they were far too enraged to try to take us alive. They were bound to ache for revenge, and rage was something that always made it easier for me to kill them. Rage made them reckless and predictable.

      “Most of us went to prison before we could link the pillars to the main detonator,” Velnias continued. “Once Cayn interrupted us the other day, and my identity as a pacifist was revealed, I had to finish the job before they got to me. I didn’t think you crazy kids would come back, though. Imagine my surprise when I saw this little vampire sneaking into Zane’s cell, just as I was about to do the same,” he chuckled, pointing at Fiona. “I knew then that you’d set up base somewhere close in that palace library, so I left word with the others and went upstairs, only to find Vesta and Laughlan fumbling with fuses.”

      “Were there any escape routes for the prisoners?” Hansa asked, running closely behind me. “The city is surrounded by lava lakes. If they have nowhere to go when the city comes down—”

      “There are three tunnels leading out of Draconis, beneath the lava lakes,” Velnias replied. “We’ve had centuries to think it all through.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the destruction unfolding to our left, as the collapse spurted giant rolls of dust and ashes all around the hill.

      “They probably got as many of them out as they could before we detonated the tunnel,” Velnias added. “I didn’t have time to warn the pacifists about it, as I’d already come to the surface and both Laughlan and Vesta needed some help with the wiring, but they figured it out. We were always ready to sacrifice ourselves and the others, anyway. We’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but we had to. They had to. We couldn’t let Draconis come after you.”

      My stomach churned painfully, thinking about the prisoners who most likely didn’t make it. From what I could remember about the city’s layout, the outer meranium boxes were probably going to survive the collapse. Most of them, anyway, depending on the force with which the ceiling came down on them.

      The central penitentiary was doomed, as it stood in the middle. The ceiling was at its highest point above it, and, by the basic laws of gravity, that height gave it time to increase its speed in the fall. The building was bound to crumble beneath the chunks of black stone.

      “Are there any mechanisms in place to evacuate the penitentiary?” I asked.

      “There should be,” Zane interjected. “All prisons have them, including the small one in Infernis. But it won’t guarantee that they’ll all survive. Many are too weak to move, anyway, after having their souls nibbled on. Besides, there wasn’t enough time to evacuate everyone.”

      If they spent so long planning for such an uprising, I had to hope that they’d also planned their escape routes from the prison cells to the three tunnels beneath the lava lake. It was the only thought that gave me some sort of comfort as we made our way back to the western gate.

      “One thing I can guarantee is that the pacifists will have definitely tried to get as many creatures out as possible,” Zane added, noticing my furrowed brow.

      “This really was our best shot to secure your escape from Draconis,” Velnias said, though I could hear the sadness in his voice. He wasn’t pleased with the choices he’d had to make, but we were at war here. Unpopular decisions had to be made. Some people had to be left to die in order to ensure the survival of the many.

      Once we got Lumi out, everything would change for Neraka and we’d be able to go back home. As bad as it felt in that moment, I took my sadness and turned it into strength and determination. “No one will have died in vain, I promise you that,” I muttered. “We will free this world and end this reign of terror.”

      Blue flames exploded behind us as Laughlan and Ryker took out several of the surviving daemons still chasing after us.

      “I’ve got to give them credit,” Laughlan said, slightly amused. “They’re really persistent.”

      “That will change once the king falls,” Velnias replied. “They’re all brainwashed into thinking there is no life without eating souls. That the weak must suffer and die, while the strong will thrive and live forever. It needs to stop. It’s time we stop it.”

      “Oh, rest assured,” I scoffed, “this ends with us, one way or another!”

      The whole of Kerentrith finally came down then, with the sound of a thousand thunders banging as the city was utterly destroyed. The fires were swallowed by ashes and dust, with black clouds billowing from beneath. Rays of orange light pierced through the mass of rubble, flickers from the lava lakes below that consumed every pebble and every chunk of Kerentrith freefalling in the process.

      The dark blue sky above was covered in smoke, the myriad of stars and the first moon vanishing beneath the blackness, while we kept running. It truly was a sight to behold, though not a cause for celebration, but rather a reminder that even the mightiest could fall, if hit in the right spots.

      Kerentrith had sacrificed itself for us.

      I had every intention to make sure it wasn’t for nothing.
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      As the dust clouds engulfed the hill base and continued to spread outward in an eerie fashion, we managed to get to the western gate, where our indigo horses were still waiting, albeit neighing and restless.

      Silence slowly worked its way out from beneath Kerentrith, a sinkhole left in its wake after the city had been swallowed by Draconis. The smell of smoke, burning flesh, and charred wood invaded my nostrils. Harper scanned the area for daemons.

      “There are some still standing, but I doubt they can see us through this smoke,” she muttered, then helped Vesta pull the horses out from their hiding place.

      The worst part was pretty much over at this point. Despite the thick dust trying to work its way through my lungs, I felt as though I could breathe again. Jax stopped by my side, settled Ryker back on his feet, and gently squeezed my hand—a sweet reminder that I could still touch him, that we were still alive and together. It filled my very soul with energy, enough to add that extra kick in my heels for what lay ahead.

      Fiona then cut her palm and brought it up to Blaze’s mouth. He squirmed a little, but relented and parted his lips, letting the crimson liquid drizzle over his tongue. Three minutes later, he was back at full strength.

      “I think the tendon was severed,” Blaze muttered, checking his boot while twisting his foot. “It makes it difficult to shift when I’m wounded like that.”

      “You’re okay now,” Caia said, giving him a warm smile, then giggled. “Although I’m impressed with how long you lasted before you had to be carried.”

      Blaze didn’t seem pleased about that, pressing his lips into a thin line. Caia was swift in putting her hands on his shoulders. “Hey, even the mighty fall!”

      “That being said, we need you to go full dragon,” Harper interjected with a playful smirk. “We’ll have our heaviest ride you, and keep the horses for ourselves.”

      Harper and Caspian got the delegation members on horseback. Ryker and Laughlan rode solo, while the couples got a horse each. That left us with four horses to share between us. Caspian and Harper took one, and Fiona took another, while Jax and I agreed to share the third stallion, leaving a fourth for Vesta.

      “What about us? Oh, we’re ‘your heaviest’. Noted,” Velnias scoffed, crossing his bulky arms and giving Zane a sideways glance, too, for good measure. Zane shrugged, slightly amused.

      “We get to ride the dragon, my good friend,” Zane replied.

      “That’s what I get for helping you people escape and destroy my city? Vertigo?” Velnias muttered, obviously displeased.

      Blaze shuddered and stretched his arms out, while the rest of us got on our horses and Laughlan let the Ekar bird loose from his backpack. I was constantly amazed by that damn bird. It could survive pretty much anything, including a city collapsing in on itself, it seemed, without so much as a peep.

      “I’m not too comfortable with the idea, either,” Blaze retorted, “but it’ll be faster if we fly. You two won’t be able to keep up with the indigo horses, trust me.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Zane replied, stroking the neck of Fiona’s stallion. The looks on their faces made me blush. Those two were becoming an item, and I had no idea as to how I felt about it. But this wasn’t the time nor the place to worry about that, as Harper quickly pointed out.

      “I can hear daemons coming. We really need to move now,” she said.

      “So, where to? Ragnar Peak?” Blaze asked, slipping out of his clothes and handing everything over to Caia to hold on to. It made us all look away, our heads turning so fast, I could swear I heard my own neck snap with the motion.

      “Not while daemons are tailing us,” Velnias said, slightly pale and unable to look Blaze in the eyes.

      Welcome to the club, Velnias. No one can look Blaze in the eyes when he’s stark naked. Well, except maybe Caia.

      “I counted about thirty of them,” Harper replied, looking over her shoulder. “Blaze could take them on, easily.”

      “You’re forgetting about the hordes that are still out and about, looking for you. Complete with pit wolves and Death Claws. They all heard the explosions. They saw the city collapse. They’re on their way back as we speak. We’ve got the delegation with us, too,” Velnias replied. “We’re better off if we make ourselves scarce before we run into any reinforcements. No more time left to waste.”

      “I know where we can go,” Zane interjected, then pointed somewhere to the southeast. “There’s an abandoned farm that way, about two hundred miles from here. It’s surrounded by red sand dunes and treacherous marshes. It’s extremely humid and hot, but there’s a dry pocket in the middle that used to thrive as a farm. Most daemons don’t know about it because few dared to venture into it. No one’s interested in exploring Neraka’s marshes, only this time there really is a hidden gem there.”

      “How do you know about it?” Fiona asked, her eyebrows raised with surprise.

      Zane responded with a boyish grin. “I used to play around Draconis a lot when I was a kid,” he replied. “I had a habit of running away once every other full moon or so. Father obviously kept finding me, but the biggest scare for him was when I hid in that farm and nobody was able to track me. I went back, eventually, and spent years making it up to my mother. But the farm is still there.”

      A couple of seconds passed as we all looked at each other, until I nodded, and Fiona took a deep breath. “Okay then, lead the way,” she said.

      “Hop on,” Blaze replied, smirking at Velnias and Zane, then burst into full dragon form. Our invisibility spells would wear off soon, but Blaze’s faded the moment he turned.

      Velnias stifled a squeal, equal parts fascinated and terrified. Zane chuckled and gave him a friendly pat on the back, while Blaze lowered his head, allowing both daemons to climb onto his back. Harper, Jax, and I took the lead on horseback, followed closely by Fiona, Caia, and the others.

      “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” Velnias breathed, his voice trembling as he settled between Blaze’s sharp shoulder blades.

      Zane climbed up behind him, firmly grabbing Blaze’s large black scales. The dragon shook his head, blinking and huffing as he adjusted his eyesight to the darkness. The smoke and dust billowing from Kerentrith had covered the entire area around us, completely obscuring the sky and the stars.

      “Probably, but I also think riding a dragon is more fun than riding a Death Claw,” Zane replied, prompting Velnias to chuckle.

      “You tried that, too, huh?” the former High Warden of Draconis asked.

      “Their bite is the worst,” Zane laughed, then yelped and held on tight as Blaze took off without any warning. “Hold on!”

      The dragon’s wings flapped several times, vanishing above and beyond the thick layer of black smoke. Harper used her True Sight to follow him. Zane relayed directions from Blaze’s back, and the rest of us followed.

      I wrapped my arms around Jax’s waist as he beckoned our indigo horse to go fast. He clicked his teeth once, and the stallion darted off like the sudden winds of summer on Calliope. I could hear daemons behind us, but they’d yet to spot us, given the low visibility.

      “We’ll most likely spend the night at the farm, then head off to Ragnar Peak in the morning,” Jax said. I held on tight and welcomed the flow of air brushing against my cheeks.

      “I pray there’s water there. I need a hot bath,” I replied.

      “We all do,” Harper chuckled, a couple of feet ahead of us. “I imagine we’ll all dunk ourselves in hot water once we get there.”

      “Hey, we deserve it!” Fiona shot back, stifling a smirk.

      We most certainly did.

      “I’ll set up a cloaking spell once we get there, just in case,” Vesta said, patting the bag filled with precious supplies she’d packed at the palace. “We raided some pantries while we were setting the fuses. Found all kinds of goodies in the kitchen and in the abandoned armory.”

      “Good, we’ll need whatever we can carry, going forward,” I replied. “It’s not over for us. Far from it.”

      I let out a long sigh. We weren’t where we wanted to be just yet, but damn it, we’d made incredible progress, and it was all thanks to the brilliant minds of everyone involved. I was most fortunate to have come to Neraka with warriors like Harper and her Shadians.

      The city of Draconis had fallen, both figuratively and literally. The blow we’d dealt to Shaytan with this one was sure to reverberate across the continent. If he’d been worried about Infernis, I could only dream about the look on his face once he heard the news about Draconis.

      We’d brought down his precious prison city, we’d let the daemon pacifists loose, we’d killed Cayn, and we’d managed to escape with the delegation prisoners. Our greatest advantage was that Shaytan wasn’t aware that Laughlan had learned where they were keeping Lumi. We didn’t have a clear path to her, per se, but we knew she was in Azure Heights, and, most importantly, we knew who stood between us and her—between us and freedom.

      As we left the ruins of Kerentrith behind, I smiled. The smoke around us dissipated, Blaze once again visible overhead and leading us to the marsh farm. Harper scanned the area on a radius of up to three miles, confirming that there were, in fact, daemon troops scuttling back to Draconis.

      However, they couldn’t see us from where they were, and, as soon as they entered the cloud of smoke and dust surrounding the collapsed hill, they could barely see three feet ahead of them. We had an easy ride to the farm, which was a much-needed respite, after what we’d just accomplished and after everything we’d endured.

      Despite the many questions we still had about how the Exiled Maras and daemons were handling this whole Nerakian domination, and keeping the outside world out of their business, we also had answers. The single most important one was Lumi.

      As we crossed the dry plains and headed into the red desert south of Kerentrith, I kept smiling. We’d come a long way, after some truly horrific hundred-and-eighty-degree turns. We’d survived a lot. If anyone deserved to soak in hot water for hours on end, before resuming this monstrous battle, it was us.
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      Arrah led us around the base of the mountain, leaving the tremors of the collapsed daemon tunnel behind. The ridge was freezing cold and covered in snow, the moonlight glistening across the white blanket with iridescent shimmers. Had it not been for the risk of daemons still coming after us, I would have taken the time to just stop and admire the breathtaking beauty.

      We made our way up the other side of the Athelathan mountain, our horses putting in the extra effort to climb over the layers of hard stone and frozen snow. The forest thickened as we moved, giant pines with heavy branches obscuring our view. I couldn’t smell any daemons, so I could breathe a little easier and focus on Arrah as we followed her to a higher altitude.

      “There it is,” she said, pointing ahead.

      At first glance, most hikers wouldn’t have even noticed it. It was built from the same pinewood as the forest surrounding it, and it was nestled between trees and massive, sharp rocks. It was also covered in piles of white snow. No one had been here in a long time, by the looks of it.

      The parts of its walls that were still visible wore a layer of ivy-like greenery, the kind that didn’t mind the cold much. The waxy leaves were dark green with pointy edges, and there were sprinkles of pearly fruits scattered across, reminding me of mistletoe.

      It wasn’t midnight yet, with only two of Neraka’s three moons glowing somewhere above. We got off our horses, while Hundurr circled the cabin a couple of times, sniffing around and getting acquainted with the place.

      “No one’s on our trail,” I said, flaring my nostrils and breathing in every scent that I caught—mostly pine, snow, frozen dirt, and wild animals.

      “We’ll spend the night here,” Arrah replied, “and head for Ragnar Peak in the morning. The Imen will take turns and keep watch outside. This isn’t their first trip to this mountain.”

      “You’ve been here before?” Scarlett asked, looking at the ten Imen as they dismounted and guided their horses over to a fallen tree, where the animals could rest for a while.

      “A couple of months ago, yes,” one of the Imen replied. “We were out searching for food when we ran into daemons. They were after the moon-bison. Those grazing on the southern slope are bigger and slower than the ones you find in the plains. We had to spend a few nights around here before we could escape unnoticed, until the daemons gave up because of the cold. So, yes, we’ve been here before.”

      “The moon-bison tend to move to the western slopes during the winter,” Arrah added, “and the plain ones move even farther south, leaving the handful of villages in the area between Lagerith and Athelathan with little to no food sources for up to six months. Hence why some venture all the way here for moon-bison, to bring back and provide milk for the winter.”

      A chill ran down my spine, and it had nothing to do with our conversation. As I watched Heron and the rest of our team lead our stallions to join the others, I could feel the temperature dropping further. Dark clouds gathered above, and, within minutes, it had started to snow.

      Heron and I walked over to the cabin door and tore off the layers of mistletoe-like greenery, while Scarlett, Patrik, Dion, and Alles uncovered the windows. We needed to see outside, in case daemons made their way up. Though, to be honest, given the low temperatures and the now-heavy snowfall, they were highly unlikely to reach this place.

      The snowflake pendant that Nevis had given me felt colder than usual, prompting me to take it out and let it rest on top of my combat suit, with a layer of leather between it and my skin. Heron noticed and raised an eyebrow at me.

      “It’s weirdly cold,” I replied with a shrug, then looked around and frowned. Clusters of snowflakes fell all around us, making me think the weather changing wasn’t a coincidence. Not when Nevis’s pendant had such a… chilling reaction. “I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that Nevis knows we’re here.”

      “What makes you say that?” Arrah asked, joining us in front of the door.

      “Nevis gave me this pendant, and it feels extra weird. Plus, this snowfall is a little too convenient, given our circumstances, don’t you think?” I replied. “I don’t know, I may be wrong, but, to be honest, based on what we’ve experienced on Neraka so far, I doubt this is a coincidence.”

      Arrah nodded slowly, gazing around as the Imen gathered wood and lit a fire close to the horses. They then removed a pile of dead wood from a stone fountain, which seemed to still function. The bucket hung loosely on an iron chain and it was covered in dirt and rust, but it could still be used to extract water from the springs flowing beneath the mountain.

      “I’m inclined to agree,” Arrah said, then struggled with the doorknob, until it screeched and clanged open. “Thank the stars. I was afraid we’d have to break the door open.”

      She went inside, Heron and I right behind her.

      The place looked quite big and spacious, built on two levels. The ground floor had an open-plan resting area and kitchen, a storage area, and two bedrooms, from what I could tell at first sight. The top floor held a bathroom and two more rooms. There was a ladder leaning against the lip of an attic hatch, though, based on the size of the roof, it didn’t seem big enough for another room. At best, it could be used to store stuff. Given the low temperatures, one could easily keep a sturdy food supply up there.

      “This looks pretty cool,” Heron muttered, looking around.

      The walls were covered with strips of wood and large patches of fur, to keep the spaces somewhat warm. The windows had thick glass, and fabric was rolled and tucked into all the frame gaps—an additional effort to stop the heat from slipping out.

      “And a perfectly functional fireplace,” Arrah replied, crouching in front of the square, stone fireplace with a thick, wooden mantlepiece. She looked up the chimney, narrowing her eyes. “Yup, I can see the sky. I’ll go get some wood.”

      She got up and started to head outside, when Heron opened what I’d suspected was a storage door. “No need,” he said, pointing at the stack of wood neatly cut and piled inside the closet to be used in the fireplace.

      Arrah chuckled softly. “I take it whoever was in here last was kind enough to leave the place as they found it. It’s kind of a tradition on Neraka. There are cabins like these on most mountains. Nobody owns them, but every traveler takes care of them when they stop by.”

      “I like that,” I replied, nodding appreciatively. “Looking out for the next guy like the previous guy looked out for you. Makes sense.”

      I walked into the kitchen area and started looking through the cupboards. Dust had settled on most surfaces, but the storage crates had done a fine job of preserving their contents, mostly nuts and dried fruit. There was a square water basin mounted in a corner, with a pipe and rudimentary faucet. I turned it and found myself grinning when the pipe spat a steady stream of spring water.

      “It must be connected to the well,” Arrah said, a grin splitting her face. “Which means the bathroom might have something similar, too.”

      She went upstairs to check, while Heron stopped by one of the cleared windows in the living area. Patrik and Scarlett started checking the rooms, while Hundurr settled by the fireplace, patiently waiting for someone to prepare a fire so he could warm up. The poor creature was shivering, his muscles twitching and his leathery black skin covered in goosebumps.

      Heron gazed out the window, watching the heavy snow fall and the Imen draw water from the fountain. Dion came into the kitchen and grabbed all the pots he could find, then carried them outside. The Imen then filtered the water through layers of fabric into the pots, to remove the rust and whatever dirt they’d collected along with the fountain water. Five minutes later, the horses and the Imen had clean, fresh water to drink, bringing us all one step closer to a decent night on Athelathan Mountain.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked Heron, joining him by the window.

      He crossed his arms with a light scoff, his eyes fixed on the snowfall.

      “Just wondering what Nevis thinks he’ll get out of this if he keeps helping us. He’s already spoiling his alliance with the daemons because of you, and it irks the hell out of me,” he replied.

      “He broke his alliance with the daemons because of us and because it was the right thing to do, not because of me, personally,” I said.

      “We both know that’s not true, Avril. The guy clearly has the hots for you.”

      “And? What if he does? He’s helping us survive and get the hell off Neraka, and it’s not like I have the hots for him, so—”

      Water rushed through creaking pipes overhead, cutting me off. The bathroom was working properly, based on Arrah’s ecstatic yelp from upstairs. I sighed, my shoulders dropping. “Heron, it really doesn’t matter how Nevis feels about me,” I continued, placing a hand on his shoulder. “What matters is he’s helping us and that we get one night’s worth of decent sleep in this place, before we head back to Ragnar Peak.”

      “Speaking of which,” Scarlett interjected, joining us in the kitchen. “I suggest we hunt something tonight, before we go to bed. I’m getting peckish.”

      I nodded, leaving my conversation with Heron for later. “Yeah, me too,” I said.

      “I’ll go out and see what I can find,” Heron muttered, walking over to the living room, where Hundurr sat up, his ears flicking. “Would you like to join me?” he asked the pit wolf.

      Hundurr didn’t wait to be asked twice and swiftly joined Heron. They went outside into the night, leaving Scarlett and me with Arrah and Patrik inside the cabin. Dion and Alles grabbed two sacks filled with nuts and dried food and carried them outside for the horses, while Arrah prepared the fireplace, loading it with wood from the storage room.

      Once the fire was lit and crackling amber, the cabin started to feel more comfortable. We took our fur covers off and settled on the creaky sofas, with two Imen taking over the kitchen to prepare some dry food rations for the others.

      The snowfall continued, thickening as the third moon finally came up, announcing midnight. I didn’t feel great with Heron still sulking over Nevis, but there wasn’t much I could do, either. While I found the hint of jealousy endearing, it also worried me because I didn’t understand where it came from. Heron and I were getting closer with each day that passed, and no Dhaxanian was going to get between us—not even their freaking prince, regardless of how attractive he was.

      I just needed to make Heron understand that.
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      Heron and Hundurr brought back a couple of deer-like animals, one of which Heron swiftly drained of blood into a large pitcher. With three metal cups in one hand and the loaded pitcher in the other, Heron settled by the fire next to Avril, while Hundurr licked his bloodied lips and sat close to me at the foot of the sofa.

      Patrik held me close as I took long sips from my blood cup. Heron and Avril fed, while Arrah caught us up with her activities prior to reaching the mountains.

      “Once I got my brother, Demios, to safety, I had to come back,” she said, giving me a warm half smile. “I promised you I’d come back, and only death will stop me from keeping my word.”

      “You got there just in time, though!” I replied, chuckling softly. “Had it not been for you, we might not have made it out. Not with Blaze under Rewa’s influence, anyway. Where is Demios now?”

      “There is a village a hundred miles south of the Valley of Screams, on the ocean shore.” She sighed. “It’s far from any daemon hole or tunnel, perched on top of a cliff above the water. There are mostly sailors and gatherers there, peaceful folk. I left him there with the village elders. They might be able to scrub his mind clean of all the Mara mind-bending that he was subjected to. At least I hope so. He’s safer there than here, anyway.”

      “How did that whole debacle in Azure Heights end?” I asked. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it out of there.”

      Arrah grinned, the fire casting its amber glow over her soft cheeks and turning her jade eyes into golden pools. “I’m resourceful and resilient, I guess,” she replied. “As soon as you were all out, I pretended to be mind-bent and rolled with the crowd. Made my way out as we descended upon the main road into the plain, looking for you. The Maras were so riled up and confused about you, that they didn’t pay attention to me. To them, I was just a simple Iman, easily manipulated through mind-bending.”

      “Little did they know you’re immune to that, huh?” Heron smirked, occasionally stealing glances at Avril. There was tension between them, though I wasn’t sure where it came from. Part of me wanted to point the finger at Nevis, prince of Dhaxanians, for this. “Speaking of which, you haven’t figured out why you can’t be mind-bent, have you?”

      Arrah shook her head slowly. “No idea whatsoever,” she replied, shrugging.

      “I wonder…” Avril murmured, narrowing her eyes at Arrah as she scanned her face.

      “What? What do you wonder?” Arrah asked, slightly confused.

      “Well, don’t hate me, but I’ve been thinking about this since I last saw you,” Avril said, then took another sip of blood. “What if you’ve got Mara blood in you?”

      A couple of seconds went by in uncomfortable silence as the hypothesis sank in.

      “My mother and father were both Imen,” Arrah replied, her brow furrowed. There was a glimmer of doubt in her eye, though, enough to make me think that Avril’s suggestion wasn’t all that crazy after all.

      “Are you sure, though?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes, I am,” she shot back, visibly offended.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you in any way,” Avril replied. “It’s the only scenario that makes sense to me. Maybe you only have one Iman parent, and the other helped keep the truth from you.”

      “Have there been instances of Imen and Maras getting together?” Heron asked, watching Arrah intently as she grew restless, her gaze darting nervously between Avril, me, and the Imen boys in the kitchen.

      “Not that I know of,” she finally replied. “I’m not sure it matters, anyway. What matters is they can’t manipulate me.”

      “What do you know about their alliance with the daemons, then?” I asked, changing the subject. Clearly, Arrah wasn’t ready to consider the potential truth of her Mara origins. Not that I could blame her, given the current climate on Neraka.

      “I thought you were told everything about this wretched partnership back in Vesta’s village,” Arrah muttered, then lit up when Dion brought over a plate of nuts and dried fruit from outside. “Thank you. You boys eat, too. And take turns with the others. Half of you inside, the other half outside, every two hours.”

      Dion nodded, then took Alles out with him, leaving five Imen to settle inside by the windows. They all kept an eye out while eating their food and washing it down with fresh spring water.

      “We know plenty, yes,” I replied. “But we don’t know where they’re holding the swamp witch, and we’ve yet to figure out how they’re using her magic to keep our people out. There is no way in hell that GASP isn’t somewhere outside Neraka right now, trying to get in.”

      “Oh, I’m sure the Maras are employing a variety of tricks to keep you guys here and reinforcements out. The moment whatever shield they put up comes down, they’ll be done for,” Arrah said, wearing a bitter smile. “Assuming, of course, that Blaze isn’t the only dragon.”

      “He most certainly is not. If we gather everyone in The Shade, alone, we’ll wipe the Exiled Maras and the daemons off the face of Neraka,” Avril muttered.

      “As for your swamp witch problem, I might have an idea as to where they’re keeping her,” Arrah said, prompting us all to hold our breaths for a moment. My heart skipped a beat, my fingers clenched around the tin cup as I lifted it up to my lips for another sip.

      “On the edge of my seat here,” I breathed.

      “She won’t be in a daemon city, for sure,” Arrah replied. “If the daemons had the witch in their possession, the Exiled Maras would be rotting in cells with the rest of my people. No, it’s the Maras who are keeping her, and I’m willing to bet she’s somewhere in Azure Heights.”

      “Do you know where, exactly?” Avril asked.

      Arrah shook her head. “No, but there are a few places that spring to mind. The city is riddled with fake doors and hidden chambers, especially on the upper levels, where the elite live. I know of at least three spots that are heavily guarded, at all times.”

      “That’s fantastic news,” I gasped.

      “How so? We don’t know if she’s in any of those places.” Heron frowned.

      “No, but Arrah makes a valid point. The witch has to be in Azure Heights. It’s the only place where the Maras have full control,” I replied. “Once we get back to Ragnar Peak and reunite with the others, we can send out the signals for the Adlets and the Dhaxanians, and work with them on a plan to infiltrate Azure Heights and find the swamp witch!”

      Avril, Heron, Arrah, and Patrik nodded in approval, while Hundurr nuzzled my knees, as if he, too, was up for the extraction operation. Even in his lying-down position, he was tall enough to be at eye level with me, his red eyes glimmering curiously whenever he looked at me.

      “Oh, I look forward to seeing those sassy bastards again,” Avril said, wearing a devious grin. “I’ve yet to break their faces in properly.”

      “Hah, you’ll have to take a number. I have a feeling Harper, Caia, and Fiona will call dibs. Vincent and Rewa are living and breathing, and Caspian is still under that horrible blood oath,” I replied, chuckling.

      “Poor Lord Kifo,” Arrah sighed, seemingly saddened as she remembered him.

      “Whoa, you knew?” Heron replied.

      “Of course,” she said. “Remember, they all think I’m mind-bent back in Azure Heights. Which means they all feel comfortable to talk about everything in my presence, thinking they can just wipe my memory and not worry about me telling anyone. While it’s true that my tongue was tied while Demios was still in their prison, well… that’s changed now. I knew about Lord Kifo, yes. I’ve known about his plight ever since I was little. He’s always struggled against the Lords and the way they treated my people. The only reason they haven’t killed him is because their numbers are low, compared to the daemons. They force the non-compliant Maras into blood oaths instead of killing them.”

      “Wait, you mean to tell us Caspian isn’t the only one under a blood oath?” I yelped, suddenly going through my memories of every Exiled Mara I’d met in Azure Heights, looking for signs of magical tampering.

      “Some escaped and were impossible to track down,” Arrah replied with a nod. “Others stayed behind and complied with the blood oath, hoping the day would come when they would find the swamp witch and break free. Cadmus is one of them. I’m not sure who the others are, but Cadmus is definitely under the blood oath.”

      “That makes so much sense,” Avril said. “What happened to him, after we left? And how come he didn’t burn up from the oath when he fought to help us?”

      “He’s in the prison beneath the city now,” Arrah said. “As for the burning part, well, swamp witch magic can be a fickle thing.” She chuckled. “His blood oath didn’t say anything about protecting you guys. He was sworn to secrecy over the daemon alliance and the treatment of Imen. His duty was to protect the Lords, but it didn’t say anything about keeping them away from you. That’s only because you guys were trying to get out of Azure Heights. You weren’t poised to attack them, per se. All Cadmus did was intervene and keep the Correction Officers busy while you made your way out of the city.”

      “That was smart,” I muttered, then poured myself another cup of blood, passing the pitcher back to Heron and Avril.

      “Cadmus has been by Caspian’s side for a long time. He’s learned a few tricks from the Mara Lord,” Arrah added. “Oh, and speaking of pissed-off Exiled Maras, they’ve sent out search parties to come after you. They’re extremely nervous about the dragon being at large, in particular, though they’re also uncomfortable with the idea of you all out here, roaming freely. They’ve instructed the scouts to kill the dragon on sight.”

      “Hah, good luck with that,” Heron chuckled. “We’ve fortified our strategy, and we’ve got some swamp witch magic tricks up our sleeves. The Maras don’t stand a chance against Blaze. On top of that, he’s with Fiona, Harper, Caia, and the rest of our team. They won’t be able to get anywhere near him. I doubt they’ll even find them!”

      “Frankly, after what we’ve seen and experienced so far, I’ll admit, Exiled Maras do not scare me,” Avril replied. “They annoy the hell out of me. I just want to snap their necks.”

      We all laughed. It was truly refreshing to hear that. We’d all thought about it, but we’d yet to say it out loud. Thankfully, Avril’s no-filter policy could not be stifled by our dire conditions, and certainly not by a bunch of sniveling Exiled Maras.

      “So, we’ve got some idea as to where the swamp witch might be,” Patrik interjected, bringing the conversation back to our biggest challenge. “We know she’s in Azure Heights. How would we get back into the city now? They’re on the lookout for us, and I doubt we’ve got the strength in numbers, even with our new allies, to lay siege on the mountain. The daemons would be coming to the rescue at the first sound of alarm sirens blaring.”

      “Of which there are plenty in Azure Heights, by the way,” Arrah replied, pursing her lips. “And they’re loud enough to be heard far and wide across the land, hundreds of miles past the Valley of Screams. Courtesy of the swamp witch they’ve been torturing for millennia, of course.”

      “Therefore, a direct assault won’t work,” Patrik concluded.

      “Nope,” Arrah said, shaking her head. “But! The Imen built Azure Heights in a similar fashion to Kerentrith. There are secret passageways that the rebels dug through the mountain, while the rest of my people toiled under the Maras’ influence.”

      “Didn’t we seal those passages during the early days of our so-called investigation?” I asked, vividly remembering Lord Kifo ordering his Correction Officers to seal the tunnels, after we figured out how the daemons were sneaking up on the mountain. Boy, were we naïve then.

      Arrah smirked. “Not all of them. There’s one that the Exiled Maras and the city’s Imen know nothing about. It’s padded with meranium, and it snakes all the way up to the top. It connects an abandoned red garnet mine north of the Valley of Screams to the city’s sixth level. That would be our way in.”

      I felt hope blossoming in my chest, and I gradually relaxed against Patrik on the sofa. Not only was the blood replenishing my energy and sharpening my every sense, but the idea of a way back into Azure Heights filled me with much-needed additional strength. “So we have a way in,” I murmured, prompting Arrah to give me a brief nod.

      “I would suggest a two-stage approach for Azure Heights, though,” she said. “You may not have the daemons’ numbers, but all of Neraka’s rebels and free people are now rallying behind you. Word travels fast, Scarlett. Every day, more creatures are hearing about the blows you’ve dealt to Infernis and Azure Heights. You’re not alone anymore. You have enough of us ready to fight with you on this, so you can launch one, very loud, downright blaring offensive with as many of us as possible to keep the Exiled Maras busy and distracted. And, while that happens, a small team can infiltrate the city through the tunnel I mentioned, find the witch, and get her out.”

      Silence settled over the room as we mulled over her suggestion. There was virtually nothing to stop us from putting it into practice. “I agree,” Patrik replied. “We’ll have to talk it over with the rest of our team, once we get to Ragnar Peak, but I’m sure they, too, will be on board.”

      “Provided we all make it there safely,” Avril said, gazing at the fire. “I can’t help but worry about Harper, Fiona, and the others. I wonder if they’re okay, if they’re already on their way back or fighting daemons in Draconis. It sucks not knowing what they’re up to.”

      Heron gently squeezed her knee in a bid to comfort her. “Unfortunately, Telluris doesn’t work,” he said slowly. “But, like Arrah said, word travels fast around here, it seems. Chances are we would’ve heard something by now, if our worst-case scenario happened and they were captured. If anything, I bet they would’ve already mind-bent Blaze with the help of an Exiled Mara and sent him after us by now.”

      “Yeah, maybe the silence is a good thing, in this instance,” I added, giving Avril a warm, reassuring smile.

      She had every reason to be worried, though. The silence could also mean that Harper and the others had already been captured, and that the daemons were keeping it on the down low so we’d feel confident enough to get sloppy and leave a trail. Or worse, so we’d go after them and stumble into a trap.

      Without any means of communication, all we had were guesses and worries. However, with plenty of work still cut out for us, we couldn’t let ourselves fall prey to concern or despair. We had to keep moving. We had to keep fighting, with or without the others, until the swamp witch was free and the obstructive shield was down.

      Avril didn’t need to see me worry, too. No one needed that, not after everything we’d already been through. So, I put on a brave, confident smile and poured myself a third cup of blood, settling on the hope that Harper, Caspian, Jax, Hansa, Fiona, Blaze, Caia, and Vesta were all okay and on their way to Ragnar Peak, like us. It was the only thought that could help me get some sleep that night.
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      An hour later, Arrah had joined the Imen outside on a brief patrol around the cabin, just to make sure we had a tranquil night ahead. Dion and Alles remained outside, by the fire, wearing red lenses. Our paranoia was fully justified, after what we’d been through.

      The dark night reigned over the mountain slope, but the moons cast a warm glow wherever they could breach the thick pine tree crowns. The snow shimmers caught my eye as I looked out the window of one of the second-floor bedrooms, which I’d decided to claim for the night. I heard the floor creaking back on the ground floor.

      I went back to see who was left by the fireplace and saw Patrik as he scooped a sleeping Scarlett into his arms, then gently carried her upstairs into the first room. Hundurr stayed behind, groaning as he watched the Druid close the door behind them. They were both exhausted. Hell, we all are.

      After a day spent stuck in Dhaxanian frost, the prospect of sinking into a bed had never sounded so appealing. Heron cleared his throat as he came up to the room, his arms crossed and his brow furrowed, still.

      “We can take this room and leave the others for the Imen,” I suggested, my cheeks burning. The prospect of sinking into a bed was even more appealing when the bed included Heron, as I looked forward to melting in his arms like before. This would be the third night we’d spent together, though we’d done a decent job of not tearing the clothes off one another so far.

      He seemed off, though. A mixture of sadness and frustration flickered in his jade eyes. He was still sullen and grouchy over Nevis. I stifled a smirk, struggling to keep a straight face as he looked at me. I found his plight endearing, and I didn’t know what else I could possibly say to get his mind off Nevis.

      “It’s fine,” he muttered. “You sleep. I can hang out with Dion and Alles, then crash on the couch, downstairs, by the fire.”

      “There’s a fireplace here, too,” I said, pointing at the small furnace in the room, lined with rounded river rocks. The wicker basket next to it was loaded with wood and coal, and candles were half-melted on the mantelpiece. “Once I light it up, it’ll keep us warm.”

      “Well, you can toss that snowflake out into the northern wind if you need someone to keep you warm. I’m sure Nevis will come flying,” Heron retorted, then, judging by the boyishly sad expression he wore, he instantly regretted saying such a thing.

      In hindsight, my glare must’ve played a part, too. I could feel it burning through him. I took a deep breath, enjoying the awkward silence between us. I could’ve snapped back with a more painful sting, but I’d already understood that this wasn’t really Heron, but rather a very insecure side of him rearing its ugly head with Nevis’s presence in our lives. He just needed to admit it, and having a confrontational attitude would’ve only made things worse between us. I didn’t want him to retreat and leave me. I didn’t want to lose him, either, so I took on the role of the adult in the room, instead.

      “You know that’s a flimsy comeback, given that Nevis is literally cold natured, right?” I murmured, feeling the corner of my mouth twitching. Heron didn’t reply. Instead, he just stared at me, most likely afraid to say anything else. Maybe I’m too calm. Maybe he’s thinking this is the calm before the Avril storm. I gave him a soft smile. “Listen, if you change your mind, I’ll be here. You go hang out with Dion and Alles, if that’s what you really want. In the meantime, I’ll light the fire to make it warm and toasty and draw myself a quick bath.”

      Heron blinked several times, baffled. He’d really expected me to be more aggressive after his childish jab regarding Nevis. I wasn’t going to indulge in his attempt at self-sabotage. After everything we’d experienced together, and, most importantly, after having felt his lips on mine, there was no way he was getting off the hook that easily.

      We had feelings for each other; that much was clear. Neraka was either going to make us or break us. Personally, I had no intention of allowing the latter to happen. Heron was strong, determined, resilient, funny, and devastatingly charming when he wanted to be. He made me look forward to every moment I could get with him, even when that meant navigating his foot-in-mouth syndrome and childish displays of masculinity. I was crazy about every part of him, even the frustrating bits.

      He nodded slowly, then walked out of the room and headed back downstairs. I could hear Hundurr huffing, pleased to see him return. He took the pit wolf outside, joining Dion and Alles by the fire.

      I chuckled softly, then lit the fire. I rummaged through the bedroom dresser and found a long, off-white linen shirt to sleep in, along with a bunch of towels. I commandeered the bathroom for about twenty minutes. The water was cold, but it felt amazing, as I scrubbed off days’ worth of running for my life. Whoever had used the cabin before us had even left some bars of soap tied up with twine under the sink.

      After I washed my hair and wrapped myself in one of the large towels available, I slipped back into the room and settled by the fire, welcoming its warmth as I changed into the linen shirt. I could hear the guys outside, muffled voices at the front of the cabin.

      I felt a little bad for Heron. All that time he’d spent locked up in Azazel’s prison had certainly wreaked havoc on his psyche and self-confidence, even though he didn’t show it. Azazel was dead, though. I couldn’t let that mangy old Druid ruin Heron’s life from beyond the grave. He’d suffered enough.

      My gorgeous-yet-emotionally-clumsy Mara needed a boost of confidence. As I dried my hair with a fresh towel by the fire, I made an executive decision: I’d be the one to deliver said boost.
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      The whole mountain could’ve come down in that instant. I doubted Scarlett would wake up. She was exhausted. The Dhaxanian frost had put me to sleep a couple of times, slowing me down both physically and mentally, but with her it hadn’t worked the same. She’d experienced an entire, full day’s worth of anxiety and stiffening fear, struggling against Nevis’s never-melting ice.

      We’d followed that up with a subterranean sprint, running from daemons, followed by a mountain trek through thick, snowy woods. No wonder she was drained.

      I spent some time watching her sleep, lying in bed next to her. She looked so peaceful, so calm and serene—nothing like the bullet she usually was. I traced the contour of her soft face with my index finger, feeling every cell in my body light up like the sun whenever I touched her. Scarlett had that effect on me.

      After what we’d endured together on Neraka, it was time for me to admit it. I’d fallen in love again. Kyana would always have a special place in my heart, but she was gone, and I could never bring her back. The only thing I could do was keep living. She would’ve wanted me to do that, anyway. She would’ve done the same if I’d been the one to die that day, instead of her. It was time to finally turn that page and put my grieving to an end.

      I had Scarlett by my side—such a wonderful, enchanting surprise. It was one thing to steal glances at her back at the GASP base on Calliope, especially during training sessions, and something else entirely to be able to hold her, to touch her like this. I was one fortunate Druid, for the universe had decided to go ahead and heal my pain, putting Scarlett in my path to help me rediscover the joy in living.

      And what was there not to feel joy about, when I got to feel her lips on mine, when I got to taste her sweetness and feel her soften in my arms whenever I held her tight? How could I let this wonderful creature slip through my fingers when she was right here in front of me, willing to give me her heart?

      Life was always going to be a sequence of missed opportunities, defined by the ones we were brave enough to chase. I’d missed my chance with Kyana due to a number of external factors. I’ll be damned if I’m going to miss out on an eternity with Scarlett.

      I dropped a long, soft kiss on her forehead, listening to her even breathing and wondering if she was dreaming about me. The way the corner of her mouth twitched made me think that maybe there was a version of me already with her, deep down in her subconscious, worshipping her like the vampire goddess that she was.

      The bedroom door creaked open, and I heard a familiar huff. I stilled, then raised my head to find Hundurr by the bed, sitting and watching us quietly. For a second, I thought he’d growl or make some kind of move to warn me away from Scarlett, but he didn’t. He was simply here to keep her safe. His devotion made me feel small, somehow. His suffering, however, did not escape me.

      That glimmer in his red eyes was far too familiar. I’d felt it in mine, months ago, while I was still a prisoner to my Destroyer form. The pain in his gaze was all too real, and it echoed deep inside me. A thought crossed my mind, and I decided to try something. I slowly and gently slipped out of bed, then walked over to Hundurr. He gave me a curious look as I nodded toward the open door.

      “Do you want to grab a bite downstairs?” I whispered. “There’s still some meat left in the kitchen.”

      Hundurr cocked his head to the side, looking as if he was contemplating my proposal. As big and as frightening as he was, there was still something about him that I found sweet, downright endearing. It certainly had something to do with my past as a Destroyer. I, too, had been enslaved and forced into a terrifying form designed to instill fear and dread into anyone who looked at me.

      He grumbled softly, then stood, waiting for me to leave first.

      I closed the bedroom door behind him, then went downstairs into the kitchen. There was nobody on the ground floor. Dion and Alles were outside by the campfire, and Arrah and her Imen were still circling the cabin area before they’d resume their two-hour shifts.

      I fished several large pieces of meat from a bowl, handing each over to Hundurr. He gobbled them up, one by one, licking his snout in between. I could swear he was even smiling at me.

      “Listen, Hundurr, I’ve been there,” I said slowly, and Hundurr listened, his ears popping up. “You know this already about me. My life as a Destroyer, stuck with a half-serpent body under Azazel’s bloody, evil rule. I was a slave. I was miserable, and there were times when all I wanted was to die. Kyana was the only reason I didn’t get myself killed. I could’ve joined one of the combat missions, I could’ve let my guard down and allowed one of the more capable succubus rebels to cut my head off. I could’ve. But Kyana made me want to live. The thought that, one day, I’d be with her again… It kept me going. It even made me break out of my Destroyer body. My love for her brought me back, Hundurr. It took a lot of hard work, but I did it.”

      I paused, carefully analyzing his expression. For a pit wolf, Hundurr was displaying a fascinating variety of emotions, all crystal clear in his red eyes. There was sadness, there was grief, and, most importantly, there was a mixture of hope and longing that I’d also seen in myself.

      “I can tell you see Scarlett the same way I did Kyana. You love her, don’t you?”

      Hundurr didn’t move. He didn’t even breathe. I’d hit the nail on the head.

      “If only you could talk again, huh?” I said, giving him a sad smile. “Thing is, the power I needed to break free of my Destroyer curse was always inside me. I just needed to channel it into an emotion that was strong enough to pull me through. For me, it was Kyana. For you, it could be Scarlett. It didn’t happen overnight, Hundurr, but it happened. I broke a seemingly unbreakable curse, and I’m thinking that maybe you could do the same.”

      Hundurr was more than curious. He sat on his hind legs, breathing heavily. I was ready to guess that he was willing to give this a shot. Maybe I could be his Vita and help him return to his Adlet form.

      “There’s no harm in trying, right?” I continued. “Just fight it. Think about what it felt like to shift into a wolf. Focus on that. Use your feelings for Scarlett to keep you afloat. You love her. That part should come easy.”

      I could see him trying, and I was impressed. His muscles twitched as he grunted and growled, experiencing physical pain. He then whimpered, panting, his tongue sticking out. “Yes, it’s exhausting, I know,” I said, patting the top of his head. “It hurts like hell, too. But keep at it. Little by little, every day, until you can feel your bones crack, your body wanting to go back to its original form. You weren’t born a pit wolf, Hundurr. This isn’t you.”

      Hundurr nodded slowly. I couldn’t help but smile at the rapport we’d reached.

      We both loved Scarlett, and, though he could’ve been his most primal self, ripping my throat out to eliminate the competition, Hundurr seemed to open up to me in ways I didn’t think were possible. It only confirmed what we’d already sort of known, that there was still an Adlet beneath that leathery black skin, and behind those big red eyes.

      “Tell you what,” I chuckled softly. “If you manage to turn back to your Adlet form, you’ll at least have a decent shot at Scarlett’s heart.”

      His ears popped up again. I crossed my arms and put on a pretend frown, without bothering to hide my amusement.

      “However, I will, of course, defend my position in her life,” I added, grinning. “But you’ll still have a shot. Maybe the thought of that will help you break through. Who knows? Worst-case scenario, she won’t be interested, but you’ll still have regained your natural freedom, after what those daemons put you through. Best-case scenario? You’ll get the vampire, too.”

      I ignored the pang of jealousy tugging at my heart. I wasn’t leading him on, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let him intervene between Scarlett and me—not that he could. Scarlett loved me. I could feel it. I could see it in the way she looked at me, the way she held her breath whenever I got too close. But there was still a part of me that was afraid I’d lose her, somehow.

      I brushed it off as post-traumatic stress and shifted my focus back to Hundurr. He needed my help, not my insecurities. He seemed willing to fight and, just like Vita had guided me back to the surface, I was going to do the same for Hundurr. The young fae had put her faith in me at a time when I could barely find the strength to open my eyes in the morning. Hundurr deserved the same.

      “I was once lost, Hundurr. But I found myself, and, well, here I am. I know you can do it, too. It’s written in your eyes, you know. I can see the fire, the will to beat this,” I said, as Hundurr nuzzled my face with unexpected affection.

      We were going to beat this, sooner or later.

      One day at a time.
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      Maybe an hour went by as I gazed at the snowy forest rising behind the cabin, sitting in a chair I had pulled next to the defrosted window. Shadows rushed from left to right—wild, nocturnal animals no bigger than dogs, probably hunting or moving farther to the west. It was still snowing, with large clusters of flakes slowly building up on top of the existing pristine white blanket.

      The pine tree branches were loaded and bent down. Some were bound to cave and break under the weight by dawn. I looked up at the sky, finding myself fascinated by the dark gray and milky swirls of clouds, and the billions of snowflakes sprinkling down, ever so quietly. It all reminded me of a Christmas postcard illustration—peaceful, serene, and silent.

      The flames crackled softly in the fireplace, spreading an even heat throughout the bedroom. The bed was covered in fluffy covers and animal furs, soft enough to sink into. I thought about going to bed and not waiting for Heron, since there was a chance he was actually going to stick to his grumpy mood and sleep on the couch downstairs.

      But I held on to a sliver of hope that he would get past that senseless insecurity regarding Nevis and me, and that he would, eventually, join me. My heart ached a little as I realized that I really wanted him up here, with me. Up until a few hours ago, when I was still trapped in Dhaxanian frost, I’d experienced the crippling flickers of despair, the thought that our journey ended there, beneath the Athelathan Mountains, as daemons came for us.

      When Nevis released us, however, hope filled me up to the brim again, but my legs were still shaking. I didn’t fare well with the thought of losing this battle, of losing my freedom, and, most importantly, losing Heron. I understood that, out of everything I could be deprived of by the daemons, Heron would be the single most painful absence in my life, should I end up in a meranium box.

      So, when he started getting all nervous and frustrated about how Nevis looked at and talked to me, I experienced a different kind of fear. I worried he might close himself back down, put on his nonchalant mask, and abandon what he and I had just started. I’d just opened myself up to him. I’d laid my feelings out for him. I wasn’t one to take such risks. To me, that had been an extra mile I’d gone because I was irredeemably and irrevocably in love with him.

      I couldn’t let him get all scared and walk away. If he was going to do this whenever some guy paid attention to me, it was going to spell doom for our relationship. I could only imagine the string of broken hearts he’d left behind for me. What if I reacted the same whenever a female fluttered her eyelashes at him?

      Sure, a hint of jealousy was somewhat sweet, and it did make me feel precious, but Heron was taking it to another, more difficult level. And it had something to do with his insecurities, not with me or with Nevis. I needed Heron to talk to me about this. I needed him to understand that my heart was his and no one else’s.

      Yet, after a whole hour of sitting by that window, Heron didn’t seem to be in a rush to come back to me. With everything that was already going on in this world, it felt as though he was wasting precious time being childish. We could have a night together, in peace. Why spend it huffing and sulking over a Dhaxanian prince who’d expressed interest in me, when I’d clearly told the guy “no”?

      The door opened with a creak. I sat up straight, careful to keep the blanket around me.

      My disappointment fizzled away when I saw Heron standing in the doorway, but my stomach tightened into a painful knot when I noticed the look on his face. He was still brooding, a deep frown drawing deep shadows between his piercing jade eyes.

      He looked at me for a while without saying anything. I held on to the light inside me, the glow his mere presence was able to generate, and kept my expression calm and soft, as if beckoning him to come closer.

      His shoulders dropped, and I heard him sigh. I was instantly deflated when he snatched a fresh towel from a nearby chair and disappeared back down the hallway, into the bathroom. I cursed under my breath and leaned back into the chair, cradling my knees against my chest.

      “He’s not going to make this any easier, obviously,” I muttered to myself.

      Well, I wasn’t going to let go, either.
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      I listened to the sound of running water in the bathroom at the end of the hallway, the door to my room still open. The northern wind howled outside, drowning out the murmurs of Imen standing guard around the cabin. Footsteps downstairs and the creaking of ground floor bedroom doors indicated that a first shift had just ended, with five Imen going to bed for the next couple of hours until it was their turn again to stand guard.

      When the water stopped flowing in the bathroom, I held my breath. The pessimist in me expected to hear Heron’s footsteps down the stairs. I was already working up the courage to go after him, in case that happened. The saucy side of me insisted that I stand my ground and not leave my room. If Heron really wanted to be with me, I wouldn’t have to chase after him whenever some guy got between us.

      But then Heron came in and closed the door behind him, and I forgot to breathe altogether. There was only a towel wrapped around his narrow waist, water still dripping down his perfectly sculpted chest and abs as he tossed his clothes on a chair. He still wore that sulk on his face, further confusing me. Was he still pouting over Nevis, or was he just trying (and dramatically failing) to play it cool?

      He didn’t say a word as he walked into the middle of the room, but he didn’t take his jade eyes off me, either. I suddenly felt tiny and worryingly vulnerable, curled up in my chair and wrapped in a blanket. A minute passed as we stared at each other, neither of us seeming to find the courage to speak.

      “Listen, I—”

      “Heron, I—” We spoke and stopped ourselves at the same time.

      He sighed. “Sorry, you first.”

      “No, please,” I replied, motioning for him to speak first. All of a sudden, I saw the real him. He was nervous. There was an underlayer of pain glimmering in his eyes, something I hadn’t seen before. It hit me then that I’d been right about this being a manifestation of his own insecurities.

      “Avril, I… I just want you to know that I’m not jealous of you and Nevis,” he muttered. He didn’t sound like he believed himself, so I couldn’t help but wonder if he expected me to believe him for the both of us. “It’s not my place to tell you who to be with, or who to like. You’re free to do whatever you want, and it would be foolish of me to claim otherwise.”

      “What in the blazes are you talking about?” I breathed, utterly flabbergasted.

      He stilled, then blinked several times, visibly confused. “I thought you’d be pleased to hear that,” he said, his voice barely audible.

      “Why, Heron? Seriously, why?”

      “I… I don’t know. You’re an independent creature. I didn’t want you to think I would ever want you to change that.”

      I chuckled softly, trying to balance my emotional state between angry and amused. Heron meant well, but good grief, he was awfully bad at getting that across.

      “This is still about Nevis?” I asked, trying to retrace our steps to the original problem, and hoping I’d remember something—anything, in fact, that I might have missed in everything we’d said to each other since Nevis had first laid eyes on us. On me.

      “I guess. Yeah,” he replied with a shrug.

      A muscle twitched in his sharp jaw, but my gaze kept wandering up and down his naked torso. The flames in the fireplace cast him in an almost surreal amber glow. I exhaled deeply, shaking my head slowly.

      “Heron, for the umpteenth time, I’m not interested in him. Why won’t you just accept that?”

      “I do. I do, I just… I just don’t want you to… Screw it, I don’t know what I want right now, Avril.” He finally caved in, running a hand through his short black hair. “I’m always so stupidly insecure when I’m around you, and I have no idea how to fix it.”

      A couple of seconds passed, enough time for me to take a deep breath and choose my words carefully. I refused to go through this more than once. “There’s nothing to fix, because there’s nothing to worry about, as far as I’m concerned. I thought I was pretty clear about my feelings for you. A Dhaxanian prince won’t change them. That ship has already sailed.”

      “You’re just so damn incredible, Avril,” Heron went on, and I wasn’t sure he’d heard what I’d just said. “You’re beautiful, wicked smart, and educated. You’re strong and determined. I mean, sure, you’ve got a mouth on you, but hey, kettle meets pot, right?” He chuckled nervously. “And I love that about you. I love everything about you, and it scares the crap out of me because it feels too good. I’m terrified that I’ll wake up one day and find myself still locked in Azazel’s dungeon, still rotting away, and… and you’ll be nothing but a beautiful dream. I’m terrified of losing you, Avril, and anyone who tries to take you away from me makes me feel like I’m just so… inadequate. Like I don’t deserve you. Like you could do so much better.”

      “You mean better than a Dhaxanian prince?” I replied, stifling a laugh while my heart grew five times in my chest. How could I not love this devastatingly gorgeous and yet hilariously insecure and emotionally clumsy creature? Heron didn’t understand his own effect on women, it seemed.

      He froze, not sure whether he should be annoyed by my reply or not.

      “I’m kidding,” I chuckled softly. “Heron, we really need to work on your self-confidence,” I added, then stood up from my chair, leaving the blanket behind.

      His heartbeat went missing, and it was probably for a good reason, since I’d taken the linen shirt off before settling into that chair in the first place. I walked over to him, naked and glowing with love for him, and smiled. He swallowed hard, his gaze darkening almost to black as it wandered up and down my body, before it found my face.

      My pulse raced, blood rushing to my head and making my cheeks burn.

      “Heron, a thousand Dhaxanian princes can’t change the fact that I’m in love with you,” I said, my voice trembling. “While I find your jealousy adorable, it’s really unnecessary, because you need to give yourself more credit. I can only imagine what it must’ve been like for you during your time in captivity, but that’s all gone and far behind you now. When you wake up tomorrow, I’ll still be here. Still loving you—though sometimes, I’m more inclined to punch you, rather than kiss you.”

      As if the weight of a mountain was suddenly removed from his shoulders, he took a deep breath, his chest swelling with pride. My heart skipped a beat and my spine tingled as his gaze softened and lit a fire in my heart that I knew I would never be able to put out.

      “I’m constantly in awe of you, Avril. Forgive me if I find it hard to believe you would actually fall for me,” he whispered, taking a step closer and closing the distance between us.

      I felt lightheaded, though there was still an inch of space between our bodies. I could, however, feel the heat radiating from his body and slipping into mine, turning my knees to jelly.

      “Too late, Heron,” I replied, slowly biting my lower lip. “I’m already in too deep, and I don’t think there is a cure. Nor do I want one. You’re stuck with me, buddy.”

      Heron was positively stunned. The look on his face told me what I’d been yearning to know. He felt the same, and more. He gasped softly when I wrapped my arms around him. His skin was hot against mine, my flesh soft on his hard, toned muscles. I felt his hands settle on my hips and smiled.

      “I mean sure, Nevis is cool and all, but I’m head over heels with this loudmouth Mara I’ve been telling you about,” I added playfully. Heron gave me his signature grin, and I was done for.

      “Oh, yeah, I heard about him. Pretends to be a serial philanderer when, in fact, he’s hopelessly in love with you and has been since he first laid eyes on you,” he said.

      “Wait, was that before or after I kicked his ass in training?” I narrowed my eyes and pursed my lips at him, while he pulled me closer to him, enough for me to feel every line of his body, every ridge and every muscle. I was and would forever be putty in his capable hands.

      “I never told you, did I?” he replied, the shadow of a smile fluttering across his face. I shook my head slowly, feeling myself soften against him. “I’d just passed my GASP training. Jax was giving me the tour of the base on Mount Zur. You’d stopped by to catch up with Serena and Vita. You were helping them track some rebel incubi on Persea, I think. You didn’t even see me, then, but I knew, deep down. I only stole a glance at you and I knew, Avril, I knew you were trouble. Little did I know, huh?”

      It was my turn to be stunned and speechless, as I replayed that scene in my mind. I did remember that day on Mount Zur, and the couple of hours I’d dedicated to helping Serena and Vita track down the rebels Heron mentioned. But I didn’t see him that day. I met him about a week or two after that, during Anjani and Jovi’s engagement party. Officially, anyway. We’d barely exchanged words before I saw him dazzle some of the Red Tribe succubi. I’d instantly dismissed the idea of him. I’d figured he was an expert womanizer, and I had no intention of getting my heart broken by someone like him.

      Little did I know, huh?

      “Heron?”

      “Hm?” he replied, his gaze searing into my very soul.

      “I don’t know what tomorrow holds for us, but tonight, I’m yours and you’re mine.”

      His chest moved rapidly, his breath out of control as his mouth finally crashed into mine, and we consumed each other in a deeply mind-blowing kiss. Everything seemed to disintegrate into a gazillion particles, flickering across time and space and farther away from us.

      His arms snaked around my waist and held me tight, his tongue working mine in hungry yet playful twists. He tasted like heaven, like liquid happiness drizzling over every particle of me. My heart burst, struggling against my ribcage, as he deepened the kiss and slowly moved us closer to the bed.

      He stilled, then brought his wrist up and pierced it with his fang, drawing blood.

      “Pyrope…” I breathed, and he replied with a nod, his jade eyes burning.

      He pressed his wrist against my lips, as I drank a bit of his blood, welcoming the taste on my tongue. This was as intimate as we could possibly get, and the thought alone made my heart soar. Without hesitation, I cut a small incision below my jawline, enough for me to feel the warm liquid make its way out and trickle down my skin.

      He groaned, then lowered his head and rushed to capture every drop of blood that I had to give him in return in our Pyrope.

      I felt my knees give out when his mouth found the side of my neck, suckling gently, then trailing hot, wet kisses all the way down to my shoulder. I moaned softly, abandoning myself to the myriad of feelings flowing through us both.

      He gently lay me on the bed, then captured my mouth in another dazzling kiss. A groan escaped his throat as his hands explored my body, getting acquainted to every line and every curve. My breath hitched when his fingers dug into my flesh, firmly gripping my hips. He scattered a swarm of spine-tingling kisses all over my neck, then moved farther down.

      My soul ignited as Heron lovingly worshipped every inch of me. My breathing faltered when he came back and covered my body with his. We sank deeper into the furs, rolling around and spoiling each other with tender words between ravenous kisses.

      “You’re mine, Avril,” he whispered, his lips gently brushing against mine, while I cupped his face and relished the way in which my fingertips tingled whenever I touched his skin. “And I’m yours, my love.”

      We abandoned the physical world and lost ourselves in each other. I ascended to the stars above as Heron took me and claimed my heart. I took hold of his and refused to let go. Our bodies fused, our souls joined, moving in perfect unison.

      He held me tight, moving to the rhythm of my thundering heart, as I welcomed him and locked my arms around his neck. I breathed him in, whispering “I love you” in his ear. The intensity was almost unbearable, and yet we couldn’t get enough of it, of each other.

      As the snowstorm grew stronger and louder outside, and as the fire crackled in our bedroom, Heron and I made love, over and over, turning seconds into minutes, minutes into hours, and hours into the sweetest of eternities. He was perfect. We were perfect together.

      Two pieces of the same puzzle, drawn and cut out in different worlds, yet skillfully crafted to complete each other on every single level. Where he was hard, I was soft. Where I was cold, he burned hot. Where I breathed in, he breathed out. Every movement, every glance, and every word between us served to reinforce this indisputable perfection, this solitary moment where the universe aligned so we could be together.

      We fell asleep in each other’s arms, hidden beneath the fur covers, glowing and even more deeply in love. I had a feeling that we were only going to fall even harder for each other as time went by. Heron wasn’t the kind of guy I saw myself ever getting bored with. The look in his eyes alone was enough to send me over the edge.

      “I love you, Avril. And I will get us out of here, I promise,” I heard him whisper, while drifting from consciousness into a most blissful dream, where he was already waiting for me.

      For that one night, in the middle of our Nerakian mess, Heron and I were together, one soul in two bodies, unapologetically ourselves and irreversibly bound to one another. That was perfection. Heron was… perfection.
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      The marshes surrounding the farmhouse were, indeed, treacherous. Twice we had to stop for Laughlan to cast one of his Druid spells and dry the liquid mud ahead, before our horses got stuck. Two of Neraka’s moons glowed overhead, surrounded by myriads of twinkling stars against the night’s indigo backdrop.

      “I know where we are!” Idris said. Rayna gasped behind him, her arms tightly wrapped around his waist on horseback. “I know this place.”

      “You’ve been here before?” Vesta asked, then clicked her teeth to get her indigo horse to go faster.

      “It’s where you were born, sweetheart,” Rayna murmured, tearing up.

      Blaze was the first to reach the farmhouse, which was smack in the middle of a disk-shaped patch of dry land. It was fenced in with tall wood planks, the marshes deep and dark around it. Barren and gnarly trees poked out here and there, clawing at the sky. Insects chirped beneath layers of moss and swamp weeds.

      We passed through the wooden gates just in time to see Blaze shifting back to normal, and Velnias and Zane trying to stand up straight, still dazed and queasy from their flight. Daemons were definitely not cut out to fly, on any creature, from what I could tell.

      The farmhouse was built on one level, but was large enough to hold all of us comfortably. There were stables at the back, which made this a perfect resting place for the night, not just for ourselves, but also for our indigo horses.

      One by one, we got off and took our time to look around and analyze our surroundings properly. I used my True Sight to see if any of Draconis’s daemons had followed us. We were clear on a radius of about ten miles, which was as far as I could see, but it was enough to not worry about spending the night at the farm. The marshes alone were a natural deterrent for daemons. Had we not had a Druid with us, we would’ve had serious trouble reaching the farm, too.

      “Don’t worry,” Velnias said, coming to stand by my side as I looked out to the north. “Daemons don’t come here. It’s not just the marshes they’re wary of.”

      “What else are they wary of, then?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. What wasn’t he telling us?

      He chuckled lightly, crossing his arms. “Oh, just some local legends of deadly creatures roaming these parts. Many daemons ventured through these marshes and never made it back. Word spreads fast in our cities.”

      “That’s odd,” Idris replied. “We lived here for a while before we headed for the ocean. We never had any issues. Sure, there are some weird and dangerous animals in these parts, but nothing a daemon or even a fae couldn’t handle.”

      “Define ‘weird and dangerous’,” I muttered, still not satisfied with what I was hearing about this place. “I’m in no mood to spend the night nervously looking over my shoulder, on the off chance some creature might sneak up on me and bite my head off.”

      “Really nothing to worry about.” Velnias giggled like the oversized devil that he was. “Daemons are very gullible by nature. All it takes is one strategically placed rumor, and they gobble it up like crazy. The marshes are fine. Relax.”

      “Something tells me you had something to do with those ‘strategically placed rumors’,” Caspian interjected, somewhat amused.

      Velnias pressed his lips tightly together to avoid another outburst of laughter. “I most certainly did. Like I said, gullible people…”

      Vesta, however, was in awe of the place. She couldn’t take her eyes off the farmhouse, taking in every detail—every log used to erect its walls, every copper shingle on the roof, and every creaky floorboard on the porch.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her, moving closer.

      She nodded slowly, staring at the small, square windows, their frames sloppily painted black, like the door. “Yeah, just… I can’t believe I was born here.”

      “In all fairness, you didn’t know who you really were for the last fifteen years until you saw your parents again,” I replied, gently squeezing her shoulder in an effort to comfort her. I could only imagine how confusing everything must be for her.

      Rayna and Idris walked over to the black door, then motioned for Vesta to join them.

      I left Hansa, Jax, and the others behind to survey the area and see what we could use during our overnight stay, then Caspian and I joined Vesta and her parents inside. I was curious to see if anything in the farmhouse would ring a bell and help Vesta remember anything from her childhood.

      Rush and Amina guided the horses to the stable, then pumped some water into a large copper trough. To their surprise and ours, it worked perfectly, and fresh water burst out and filled the basin. The indigo horses neighed with delight as they gathered around to drink, while Rush pulled a couple of hay stacks out of the stables. He tore the strings off and scattered the hay around for the animals to feed. He even spilled a handful of seeds from a small burlap sack next to the trough. The Ekar didn’t hesitate to help himself to some water and seeds, ruffling his feathers at the horses whenever they got too close. As quiet and obedient as that bird was, he was also quite aggressive when it came to food and water, it seemed.

      Ryker and Laughlan checked the garden perimeter, where I’d seen naked sticks poking out of the ground and dried weeds scattered across pebbles and chunks of red soil. Velnias toured the property a couple of times with Pheng-Pheng keeping him company, while Caia and Blaze gathered some wood from the stable to set up a campfire just outside the house.

      “You’ll have to dig a firepit, first,” I heard Velnias tell them, “and make it deep. You don’t want your fire to be easily spotted from anywhere.”

      I heard Fiona and Zane talking somewhere on the edge of the porch, and Jax and Hansa behind the farmhouse. “Ah, look at that, a greenhouse,” Jax muttered.

      “Interested in picking up gardening, now?” Hansa chuckled.

      Tuning everybody out, I shifted my focus back to the farmhouse’s idyllic interior. It was covered in dust and darkness, but it had once been home to Vesta and her parents. Judging by the looks of it, no one had been here in at least three, maybe four years. Caspian and I looked around the house while Rayna and Idris got reacquainted with the living room, which was fitted with a fireplace and a couple of wooden couches.

      The kitchen was quite spacious, connected to the outer garden through a small side door. The key was still in the lock. The wooden cupboards were loaded with tin cups and bowls, while the counters held a hefty supply of dried nuts, grains, and various herbs and powders.

      “It’s been a long time since we’ve been here,” Rayna said, running her fingers along the dusty mantelpiece. “I didn’t realize this was where we were going, not even when Velnias first mentioned it.”

      “You’re still shaken up, Rayna. It’s perfectly natural,” I replied.

      Vesta sat down on one of the couches facing the fireplace, absently gazing around, while Idris looked through the bookshelves mounted on the western wall. It was filled with books and yellowed scrolls.

      “I wrote most of these,” he muttered, flipping through one of the manuscripts. “How long did we stay here, Rayna, do you remember?”

      “Maybe two years? Something like that,” Rayna said, then looked at Vesta. “Daemons were still prowling around. It was only a matter of time before they would find us here, so, as soon as you were big enough to survive a longer journey, we packed whatever we could carry and traveled to the south, by the ocean.”

      “We had it good while we were here, though,” Idris added, a melancholic smile settling on his face. Fine lines were settled around his eyes, one of the few signs of aging that a fae displayed after thousands of years, along with several strands of white hair. “Rayna and I are pretty good with earth and water elements, so we managed to grow our own food in the garden and in the greenhouse. We even kept some animals. It was peaceful. We almost forgot we weren’t on our home planet anymore.”

      “We didn’t think we’d ever go home, anyway,” Rayna sighed, sitting next to Vesta.

      Caspian came back from checking the bedrooms and lifted five fingers for me to see. Five bedrooms that we could share, plus the sofas in the living room. “You know, you were always our little miracle,” Rayna continued, cupping Vesta’s cheek with one hand. Her aura glowed a warm shade of gold, a mother filled with love for her daughter. I couldn’t help but smile, watching them get reacquainted with each other.

      “Rayna became pregnant with Vesta just a couple of months after we got here,” Idris explained, putting one book back and checking another. “She was a surprise. We’d spent all that time living in a meranium box without having children. I was convinced we couldn’t have a family, not just because of our dire conditions, but also because there was maybe something wrong with me, or us. But then, Zara… Well, Vesta was born, and life made sense again.”

      “We had a reason to fight, to stay alive, and to find a way either off the planet or away from the daemons and Exiled Maras,” Rayna said. “After we left this place behind, we moved close to the shore and spent years studying the ocean, the winds, trying to figure out what lay beyond the vast turquoise waters to the east. We’d seen some maps; we knew there were foreign territories over on that side, but there was no information about whether they were barren or inhabited by daemons. Nevertheless, we started working on a boat, big and sturdy enough to carry us across the waters. With our fae abilities, we could coax the ocean into making the journey easier for us.”

      “But then the daemons found you, right?” Vesta interjected, frowning. Rayna sighed, then nodded slowly, the grief in her eyes making me tear up. Caspian slipped his arm behind my back and pulled me closer, and I quietly rested my head on his shoulder for a little while. “I remember something,” Vesta murmured, staring at the wooden floor. “Just snippets. But I remember daemons… Someone screaming… I turned around, and… I saw them drag you away. Then I fell… and darkness.”

      Idris took a seat next to Vesta, with Rayna on the other side. Tears streamed down his cheeks, his lower lip trembling, as he was still getting used to the idea of having his long-lost daughter right here in front of him. “You were playing on top of the cliff, that day. You’d just turned twelve,” he said. “I kept telling you not to get too close to the edge, or you’d fall off. And you kept telling me that wasn’t a problem because the ocean loved you and would never hurt you. Daemons came in wearing their invisibility spell. I only caught a glimmer of red eyes to my left before I got conked on the head. I heard Rayna scream. I saw the air rippling close to you. I tried to warn you, but you saw us getting dragged away. You got scared, moved back, and fell off the cliff before the daemon could grab you. I thought we lost you then. Something broke inside me.”

      “I guess I was right. The ocean did love me enough not to kill me,” Vesta breathed, her eyes glassy with tears.

      “We lost ourselves that day, not just you, honey,” Rayna sobbed.

      “But it was the hope that you were still alive, somewhere out there, that kept the both of us going,” Idris added. “Our hearts were broken, but there was that little glimmer of hope that helped us survive for five years in that wretched meranium box. And… Well, look at us now, huh? Together again.”

      Vesta burst into tears, while her parents hugged her. They became a tangled mass of broken hearts as they held each other close, crying tears of both sadness and joy—the former from the irreparable damage that the daemons had done to their family, and the latter from being together again.

      My heart ached as I wondered how long before I would see my family again, too. My mother, my father, my sister… They were out there, probably desperate to get to me, unable to breach Neraka’s magical shield. I turned away and wiped my tears, taking deep breaths as I tried to keep my cool. There was no time for me to wallow over wanting to see my family again, my friends. Vesta hadn’t seen her parents in five years. I had been apart from mine for much less. What made me cry was the crippling prospect of never seeing them again. And I couldn’t let that kind of despair seep into my soul and cloud my judgment. Not when we were so close to getting off Neraka.

      Caspian came around to face me, gently brushing his knuckles against my cheeks. He pulled me close and kissed me—short, but deep and sweet enough to remind me that he was still there, nestled in my heart and ready to fight anyone and anything so we could be free. So we could be together.

      “We’ll get you home, Harper, I promise,” he whispered against my lips, the look in his jade eyes making me melt. I liked this warm version of him better, though I had to admit, the dark and mysterious Mara Lord had a certain effect on my senses, too.

      “I know, Caspian,” I replied softly, resting my palms on his broad chest. “We’ll set you free, too. I promise.”

      “Speaking of,” Idris said, turning his head to look at us from across the living room. “You should know that Shaytan is not one to give up easily. The more you evade him, the more challenged he is and the more vicious he gets. He won’t stop coming after you, especially now.”

      “What do you mean by ‘especially now’?” I asked.

      “Even before you came to get us, there were rumors circulating in Draconis about Shaytan and his inability to capture a handful of unruly outsiders,” Idris replied. “His own daemons are starting to lose faith in him. He’s getting impatient, and he is determined to prove to his people that he still has what it takes to rule the daemon nation. I mean, if you thought you riled him up with Infernis, wait until he hears what happened in Draconis,” he chuckled. “He will positively flip out.”

      Zane walked in, followed by Fiona. “Knowing my father, he is probably fuming already. I pity the rest of my brothers, since they have to put up with his rage.” He grinned, then suddenly turned serious. “But Idris is right. All hell will break loose over the next few days. With Cayn dead and Draconis destroyed, father will hang on to Darius Xunn for a little while longer, and that will put another dent in his alliance with the Exiled Maras. No one will sleep until you’re all captured.”

      “Until we’re all captured,” Fiona corrected him with a smirk. “You’re in this with us, now.”

      Zane sighed, then playfully rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I am. And I only have you to blame.”

      “Seriously? You kidnapped me, buddy, not the other way around,” she replied, crossing her arms. He smiled and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear.

      “I couldn’t help myself. Like I said, your fault,” he muttered, his red eyes glimmering with delight.

      Blinking several times and feeling my cheeks flushed from the momentary awkwardness as Zane caught me staring at them, I cleared my throat, deciding to pursue that line of questioning later. Clearly, those two were getting really close, but we had bigger fish to fry for the evening, so I turned to Idris and Rayna again, just as Rush and Amina joined us in the living room.

      “So, tell us about how they actually caught you the first time around, Idris,” I said, occasionally stealing a glance at Fiona, whose face was the color of a spring rose as she stood next to Zane. Yup, definitely a thing.

      “It was systematic and well thought out,” Idris replied, “though I doubt that was their first intention when we crashed on Neraka. They left us to rest for a couple of days. Treated us like kings and queens, eager to prove how they’d changed their ways and so on.”

      Fiona scoffed. “Yeah, that sounds disgustingly familiar.”

      “Then they caught Lumi by surprise. All they needed to do was gag her, then tie her hands,” Idris continued. “The moment you deprive a swamp witch of the ability to speak, she’s done for.”

      “Then they came for us,” Rush said, sitting on the other sofa. “They didn’t catch us all at once, but as soon as they made their pact with the daemons, it was a piece of cake for them. The daemons knew the Valley of Screams like no one else. It was only a matter of time.”

      “The rest is, as you probably know, history,” Amina added, then cuddled next to Rush, who put his arm around her shoulders and held her close, occasionally dropping a soft kiss on her forehead.

      I nodded, then started pacing the living room, putting all the pieces together in my head.

      “So, what we have now is a crippled daemon capital, a prison city utterly destroyed, and rebel pacifists’ ranks replenished and free,” I muttered. “There was already a strain on this alliance between the Maras and the daemons, and it’s only going to get worse, now that Shaytan will not allow Darius’s return to Azure Heights. He can’t have the Mara Lord yapping to the others about the ginormous slice of humble pie we just served him. Right?”

      I looked around the room, noticing the amused expressions of the delegation prisoners. Sure, I was certainly enjoying the thought of Shaytan broiling on his throne because of us, but they were downright thrilled. And for good reason, too. He’d kept them locked up in meranium boxes for thousands of years. He deserved a lot more than a mild aneurysm.

      “Okay, we’re off to a good start, I think,” I concluded with a grin. “Now, on to stage two. Dinner, a decent scrub, and a few hours of sleep before we head back to Ragnar Peak. We’ll summon the Manticores from there and prepare for stage three: getting Lumi out of Azure Heights.”

      We still had a lot of work ahead of us, sure. But we’d already come so far, and we’d cost Shaytan a fortune in dead soldiers. Not to mention the collapse of Draconis and the release of most of his prisoners there. We’d triggered the pacifists into a large-scale sabotage mission, too. I doubted it was enough to defeat the daemon king, but it definitely helped us keep the fiends distracted while we hatched a plan to extract Lumi from the clutches of the Exiled Maras.

      Nothing worked better than our enemies’ cities in turmoil and their alliances crippled.
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      About an hour later, Ryker and Laughlan had pulled some fresh fruit and vegetables from the dried-up garden using their Druid magic. It was enough to feed all of us non-vampires and non-Maras, and we roasted the Druids’ produce over the firepit.

      Velnias and Zane were kind enough to go out and hunt down a couple of stray moon-bisons, which they brought back for the Druids, vampires and Maras to feed on. Caia and Blaze stayed outside by the firepit, while Vesta set up the cloaking spell around the farmhouse, with a little help from Ryker. We were safe there for the night.

      It was hot outside, a typical summer on the desert’s edge, but it was bearable, especially after we took turns in the bathroom. The pipes creaked, but cool water from the underground springs flowed endlessly, giving us all plenty to work with.

      By the time I finished washing up, Caspian and Harper had retreated to one of the rooms. The Mara Lord was still recovering from his wounds, and Harper was exhausted. They both needed as much sleep as possible before our journey to Ragnar Peak. Pheng-Pheng sat by the fireplace in the living room, curiously listening to the delegation members as they caught up and discussed weak points in the daemons’ defense system, based on what they’d already seen in Draconis.

      Zane sat next to Velnias on the other side of the fireplace, while Fiona worked in the kitchen, preparing our bags for the trip. She still needed some ingredients, but she did a fine job of laying out all the satchels and metal capsules for our backpacks, adding morsels of dried food and whatever else was already available to our gear. Of course, although she did try her best to be discreet, I noticed Fiona and Zane stealing glances at each other across the room. Not that I could blame her, though. The daemon prince was handsome as hell and had a heart of gold, despite his biting sarcasm.

      Vesta was out back, working some of her fae mojo on the greenhouse. According to her parents, they’d used it to grow various herbs and plants which, if regrown, could serve to replenish our swamp witch and Druid spell supplies. By the Daughters, we needed as much magic as we could possibly get our hands on for what lay ahead.

      With the right environment, a fae could easily restore that greenhouse, and, by morning, we’d have plenty of greenery to pick from for our spells, particularly for invisibility and tracking. I left the others inside and joined Vesta in the greenhouse. Jax wasn’t far behind and found me sitting on a ledge, watching Vesta as her hands glowed green over a mound. A stem popped out from the ground, its lime-colored leaves stretching outward as it grew before our very eyes.

      “I give you… Bakram’s Tails,” Vesta giggled, beaming with pride as she knelt before the newly reborn plant. “We use it in healing potions.”

      “Woohoo, go Vesta,” I replied with a chuckle. “I’ll be more comfortable getting myself cut down now, knowing you’ve got the healing potions covered.”

      We both laughed. Jax sat next to me, the corner of his mouth twitching. “I see you two are keeping yourselves entertained here,” he said. “Though I’d like to kindly ask that you don’t get yourself hurt going forward. Healing potion or not, I’d very much like to see you walking out of whatever comes next without a single scratch.”

      His tone was serious, but the warm glow in his jade eyes made my spine tingle and my skin sizzle. I lit up like the moon, making him smile. “Sorry, I can’t help it,” I murmured, realizing how bright my silvery skin was shining. I couldn’t control my intense emotions around him, especially when, for the first time in a couple of days, I could actually relax and enjoy Jax’s presence without the fear of hostile daemons barging in to ruin the moment.

      He gripped my chin between his thumb and index finger, spearing me with his deep jade gaze, and smiled. “Don’t ever apologize for being so gorgeous. I know it’s my fault for making you feel and… glow like this, but you don’t see me apologizing for it.”

      I leaned forward and dropped a kiss on his lips, prompting him to growl slowly. “Fortunately, we’re surrounded by a cloaking spell. Otherwise daemons might spot me from a mile away.”

      “Do you always light up like that when you’re around him?” Vesta asked as she moved to nurture another mound. I let out an audible sigh in response, which she took as a “yes”. “I think that’s pretty cool. It means you can’t lie about your feelings for him, huh?”

      Jax chuckled with delight, noticing me blushing even brighter.

      “Keep your eyes on your plants there, little fae,” I snapped back, feigning irritation. It made her laugh. I wasn’t going to intimidate anyone tonight, clearly, so I focused my attention back on Jax, who couldn’t take his eyes off me. “How is everyone inside?”

      “They’re good. They’ll go to sleep soon. It’s almost midnight,” he said, pointing at the third moon rising above. It cast a milky light over the property, giving the farmhouse a surreal glow and making it look like something out of an old Druid fairytale. “Fun fact, it turns out Amina and I are distant relatives. Cousins, it seems.”

      I raised both eyebrows in surprise. Remembering some of Amina’s features, including the jade color of her eyes, I could see the resemblance. “Really? You were born after she went missing, though, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes. She’s a third cousin. She was born a Dorchadas, but married Ryker before they boarded the delegation, and joined House Abraxian.”

      “House Abraxian…” I muttered, trying to remember where I’d heard that name before.

      “House Abraxian were some of the first to sacrifice themselves in the war against Azazel,” Jax replied, sadness adding weight to his voice. “Their ten sons were only children at the time. I took them under my wing, and they became my Wards.”

      I now remembered. The name Abraxian had been tattooed onto the wards, along with the swamp witch symbols that allowed them to feed Jax with the energy he needed to perform mass mind-bending. He’d never told me about the origin of his wards, but I’d spotted the name whenever they removed their tunics during combat practice. Their torsos, necks, and arms were covered in black ink, and it lit up white when they channeled their energy into Jax.

      “Don’t you miss them?” I asked, slowly leaning in to him.

      “I don’t think ‘miss them’ is the term I’d use,” he replied, putting his arm around my shoulders. “I’m worried I won’t see them again. I know I shouldn’t, but I’ve seen enough on Calliope to know that when I look at what the daemons are doing here, there is still a chance we won’t succeed.”

      “I know what you mean. I’m worried I won’t see my succubi again, either. Or my sister… my daughter…” I croaked, swallowing back tears. “I also understand why you’re fearful. We’ve seen greater plans fail miserably, after all, if you remember. But we can’t let despair get the better of us, can we?”

      Jax kissed my forehead, then exhaled deeply. “Remember the day we vanquished Azazel?”

      “How could I forget?” I scoffed. “Azazel compelled Jovi into shooting me with a poisoned arrow, and I nearly died.”

      “And not a day goes by that I’m not thankful for the Daughters. For Viola, in particular, for bringing you back,” he murmured. “Thing is, that day I was scared witless. Not of dying myself, but of never seeing you again. It’s a crippling fear. It stiffens my limbs and it makes it hard to breathe. Not seeing my Wards again scares me, Hansa, but not as much as the thought of never seeing you again. And I know that’s exactly what will happen if we let the daemons and the Exiled Maras win. So, yes, I’m holding on to my fear, but not to pull me back, but rather to motivate me to keep going, to fight back harder than ever, until you and I can go back to Calliope and try to make sense of this wonderful thing between us.”

      I was speechless, unable to hold my tears back anymore. I lifted my head to look at him. To my surprise, his eyes were just as wet, stoically darkened beneath his frown. His jaw muscles throbbed uncontrollably as he cupped my face and pulled me closer, to the point where his hot breath tickled my lips.

      “I love you, Hansa, more than I could think possible,” he whispered. “I might’ve said it before, but I will burn this whole planet down before I let anyone or anything take you away from me. And that’s the only thing that keeps me going, the only thought that adds strength to each blow of my swords. My love for you, you raunchy, tough-as-nails, volcanic succubus tribe chief.”

      My tears escaped and streamed down my cheeks, and I could see myself light up even brighter in his eyes. “You know, for a Mara Lord who doesn’t say much most of the time, you sure have a way with words.” I sniffed, prompting him to chuckle before he kissed me, this time deeply, with an intensity that made the world around us disappear.

      He was right. Being afraid was natural, but letting that fear cripple my judgment and my actions was going to get us killed or, worse, separated. I had to take that fear and use it as fuel, like he did. Like I used to do, too, before the Sluaghs and the Destroyers decimated my tribe. I was still recovering from that blow. That tragedy had changed me in more than one way, it seemed. But Jax brought out the warrior in me, and that just made me love him even more, because he gave me myself back, in a way.

      “You know, you could at least say you love him back,” Vesta interjected from across the greenhouse, brutally reminding me that she was still there, albeit with her back to us, and that she’d heard everything.

      Jax groaned, then hid his face in the warm, small space between my neck and my shoulder, while I let out a small growl, jokingly scowling at Vesta. “Seriously, though, don’t you have plants to grow, little fae?” I muttered.

      “I do, but it’s hard to concentrate with you two smooching twenty feet behind me,” she shot back, giving me a dry grin over her shoulder and making both Jax and me laugh hard.

      Out of everything we’d endured on Neraka, after nearly getting ourselves captured or killed more than once, I could still count some wonderful gifts we’d earned along the way.

      Vesta was, by far, the best thing to come out of this Nerakian insanity. She was mostly quiet and distant but had a heart the size of a pit wolf and a mouth on her that made Anjani seem like a Bajang cub, all cute and fluffy by comparison.

      And I was always a sucker for a strong character. After all, I’d fallen in love with the Lord of Maras and I’d joined the company of GASP. Clearly, strength was also my soft spot—yet another reminder that, whatever came next for us, I was more than capable of handling it, especially with firecrackers like Vesta on our side.
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      It didn’t take long for Caspian to fall asleep. He was still a little weakened from the earlier fight, and he’d taken significant hits from Cayn and a couple of other daemons as we’d made our way out of Draconis. By the time I came back from the bathroom, he’d already drifted away, hidden beneath a layer of linen sheets.

      I slipped into a long cotton nightgown I’d found in the dresser and lay next to him on the bed. My senses were still hyped, so I spent some time just watching him, peaceful as his eyes moved beneath the eyelids. He was dreaming something quite intense. He huffed and frowned between long, lazy smiles. Whatever it was he was seeing and experiencing, deep down in his subconscious, it elicited a wide variety of emotions from him.

      Resting on my elbow, I relaxed against the soft pillows and drew imaginary lines along the sharp contours of his face with my spare hand. His pale skin was perfectly smooth, while his faint stubble tickled the tips of my fingers. His heartbeat was mellow, his breath even as his chest moved rhythmically… up, down… up, down.

      All kinds of nocturnal bugs chirped outside the window. The moons sent down milky and amber rays of light into the room. It gave Caspian an iridescent glow that made my heart flutter. His short black hair created a dramatic contrast, while the blade of his nose cast a dark shadow over his lips, which were pale pink and begging for my kiss.

      It would’ve been difficult to pinpoint where along the line of this tempestuous trip to Neraka I’d fallen so deeply in love with him. The one thing I could admit, at least to myself, was that I couldn’t undo any of it. Caspian had become embedded into my very being. My soul ached for him whenever he was out of sight. My body reacted in ways I’d never thought possible whenever he touched me.

      Despite the madness, there wasn’t much I would’ve wanted to change, if given the chance. The blood oath, maybe, but even that had served its purpose—at least for me, on a personal level, because it had forced my instincts to work overtime as I tried to figure Caspian out. Even that was worth all the trouble because, when it was all revealed, I felt the immeasurable relief of knowing that I’d been right all along. That I’d fallen for one of the good guys. I didn’t even want to think what it would’ve felt like to discover that Caspian was just as bad as Darius, Emilian, and the other Lords. No, Caspian was good. In a lot of pain and angered by his inability to stop his own people from committing such atrocities, but good.

      I couldn’t help but smile, in awe of how intense my feelings for him were. We’d come a long way in a short period of time, from glaring at one another and leisurely trading stinging remarks, to being unable to see a future that didn’t keep us together. He deserved better. And we both deserved a life lived freely. I was only beginning to peel away at the layers that made him who he was, and I was already head over heels. It made me wonder what the depths of my love for him would be once I got to feel him the way my parents felt each other.

      The door opened with a mild creak. I lifted my head and saw Fiona standing in the doorway, giving me a shy smile. She’d had her turn in the bathroom, her hair still dripping wet and a towel in her hand. She’d also found something to wear for the night, some hilarious long johns and a baggy shirt, both of which failed to mask her natural grace and beauty. I motioned for her to come in, then gently slipped out of bed. We settled on a wooden loveseat by the window, basking in the moonlight.

      “Sorry,” she said slowly, drying her hair with the towel. “I was hoping I’d find you still awake.”

      “No worries. It’ll take a while for me to go into sleep mode, I think. I’m exhausted, but, I don’t know, maybe I’m too exhausted. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just… just wanted to relax a little, spend some time with you,” she replied. “Usually I go to Scarlett with this stuff, but she’s not around, and to be honest, we’ve known each other since we were kids, and you’re more level-headed than most, so I was hoping I could maybe tell you something, and you could tell me if I’ve lost my mind? Maybe?” she added, wearing a sheepish smile.

      I stifled a chuckle, combing my fingers through my damp hair, absently mimicking her hand movements as she kept drying hers with the towel. I’d known Fiona for as long as I could remember and, to be honest, I’d always had kind of a soft spot for her. Despite her petite size, she surprised everyone with her titanic strength. I loved that about her. It was her element of surprise, and it also pretty much mirrored her character. Soft and gentle on the outside, yet deadly fierce and resilient on the inside.

      “Talk to me, Fi, whenever you need to,” I said. “We’re family and we are friends. If anything, Neraka’s only brought us closer to one another. Consider this a judgment-free zone.”

      She chuckled, then took a deep breath and exhaled over the length of a few seconds. “It’s common knowledge now that Zane abducted me, then let me go,” she murmured. “I’ve also told you and the girls about my encounters with him back in Azure Heights, shortly before we figured out what the Exiled Maras were up to.”

      “Ah, yes,” I replied, nodding slowly. “I specifically remember Zane being super liberal with those knock-out powders.”

      “Yeah, well… In his defense, it was the only way for him to get me to sit still and not try to attack him. I was still riled up from the whole abduction issue.”

      I covered my mouth to stop myself from laughing too hard, then briefly glanced over to Caspian, who seemed still submerged in deep sleep. “In all fairness, I would’ve been just as spikey about that,” I murmured.

      Fiona then frowned slightly and took another deep breath. “Thing is, I think I’m into him. And he’s not making a secret of how he feels about me,” she whispered. I felt my eyes widen with surprise—not at what she was saying, because I’d already caught a whiff of it from the stolen glances between her and Zane. No, I was surprised by how candid she was about it. Knowing her, I would’ve expected to have to pull it out of her in a similar fashion as one would pull a rusty old nail from a piece of wood. With a strong pair of plyers.

      “Okay,” I said, then waited for her to continue. I had a feeling that wasn’t the part that made her feel like she’d gone crazy.

      “He kissed me.”

      “Oh. Oh… Okay…”

      “Correction. He kissed me twice. The first time was a shock, but the second time around, I was so into it, I completely forgot where I was and what I was doing, which, ironically, was getting him out of prison. I liked him kissing me. A lot. Have I lost it, Harper?” Fiona rambled on in a single breath.

      “What? No!” I replied, then covered her hands with mine and squeezed gently, in a bid to reassure her.

      “I mean, I know he’s a daemon, obviously. Can’t ignore the horns and red eyes. Daemons are the enemy and whatnot, but I look at him, I look at Velnias and the others, and I hold on to the hope that they’re not all evil. That Zane isn’t evil and that I’m not making the biggest mistake of my life by allowing myself to fall for him because… good grief, Harper, I’m falling for him.”

      We stayed like that for a while, as Fiona came to terms with that admission. It made me smile, because I had had similar doubts about Caspian, back when we were still suspicious and tangled with the Exiled Maras. But in Fiona’s case it was clear as day. Zane, despite being a daemon and the son of our chief enemy, was one of the good guys. He probably didn’t like having to be so different from his own people, but his nature didn’t lie.

      “Maybe I’m seriously suffering from Stockholm Syndrome,” Fiona added, muttering mostly to herself. “I’ve joked about it, but maybe it’s true.”

      “Fiona, chill, seriously,” I replied gently. “I would get Stockholm Syndrome if a hottie like Zane abducted me… and Caspian didn’t exist,” I added, chuckling and feeling my cheeks burn. “You’re not crazy. And I don’t think that daemons are inherently bad, either. I think they were molded this way by the culture. But if you change the culture, you could change the people, too. And if you fail to change those already living, you can at least set new guidelines for the generations to come. It’s not impossible to think that, I don’t know, a hundred or two hundred years from now, all the daemons will hear about soul-eating and simply cringe. Zane is different already. We all know it. It’s why we rescued him.”

      “I guess.” She sighed, then grinned. “I mean, he’s killed his own people to get you guys out of Infernis. And he didn’t hesitate to come with me when I broke him out of Draconis.”

      “Exactly. Fiona, you’re falling for someone, and that’s okay. Granted, you’re falling for the son of our mortal enemy, but he’s here, on our side. He’s fighting with us,” I replied. “He’s strong, he’s brave, and he’s fierce, just like you. You have every reason to like the guy. And he’s obviously very different from the rest of his family. He had no choice but to fall in line, not just because of the daemonic culture but also because his mom’s in Shaytan’s… harem. His plight is much like Caspian’s, it seems.”

      Fiona thought about it for a minute, then giggled. “He is hot, though, isn’t he? Horns and all.”

      “Are you kidding me? You could fry eggs on the guy’s abs in the dark,” I replied, tearing up from my struggle to not laugh out loud. “He’s the definition of hot. I bet they’d add a picture of him in the Nerakian dictionary to illustrate the term—”

      “Honestly, I’ve seen better-looking daemons than Zane, but from his generation, I tend to agree with you, ladies,” Caspian interrupted us, his tone flat from across the room.

      Both Fiona and I froze, then snorted and burst into a bout of hysterical laughter. Tears streamed down our cheeks as we both tried to come to our senses but had a hard time. Whenever I thought I was done, I caught a glimpse of Fiona’s puffed-up cheeks in a hilarious attempt to contain herself and ended up chortling again.

      Caspian lay on his back, supporting his weight on his elbows, and watched us quietly, but was visibly amused. His jade eyes were small and groggy, his hair ruffled. He was more beautiful than ever.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said to him, finally calming down. “We didn’t mean to wake you up.”

      He gave me a warm smile and a playful wink. “The moment you left my side, I lost my ability to sleep.”

      Fiona got up, then dropped a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll leave you guys to sleep. Thanks, Harper, seriously. I needed this,” she said, then walked over to the door.

      “Fiona, for what it’s worth,” Caspian said, “you’ve got your sights set on the right creature. You don’t strike me as someone whose instincts would take you somewhere other than where you belong.”

      “Thank you, Caspian,” she replied with a brief nod, then closed the door on her way out.

      Once again, Caspian and I were left on our own. He gazed at me from the bed, while I shrank in the wooden loveseat. I couldn’t take my eyes off the warm, golden glow of his aura as our eyes met. “I’m serious,” he said. “She shouldn’t worry. Zane is the fruit of the earth to anyone who crosses paths with him. And I can tell he’s crazy about her. Frankly, I’m not surprised to see they’re becoming an item. They might be from different worlds, but they were definitely made for each other.”

      The way he said that resonated deeply with me, mainly because I recognized the double layer of his statement. He wasn’t referring only to Fiona and Zane. Not at all. He meant us, too.

      I left the chair and climbed back into bed with him. He pulled the linen cover aside, his clouded eyes inviting me to join him. I noticed his wounds were fully healed, though I was more focused on the ropes of muscles drawing shadows on his torso, his skin smoothly stretched over his pecs.

      Wearing a lascivious smile, I reached his side and lay down next to him. He covered me with the sheet, then snaked his arm around my waist, while I rested my head on his chest, relishing the echoes of his heartbeat.

      “Do you know Zane, personally? I mean, from before?” I asked, relaxing against his warm body.

      When he didn’t answer, I looked up and found him staring at me. He blinked, reminding me of his blood oath. He couldn’t say it out loud, but he made me understand that yes, he’d met Zane before. It didn’t come as a surprise. I assumed the Mara Lords had repeatedly met with Shaytan and his Council over the years. Zane and Caspian were bound to know one another, maybe more than the others might have thought.

      “You two are kindred spirits, in a way,” I said.

      I drew circles on his chest, savoring the feel of his skin against mine. My limbs and my eyelids felt heavy, my senses perfectly attuned to Caspian’s heartbeat and smooth breathing.

      “You think?” he murmured, staring up at the ceiling as I put my head back down.

      “You both come from very… difficult families and cultures, so to speak. You’re both strong and think innocent creatures shouldn’t suffer because of your families and cultures. And you’re both fighting against said families and cultures,” I replied. “Yeah, I think that about covers it.”

      “We’re also both in love with gorgeous, intelligent, and tempestuous vampires,” he said, and I could almost hear the grin stretching his lips, long before I raised my head to look at him once more.

      The view cut my breath short, because his golden glow amplified when our eyes met again. His hand left my hip and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, then cupped my face and pulled me into a long and ardent kiss. As my physical form practically melted into him, my mind grappled with the pain of his condition, given the blood oath—specifically his inability to tell me everything he so desperately wanted to tell me.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, snuggling closer as he pulled the sheet higher to cover us both. A heavy sigh left my chest.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, gently stroking my hair.

      “I’ll never forgive them. King Shaytan, the Mara Lords, all of them. I’ll never forgive them for what they did to your family. For what they did to you, Caspian,” I murmured, feeling my voice tremble.

      “Their time will come soon, Harper,” he replied softly.

      “Oh, that’s for sure. I’ll personally deliver Shaytan his death sentence, rest assured. On behalf of everyone involved,” I scoffed.

      He firmly gripped my shoulders and pulled me up, then settled me half on top of him, my chest soft against his as he tightened his arms around me. The flicker of amusement twinkling in his jade eyes made me smirk. “What?” I asked.

      “I can’t get enough of you, you feisty, deadly little thing.”

      He put on a most charming smile, completely disarming me. “Well, I don’t know about ‘little’, though. I’m quite tall for my species.”

      “Yet look at you, so small, so soft and sweet whenever I hold you, Miss Hellswan,” he breathed, brushing his lips over mine.

      “Lord Kifo, it really isn’t my fault. You have this effect on me. I literally shrink and melt whenever you touch me,” I playfully replied.

      “Whatever you do, don’t disappear,” he said, suddenly serious, his jade gaze so intense it drilled holes into my soul. “I’d be lost without you.”

      How could I not love the guy, when he swept me off my feet like that? He wasn’t much of a talker, but, boy, when he opened his mouth, he completely disarmed me. I kissed him, deeply, in an attempt to translate everything I felt into that gesture.

      He tightened his hold on me, taking everything I had to give in that kiss. He welcomed it all, then asked for more. We were both tired and we knew we needed to sleep, but we couldn’t drift off to dreamland without one last kiss, one last look at each other to remind ourselves of how perfect we were together, despite everything else.

      Neraka was both beautiful and scary, and so was this love growing between us.
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      It was probably before ten in the morning when we got outside and prepared the horses for the ride ahead. The sun was hidden behind a thick layer of snowy clouds, and the birds chirped gleefully from pine trees nearby.

      Dion and Alles rummaged through the cabin’s kitchen and storage room, looking for last-minute supplies we might use later, while the Imen covered the campfire with snow and replenished some of the wood we’d burned throughout the night. They’d spent the morning scouring the upper woods for nuts and mushrooms to leave for the next travelers who were bound to come upon this cabin. It was everybody’s home for the night on the northern slope of a frozen mountain. We took care of each other, even if we didn’t know each other.

      Avril and Heron joined us, both looking bright and spry, as if ready to take on an entire army of daemons, if necessary. Remembering Heron’s early-morning dismissal when I knocked on their door, it didn’t seem like a stretch to assume that those two had taken their relationship to the next level. Given the danger we were in and the risk of never getting off Neraka again, I couldn’t exactly blame them. On the contrary, they both looked happy and in love, even though they did their best to keep their cool as they prepared their indigo stallions.

      By comparison, Patrik and I had slept like an elderly couple, with Hundurr snoring like a thunderstorm at the foot of our bed. My dreams were sweet and tranquil, as the Druid’s warmth had made my night blissful. I felt loved and I felt cherished. I ignored the little pang of jealousy I felt when I caught that subtle exchange of glances between Avril and Heron, that look that said, “I love you more now than I did last night, and I can’t wait to be with you again!” It made me yearn for the same from Patrik, and now really wasn’t the time for that.

      We’d missed that window of opportunity, though I had no regrets. I knew, deep down, that when Patrik and I would take our union to a deeper level, it would be extraordinary. I could feel it in my bones. My heart fluttered when I felt his hand settle on the small of my back.

      “Are you ready?” Patrik asked, giving me a soft half smile.

      I peeled my eyes from Heron and Avril and dropped a short, sweet kiss on Patrik’s lips. It took him by surprise, but he didn’t seem to mind. His steely blue gaze clouded momentarily.

      “Let’s go,” I murmured.

      We got on our horses just as Arrah closed the cabin door behind her and jumped onto her indigo mare. She whistled and motioned for the Imen to lead the way. They descended the mountain in pairs, working their way down through the thick layer of snow.

      Avril and Heron followed, then Patrik and me, with Hundurr and Arrah closing the line behind us. We covered our heads with hoods and put on our masks and goggles, too, just in case the sun unexpectedly broke through the clouds at any point.

      The closer we got to the base of the mountains, the warmer it got. It was still winter on and around the Athelathan Mountains, but it was much more bearable to most creatures down here, unlike the cabin area, where daemons wouldn’t have lasted through the night.

      We rushed past the giant pine trees, their dark green crowns towering over us. As we approached the bottom, they grew scarce and skinny, leaving room for the jagged white rocks of the ridge poking out from the snow. There was no sign of daemons anywhere near us, nor ahead. It looked like a clear path from here to Lagerith Plains.

      I could see the fields of tall grass stretching in the distance as we reached the mountain base. The gray clouds began to scatter, leaving room for a blue sky and flickering rays of sunshine. Our horses darted across the hard ground, their hooves thundering as we made for the plains.

      “Head southwest,” Arrah said from behind. “Ragnar Peak will be two hundred miles that way.”

      “If we keep up at this speed, we’ll be there in four, maybe five hours,” I replied, beckoning my horse to follow the others at the front, as we entered the green fields and made a smooth turn toward the southwest.

      “Most likely, yes,” Arrah said. “The horses are well fed and rested. Provided we don’t run into any daemon trouble, we’ll get there in the early hours of the afternoon.”

      Avril gasped, then hissed as she looked down.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, then nudged my stallion and sped up, reaching her side. I found her struggling to keep her back straight in the saddle, while her horse galloped steadily, and she pulled the snowflake medallion out from under her leather suit. The furs on her back fluttered in the wind as she held the pendant up to look at it.

      Both Heron and I frowned, staring at the snowflake, which glimmered a peculiar white.

      “It felt so cold, it almost burned through my skin,” Avril gasped. “Like liquid nitrogen.”

      “What’s up with that shimmer, though?” Heron replied, unable to take his eyes off the pendant.

      Patrik moved forward and flanked Heron on the left side, leaning in to take a look at the curious development. “Is it supposed to do that?” he asked.

      Avril shrugged. “I have no idea,” she said, then pointed it in another direction, farther to the west. The glimmer died down but came back when she moved it to her left. “It didn’t come with an instruction manual.”

      “Ten o’clock,” one of the Imen ahead announced. “Daemons, by that patch of woods.”

      We all froze, following the direction in which he was pointing, to the southwest. Less than a mile away, I could see shadows flickering between the trees of a small forest. There were about twenty daemons.

      “Steer farther to the right,” Arrah replied.

      She didn’t have to say that twice. We pulled the reins on our horses and increased the distance between us and the daemons. It dawned on me then that the snowflake had more than one use.

      “Avril, point that snowflake to your nine o’clock, where the daemons are,” I said.

      The pendant shimmered white again, then faded when she pointed it toward me, her three o’clock. “Hah,” she gasped. “I’m guessing this nifty little thing is more than just a messenger for Nevis.”

      We increased our speed, gliding over the tall grass and frequently looking over our shoulders. I put on a red lens, just to make sure the daemons we’d spotted earlier hadn’t gone invisible. But they were gone, probably deeper into the woods we’d steered away from.

      “This is so weird,” Avril muttered, holding the pendant in the palm of her gloved hand. “The closer it gets to daemons, the hotter it burns, but it doesn’t melt. I think it’s a compass of some kind.”

      “Clearly, a keep-away-from-daemons compass.” Heron scoffed, then shook his head slowly. “Man, Nevis sure knows how to impress a girl, I’ll give him that.”

      “Ugh, please tell me we’re not doing this whole Nevis thing again,” Avril replied, and I could almost hear her eyes rolling in her head.

      Heron shrugged. “Nope, I was being appreciative just now, I swear.”

      “That’s what you sound like when you’re appreciative?” I shot back, chuckling. “I wonder what you sound like when you give an actual compliment,” I added, then lowered my voice to mimic his. “Hey, you, you look totally un-killable, would you like to go out for drinks? We’ll split the bill and I won’t make you feel stingy about it!”

      Avril, Arrah, and Patrik burst into laughter, and I could even hear Dion, Alles, and the other Imen chuckling ahead. I couldn’t see Heron’s expression, given his mask and goggles, but I was willing to bet he was struggling not to chortle, like the goofball that he really was. Given his sense of humor, that had to have been funny, especially since he was an expert at pulling his own leg.

      “I’ve never used the term ‘un-killable’ before, though,” he replied, his tone flat. “Thanks, Scarlett, I’ll definitely try it when I get a chance!”

      “You tell me I’m un-killable and I will make you experience pain like never before,” Avril retorted, her voice low and deadly serious, before she caved in and giggled. Heron’s shoulders shuddered, the only sign I had that confirmed he was laughing, too.

      “Scarlett, I’ll tell you one thing,” Heron said as we continued our race toward Ragnar Peak. “I can’t wait to get you back into the training hall on Mount Zur. You’ve gathered enough material for me to take you up on a rematch.”

      “Hah, bring it on, squirt!” I cackled. “I’ll be running circles around you before you even draw your first breath!”

      “Provided we all make it out of this alive,” Arrah interjected, prompting both Heron and I to look back at her, “I’d love to visit that GASP base you all keep talking about.”

      “Anytime, Arrah!” I replied with a nod. “I think our senior officers will be thrilled to meet you. Besides, we’re always looking to expand GASP. You’d be welcome to join.”

      “I wouldn’t leave Neraka. It’s my home,” Arrah said, frowning. She gazed around, taking deep breaths as she admired the landscape.

      The fields of green seemed to go on forever, blades of grass undulating under the southern winds. Up ahead, though barely visible on the horizon, stood Ragnar Peak, a tiny black stick. Behind us, the Athelathan Mountains rose proudly, their peaks concealed by the eternal blizzard clouds and their snowy slopes gracefully unraveling in all directions with occasional sharp white marble ridges.

      It was a breathtakingly beautiful world, and she had every reason to fight this hard to live freely in it. I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to leave.

      “I was thinking we’d propose opening a GASP base here, actually,” I suggested, carefully analyzing her reaction. “Have locals get involved. I mean, if we succeed in this mission and bring down the daemons’ rule, we’ll have to set up a peace mission here and make sure that what’s happened up until now does not happen again. We could help you guys rebuild and everything.”

      Arrah nodded slowly, her gaze softening as she looked at me. She seemed touched.

      “I think we’ll need all the help we can get,” she muttered, putting on a bitter smile.

      They most certainly did, but I was ready to pitch in if they needed me. And so were the others. As much as we looked forward to getting off Neraka, we were also eager to help the Imen, the Adlets, and any other species still standing to get back on their feet. Our desire to get out burned hot because of the fact that we knew we couldn’t, at least for the time being, because of the swamp witch’s shield.

      It seemed reasonable to assume that, had the circumstances been different, we would’ve been more than eager to spend more time here. Either way, we had our work cut out for us, but, with Arrah now back in the fold and Nevis’s Dhaxanians on our side, I felt like victory was easier to reach than it had been two days ago.

      We had a clear shot at this. And we were going to take it.
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      As we’d hoped, we had a smooth ride to Ragnar Peak, especially since my weird little snowflake pendant kept searing into my skin whenever we got within a mile of daemons. I had to put up with the occasional burn, though, just to make sure I could immediately react and steer our group away from potential danger. Corrine had made our combat suits from insulated leather, and it would’ve taken precious minutes for me to feel the pendant’s temperature changes if I’d left it out.

      For a brief moment, my mind wandered back to my morning with Heron. We’d taken our time leaving the room, making love and promising each other that we would get through this. That, at the end of this perilous adventure, he and I would have a chance at a real relationship.

      “I promise I’ll still pursue the classic date approach once we get off this planet,” he’d murmured against my lips. “Candlelight dinner, walk on the beach, the works. Everything for you. I cannot express how much I want to court you, Avril. I was raised to believe that I must worship my soulmate, babe, and worship you I will.”

      And I believed him, loving him even more for his disarming candor.

      The sun shone brightly overhead, slowly descending into the early afternoon. With a clear sky and our furs already off, tied to our saddles, we raced across the plains and headed for Ragnar Peak. We slowed the horses down a bit, to give them time to recover some of the energy they’d burned off during our escape from Athelathan, but we kept a steady, moderate speed.

      The massive stone giant rose proudly just a couple of miles away. It looked like nature itself had laboriously sculpted it from limestone, sprinkling it with dark forests and colorful bushes all the way up to the top, where the fortress overlooked the many miles around us.

      I could see the carved stairs from where we were, fractured lines, interconnected as they linked the fortress to the ground level. The towers added a couple hundred feet to the peak’s overall height, with tall windows that were strategically placed in order for any assigned watchers to have a clear view of everything within a five-mile radius.

      As we got closer, I noticed breaks in the stairs. Three-foot-long fragments were missing, but there was one set that reached the main gates rather uninterrupted, with the exception of a couple of gaps. Nothing we couldn’t climb over, anyway.

      “I wonder if the others are nearby,” I said, squinting as I looked out into the distance. I would’ve loved some of Harper’s sentry abilities, so I could True Sight the hell out of this place.

      “They can’t be far,” Scarlett replied. “Or, even better, dare I dream, they could already be waiting inside the fortress. You know, keeping out of sight, maybe?”

      “We need to prepare for potential hostiles,” Arrah reminded us. “Just in case. You never know who’s passing by, especially now that we slipped through the daemons’ claws again.”

      “Agreed,” Patrik said. “Got any ideas? As far as my abilities and knowledge go, I could set up a few traps along the stairs. I don’t have ingredients for a protective shield to keep daemons out, but I can rig the stairs with smoke alarms.”

      “We packed some explosives this morning,” Arrah replied with a smirk. “I think they’ll come in handy for this. Once we get inside the fortress, there is only one way out, and that’s the way we came in. If daemons come here, we’ll need to keep them at bay. If the rest of your team isn’t here by then, we’ll need a way to hold out until the dragon arrives. I imagine that fortress will be a prime spot for him,” she added, narrowing her eyes as she glanced up at the fortress towers.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said, then instantly hissed and pulled the snowflake out from under my suit. “Dang it!” I croaked. “Daemons.”

      We all looked around, trying to figure out where they were coming from, with just one mile left between us and Ragnar Peak. The snowflake glimmered, then started shining bright like a miniature white sun.

      “I don’t see anything ahead,” Scarlett muttered, as we put our red lenses on. “They’re not at the peak.”

      “Uh, guys?” I said, feeling my voice tremble, as shivers ran down my spine. It was becoming difficult to even look at the snowflake now, which meant the daemons were dangerously close.

      Heron looked over his shoulder through his red lens. “Ah, crap,” he growled.

      I could hear the rumbling of boots on the ground. We all looked back. My blood curdled, dread trickling through my veins like liquid fire. “Oh, crap,” I agreed, equally unsettled.

      For those of us without red lenses, specifically Arrah and her Imen, a rippling mass of air could be seen coming after us at impressive speed. Not as fast as our indigo horses, but they’d definitely spotted us. I counted about three hundred daemons through my red lens, roughly. Cason, the overachieving son of Shaytan, was leading them with a satisfied sneer.

      Their red eyes glistened with delight as they chased after us.

      My stomach curled up in a painful twist. Oh, we were so screwed. Our worst-case scenario was coming true, it seemed. “How come we didn’t spot them sooner?” I muttered, then cursed under my breath. I blushed, instantly thinking what my mother would’ve thought if she’d heard me swearing like an ogre. Pray you get to see Maman after this!

      “Your snowflake only now started to burn,” Scarlett said. “They must’ve kept their distance.  We did slow down a bit, probably enough for them to catch up. They probably took our red lenses into account and didn’t want to get too close and spook us. Dammit, that Cason is a serious pain in my ass.”

      “Our collective ass, darling,” Patrik replied, gritting his teeth.

      “We need to make it into the fortress, and fast!” I said, then looked at Patrik. “You should go ahead, Druid, and start setting up whatever you can on your way up to the gates. Scarlett, Arrah, Dion, and Alles, you guys should go with him. You’ve got your proprietary explosives and whatnot. Heron, Hundurr, the rest of the Imen, and I can slow down a little and try to hold them back.”

      “Nonsense!” Patrik shot back. “We’re all going! Once we reach higher ground, it’ll change the game in our favor, trust me!”

      “I’m with the Druid on this one,” Arrah chimed in, then nudged her horse to go faster.

      I took a few deep breaths, then stole a glance at Heron. He gave me a brief but reassuring smile, followed by a confident nod, making my heart skip a beat. “We’ve got this, Avril.”

      “We most certainly do,” Scarlett replied, then went faster.

      We dashed across the hard, grassless ground, with five hundred yards left between us and Ragnar Peak, and less than two hundred yards between us and the daemons. The one thought that stopped me from experiencing sheer dread in that moment was the fact that we were riding indigo horses. These creatures were fast and resilient. They’d had their little breather across the flatlands, but now it was time to speed up again.

      Our mission was nowhere near over. We had to make it up to the fortress. This time, there was no room for failure. I exhaled sharply and leaned forward to get into a more aerodynamic pose, then clicked my teeth and pushed my heels into my stallion’s sides. The creature knew what I wanted. And it obliged.

      With one last glimpse of Cason, hot on our trail, I shifted my focus onto what lay ahead, specifically on the four-hundred-yard race we had till we reached the stone steps leading up to the fortress.

      I could hear the daemons roaring, their rapiers jingling in their scabbards and their boots thudding as they ran. But I chose to concentrate on the thundering hooves beneath us and the strategic advantage of fighting those horned bastards from a higher point. There was no way I was going to let this end here. Not now, not ever.

      We’ve got this.
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      Our horses almost flew over the ground, going faster than I’d ever seen them go before. They, too, could feel the threat rising behind us. They, too, could hear the daemon boots on the ground. The grunts and yells. The mass of hostiles coming for our outnumbered asses.

      These animals were truly impressive, and their prowess didn’t consist of speed, only. Oh, no, as soon as we reached the base of Ragnar Peak, our indigo horses climbed each set of stone stairs with mind-blowing agility and ease. Their hooves clicked on the limestone steps, taking two to three of them at a time. My stallion panted but didn’t give up. He knew what he had to do in order for the both of us to survive.

      The Imen went ahead, using their swords to cut down all the extended branches of trees and shrubs making our climb more difficult. We had to reach the fortress at the top before the daemons got to the base. One quick glance over my shoulder made my stomach churn. Cason and his fiends were less than two hundred yards away.

      Arrah, Patrik, and Scarlett stayed behind by several feet. Arrah dropped small satchels of explosives on her way up, at a distance of five to eight feet on both sides of the stairs. The Druid muttered spells under his breath and tossed some of his own herb and crystal mixtures back at the peak’s base. They split open as soon as they hit the ground, making me doubt his magic skills for a second.

      “Are they supposed to do that?” I asked, unable to hide my skepticism as I continued my climb, with Avril right in front of me.

      “What do you think?” Patrik shot back, oscillating between amusement and offense.

      “Well, okay, I don’t know what to—”

      I didn’t get to finish that sentence. A loud bang tore through the air. I let out a short cackle, watching as the first three daemons of Cason’s crowd stepped in the herb and crystal mixture. It instantly exploded, throwing them back and tearing limbs off in the process.

      “Holy crap!” Avril gasped, stunned by the effect that Patrik’s explosives had. “Holy freaking crap!”

      Patrik chuckled and continued tossing his highly explosive linen satchels from the bag he’d mounted behind him, on the saddle. “I found some much-needed ingredients in that cabin’s pantry this morning, so I decided to get creative.”

      “You’re an artist, Patrik!” I replied, continuing our race up the stairs. “I take back every single doubt I had about you!”

      “What, there was more than this one just now?” Patrik retorted.

      I stifled a grin and kept going, constantly shifting my focus between what was ahead and what came after us from behind. We were halfway up already. Another explosion prompted me to look back. Ten more daemons had been obliterated in an explosion at the bottom. Some of Arrah’s little “gifts” had gone off. The first set of stairs below crumbled, making the surviving daemons fall flat on their faces and slip back down with the dirt and rubble slide.

      “My satchels are timed,” Arrah briefly explained. “Well, the first round, anyway. I added the final ingredient before I tossed each projectile. A couple of minutes later, boom!”

      “Chemical reactions, one ingredient reacts with another and it causes both to ignite,” Scarlett muttered, then motioned for Hundurr to keep going. The pit wolf was reluctant and was tempted to go back down there and tear the daemons a new one. “Come on, Hundurr! Keep going! Forget them!”

      “Yeah, I’m out of those, though,” Arrah replied, then flipped open another bag on the left side of her saddle and started tossing out different, slightly smaller satchels. She made sure to throw them at least twenty to fifty yards back.

      Each satchel hit the ground or the stone stairs a couple of times before exploding. Each detonation left behind a large, smoking hole and caused a chain reaction on the bottom side of Ragnar Peak. Landslide after landslide came down, sweeping the climbing daemons off their feet and forcing them back to where they’d come from.

      “Obviously, you’re not running out of tricks yet,” I muttered.

      Arrah grinned, then threw back five more of those satchels. They only needed a jostle or two before exploding upon impact. “Plenty more where those came from!” she said.

      “You’re outnumbered!” Cason’s voice thundered from below. “You won’t make it through the night! I will get up there and I will tear that fortress down, little mice!”

      I looked down and saw him sneering at us, though he did stay back, leaving his daemon grunts to do all the hard work of trying to climb the peak and either dying, getting maimed in explosions, or being thrown back by the landslides. But as much as I hated to admit it, there was some truth to his words.

      Our explosive resources were finite. We were going to run out at some point. Then, all that remained between us and the two hundred and fifty or so daemons left were the walls of the fortress, now just a hundred yards away. I could almost taste the temporary safety of its solid, thick stone walls and heavy iron gates.

      “I don’t know, Cason,” Scarlett shouted, without bothering to look over her shoulder. “From where I am, it’s not looking good for you. We’ve taken down bigger and badder monsters than you before. Come morning, it’ll be your bones that will be scattered on Ragnar Peak!”

      I heard Cason laugh. He was going for mockery, but there was a higher pitch in there that didn’t quite fit. There was a tinge of doubt and fear that maybe, just maybe what Scarlett had just said would come true. He didn’t like it. He barked orders at his daemons, who continued in their attempt to climb the peak.

      “Who’s got some water to spare?” Patrik asked. Arrah tossed him her reserve. Patrik removed its cork, muttered a spell under his breath, then shoved some powders into it and tossed it high in the air behind us.

      The water bladder exploded in a bright blue cloud that stretched over the crowd of daemons and released a brief shower of instant rain. It was enough to make Cason and his daemons visible again. They were taken by surprise, but didn’t relent.

      Arrah and Patrik kept tossing their explosives at them, not only causing more mudslides and sudden deaths on impact, but also destroying the only set of stairs leading up to the fortress.

      “The others will have to find other routes,” Patrik said, as if reading my mind. “Besides, they have the dragon.”

      “Speaking of which…” Avril’s voice trailed off as she looked up and to her left. I followed her gaze and felt a sudden surge of energy fill me to the brim.

      Coming in fast and furious was Blaze in full dragon form. His black wings were stretched out as he glided on the western winds. I spotted the others down on the ground, about three hundred yards away, hot on the dragon’s trail.

      The Imen cheered, while I glanced over my shoulder and had the pleasure of seeing Cason freeze. He was a little too far for me to see his expression, but I was willing to bet that the color had drained from his face.

      Blaze let out a single spine-tingling roar that echoed across the flat ground around the peak. The daemons scrambled both up and down the base. Some wanted to flee, while others looked for cover from the rain of fire that the dragon was about to unleash on them. Only then did I notice the sun’s glimmering reflection on the daemons’ shields.

      They’d brought meranium shields with them. However, that wasn’t going to be enough to save them.

      Arrah pulled out her bow and a quiver of arrows, then slowed down on the last set of steps before the fortress. “You all go ahead. I’ve got one last round for these monsters,” she said.

      “Listen, for an Azure Heights maid, you sure know your warfare!” I croaked, then watched her shoot a flurry of projectiles from her bow. Each arrow whistled through the air and hit both shields and daemons, six hundred yards down.

      The arrowheads exploded upon impact, just like the satchels, taking down about thirty more daemons. A second roar from Blaze let Cason know that he was getting dangerously close, while Cason’s daemon army was dwindling before his very eyes.

      “So, who’s more screwed now? Us or them?” I chuckled, shaking my head as we reached the fortress’s black iron gates.

      Patrik sighed. “Both, really. We’re—”

      “It was a rhetorical question!” I berated him. “Of course we’re all screwed!”

      I knew Cason wasn’t going to be the only one coming for us. Soon enough, the whole of Ragnar Peak would be swarming with daemons from all neighboring areas, hunters and soldiers alike, answering the call of one of Shaytan’s sons.

      But we were no longer alone, either. For now, I chose to focus on getting us all inside the fortress and securing our position there. Everything else could wait until we shut the gates behind us and reunited with the rest of our team.

      “You were right, Heron,” Avril breathed. I looked up at her and noticed the half smile stretching her lips. “We’ve got this.”

      Just then, a third roar from Blaze rippled through the air, loud enough to make me shudder.

      This is it.
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      At first, we’d seen Ragnar Peak rising in the distance. Tall, majestic, and boldly reaching toward the sky, the fortress at the top almost beckoning us to hurry up and get there. But then I saw something I’d both hoped for and dreaded, at the same time, since we’d first left the Imen village in the south. I saw Avril and the rest of our team, joined by Arrah and ten other Imen, along with Scarlett’s eerily friendly pit wolf—that was the part I’d hoped for—followed by a throng of daemons as our friends made their way up to the fortress.

      My True Sight did not deceive me. The daemons were being led by a prince, one of Shaytan’s sons, judging by his royal attire and gold-threaded horns, though I didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t on the king’s Council. I’d shouted at Blaze, who flew overhead with Caia and Laughlan on his back, telling him to go ahead. Our friends needed us.

      When the first explosions tore through the base of the stone mountain, I held my breath.

      The rest of us were on horses. A good night’s sleep and some food had certainly helped our delegation members in their recovery. They were nowhere near full capacity yet, but they seemed a lot more focused. Caspian and I led the group, flanked by Pheng-Pheng, Jax, and Hansa. Fiona, Zane, and Velnias were in the middle, followed by the remaining members of the Druid delegation.

      I spotted Avril and her team just yards away from the fortress’s main gates, with daemons still struggling to get past the bottom half of the peak. I could see Arrah and Patrik throwing all kinds of explosives at the fiends, disrupting their climb, tearing into the only complete staircase to the top and causing landslides that pushed the rest of the daemons back to the base.

      “We need to keep heading for the fortress,” I said, our horses galloping across the hard, dry ground. The Ekar bird flew close to me, until I reached a hand out and its claws gripped my wrist. “Bring us Neha and the Manticores,” I whispered. It blinked several times, then took flight and flew to the north, where the red sand dunes undulated in the simmering distance.

      “Who’s that leading the daemons?” Jax asked, squinting. He, too, had noticed the royal garb. “He’s wearing gold threads.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Zane narrowing his eyes through red lenses. We were now about two hundred yards away and getting closer with each second that slipped by.

      “Ugh, dammit,” Zane muttered. “That’s Cason, tenth in line. Overachieving idiot.”

      “Is he that bad?” Hansa replied, pursing her lips as she nudged her indigo stallion to go faster.

      “He never quits; that’s the most annoying problem with him. He just never, ever quits. He’s persistent to the point where I think even my father wouldn’t mind seeing him get killed, just so he wouldn’t have to put up with his badgering,” Zane replied. Fiona stifled a chuckle.

      “Let me guess, he used to chase you and the older brothers around when you were kids?” I asked, somewhat amused and trying to picture those horned fiends as children—and miserably failing. All I could come up with were miniaturized versions of Cason, Cayn, and the others, just as bulky and vicious.

      “Not only is he big, he’s relentless,” Zane said, shaking his head. “We tried losing him in the Valley of Screams a couple of times. He never forgave us.”

      “Well, for now he’s still stuck at the bottom, and our only clear way up is currently being blown to smithereens,” Jax replied, looking ahead.

      Just then, another explosion tore through the middle of the stairs, spewing dirt and rocks outward. It rained fire and ashes on the daemons trying to get ahead, and then the angled ground slipped from under them and they found themselves sliding back down. Had it not been such a dire situation, it would’ve been downright comical to watch.

      “Our only chance is the fortress,” I said. “I sent the Ekar out. We’ll need to hold out for a couple of days, at most, before reinforcements arrive.”

      “Ramin is fast,” Pheng-Pheng breathed. “My mother will be on her way by nightfall, for sure.”

      “With our team reunited and the extra hands on deck, we should be fine,” Hansa replied with a nod, then grinned as she looked up and saw Blaze swooping in. “Uh-oh, it’s about to get hot down there!”

      “Look, Harper!” Caspian said, narrowing his eyes at the peak’s base. I followed his gaze and found myself smirking.

      “It’s not complete, but I think the horses can pull it off,” I replied, then glanced over my shoulder at Vesta. “Hey, warrior fae! Think you can coax some winds into helping us jump over the bigger gaps on that western ridge?” I asked, pointing at the fractured set of narrow stairs leading up to the fortress.

      She nodded. “I think so, yes! But we need the dragon to keep the daemons at bay.”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about that anymore,” Hansa interjected with a dry chuckle.

      “Whoa…” Vesta’s voice trailed off, her eyes widening as she saw Blaze in action once more. Last time she’d seen him in full force had been during our first encounter in the Valley of Screams. That seemed so long ago.

      Amber and blue fireballs were launched from the dragon’s back. Caia and Laughlan were targeting the stronger daemons, specifically the ones who had made it three hundred yards up Ragnar Peak. One by one, the fiends were engulfed by flames and forced to drop and roll back down, screaming in agony.

      The left flank of Cason’s daemons noticed us then. They drew their rapiers and darted toward our group but came to a sudden halt as Blaze’s enormous shadow covered them, followed by a curtain of fire. The dragon didn’t forgive anyone, as he circled around and returned for another session of “char the daemon”. His jaws opened wide, his giant fangs glistening in the sunlight as he spat a blazing inferno over the daemons.

      We heard their screams and wails. Many managed to hide under their shields, but Blaze’s fire didn’t just go in one direction. It splashed and spilled around like a scorching liquid, slipping beneath the meranium covers and swallowing the daemons on the edges of the compact formation. Cason’s grunts tried to stick to their square grouping, but Blaze was making it difficult.

      I couldn’t see their emotions, but their faces told me everything I needed to know—including Cason’s. They were white as sheets of paper. Dread froze their blood and stiffened their joints. They were terrified, too busy taking cover from the dragon to come after us.

      Perfect.

      “Coast is clear!” Jax shouted. “This way!”

      We climbed the broken stairs on horseback, in pairs. For entire segments of up to thirty feet, the ascension was quite smooth, interrupted by wide jumps and a little bit of an airy push from Vesta, to help our stallions conquer the larger gaps. One wrong move and we could end up back at the bottom with mangled horses.

      I heard growling behind us and felt a chill gripping my spine as I looked back. Two dozen daemons had slipped from the main formation and were working their way up, hot on our trail.

      “Move to the sides!” I shouted at the team. They immediately parted, leaving enough room in the middle for me to send out a strong barrier.

      The pulse hit the grunts hard in their chests. They wheezed and fell backward. Ryker muttered a spell, then put his hand out, releasing a flurry of small blue fireballs. They buzzed around like frantic flies but burst into devastating flames once they touched the daemons.

      With our followers down, screaming and flailing as the Druid flames consumed them, we continued our climb.

      Just a little bit more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Avril

          

        

      

    

    
      We reached the fortress gates, with Arrah and Patrik holding the line several steps below and constantly firing at the incoming daemons. There were less than fifty yards left between us and a group of scattered daemons that had made it past our and Blaze’s attacks.

      The dragon growled beneath. Whenever he hissed, a curtain of fire followed as dozens more daemons perished in the flames. I’d spotted Harper and the others making their way up on the west side of the peak. My heart was racing, my stomach tightly wound as I pushed the gates open with my shoulder.

      It took all the Imen, plus Heron and me, to get the massive iron doors to even budge. We needed more than that, but couldn’t spare Arrah and Patrik, who were holding the hostiles back.

      “Dammit,” I muttered as we pushed again. Grunting and covered in sweat, we tried a third time, then stilled at the sound of hinges creaking.

      “That’s it! That’s it! Keep pushing!” Heron cried out.

      Something was preventing the gates from opening. A quick glance at the hinges shed light on the problem, as they were covered in thick crusts of rust. “Heron, the hinges are rusty. We’ll never open these gates like this!”

      Cason bellowed something from the bottom, but I really couldn’t be bothered to pay attention or even ask Arrah or Patrik if they’d heard what he’d said. I drew my sword and climbed up the edge of the gate, taking on the top hinge with short, swift blows.

      Heron quickly figured out what the plan was and climbed up the side of the other gate, smashing his sword against the top hinge, while Dion and Alles tackled the bottom ones. The Imen kept pushing the gates, gradually feeling them give in with loud creaks and metallic shrills.

      A bloodcurdling scream made it all the way up to us. I froze for a second, my sword hand high in the air and ready for another blow, then looked back down.

      “Good grief,” I breathed, watching Blaze as he dove into the daemon crowd at the bottom. Not only did he blow out another scorching fire that spread outward, deadly and unstoppable, but he also rammed his jaws into the layer of meranium shields at the top.

      His fangs screeched against the metal, the sheer force of his jaws crushing the daemons caught beneath. I could almost hear the bones breaking as he pummeled them into the ground, then grabbed a couple, chewed them, and spat them out.

      “By the Daughters,” Heron gasped, watching the same scene. I didn’t need to see his eyes through his goggles to know they were wide and close to popping out of their orbits. Neither of us had ever seen Blaze this vicious.

      Cason scrambled backward, accompanied by fifty of his closest guards, while Blaze gradually finished off the rest of his crew, leaving piles of dead bodies on the charred ground. The smell of burning daemon flesh quickly made its way up to my nose, as smoke billowed from their carbonized remains. It made my stomach churn, but I managed to hold it together.

      Heron, Dion, Alles, and I kept hitting the hinges with our swords, gradually chipping away at the rust. It splintered outward as I increased the strength of my blows. The deeper I got, the harder I had to hit. Meanwhile, the Imen didn’t give up on the gates, either, pushing with all their might between short breathing sessions.

      Once Arrah and Patrik were done with the last daemons climbing up after us, they joined the Imen in their efforts to get the gates to budge. I heard Patrik mutter another spell and secretly prayed that he’d speed this along.

      I knew that it was only a matter of time before we’d be under siege again. Now, more than ever, we needed the fortress to hold out for us. All hell was going to break loose.
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      Woohoo! Look at the dragon go!” Zane cheered, genuinely impressed.

      He resembled a kid watching an epically awesome fireworks show—only it involved over a hundred of his brethren dying in agonizing pain. Nevertheless, I couldn’t fault him for it. We didn’t take any pleasure in killing creatures, but the daemons had been consistently asking for it since day one.

      We managed to climb all the way to the top, with Vesta manipulating some of the winds to aid us in conquering the large gaps between the broken stone steps. Down below, Blaze was laying waste to the last standing daemons, directed by Laughlan and Caia, who were looking through their red lenses.

      A horn was blown at the base, away from the burning bodies scattered across the battered land. It brought us all to a halt. I used my True Sight and spotted Cason, shielded by his soldiers as they moved back. The horn was his, and it was incredibly loud for its size. It echoed all around Ragnar Peak, then spread all over, riding on the winds. He sounded it three times, making my throat close up with anxiety.

      “Reinforcements will be here soon,” Velnias grumbled, then muttered a curse, mostly to himself.

      “Come on,” I said, shaking the worry off for the time being. “Let’s get inside the fortress first!”

      We followed a narrow stone path at the top, snaking through thick bushes toward the south side, where Avril and the others were—where the fortress gates were. One by one, we made it out of the dense foliage and breathed a collective sigh of relief when we found Avril and Heron sliding off the sides of the gates.

      The hinges glowed gold, the rust crackling and falling off, with Patrik standing in the middle and whispering a spell, his arms stretched out. The Imen managed to push open the gates, the iron howling under the pressure.

      I clicked my teeth and beckoned my horse to go first through the open gates. Everybody else followed, until all of us were inside. I got off my horse and rushed straight into Avril’s arms, chuckling and doing my best not to cry. It felt so good to see them all well, my eyes were stinging with tears.

      Arrah and the Imen managed to close the gates, while Heron and Jax quickly climbed up, followed by Zane and Velnias, and brought down the massive iron and wood beams meant to keep the entrance into the fortress shut.

      Scarlett came in for a group hug, and then Hansa and Fiona also pitched in. We laughed and exhaled with relief as we measured each other from head to toe, thrilled to discover that we were all in one piece, alive and kicking. Scarlett then noticed Velnias and Zane as they came back down.

      “I see you’ve made some new friends,” she chuckled.

      “They most certainly did,” Avril gasped, quick to figure out who the others were. “I see Maras, fae, and Druids. Delegation members?”

      “Yup!” I replied, my chest filled with pride.

      Patrik shook Ryker’s hand, then pointed at the gates. “Let’s do proper introductions later. Help me seal these gates up better. This place will be crawling with daemons again, and soon.”

      Ryker gave him a brief nod, and then they both turned to face the gates, raising their hands in the air. Their palms lit up in an incandescent shade of amber, while Arrah and her Imen gawked at them and us, trying to figure out who the new additions to our team were.

      I heard another round of screams erupting from below. Using my True Sight, I saw Blaze deliver one last blow to Cason’s daemons. Cason himself managed to escape with a handful of his guards, running as fast as their legs could go. Blaze growled, then gave up on the pursuit and flew back up to the fortress.

      I followed him with my gaze as he glided overhead, past the front walls of the fortress, and landed in the main courtyard behind us with a resounding thud. As Caia and Laughlan slid off his back, giving Blaze the space he needed to shift and slip into a pair of pants, I felt my heartrate decrease slowly.

      We weren’t out of the woods yet, not by a thousand miles. There was trouble brewing in the distance. I could almost feel it prickling my skin. But we were all together again, and we had control over the fortress of Ragnar Peak. Strategically speaking, it worked in our favor to be at a high vantage point. Most importantly, it worked extremely well for Blaze in his full dragon form.

      “Man, do we have a lot to catch up on, or what?” Avril grinned, sheathing her sword.

      “I’m so thrilled to see you all back,” Hansa replied, her lower lip trembling and her skin giving off a subtle silvery shimmer. She was working very hard to contain herself. Hansa loved us all like we were her own kids. She felt responsible for us, and she was immensely proud when we achieved something. Most importantly, she could only fully breathe when she could see us all together, healthy and ready to kick some more daemon ass. “And yes, we have a lot of catching up to do. But first, we need to set up our defensive perimeter. It’s only a matter of time before more daemons come. We’ll need to be ready.”

      We all gave her a collective nod and straightened our backs, waiting for her directives. She exchanged a few words with Patrik, then kicked us into first gear, handing orders out left and right with military might and precision.

      Each of us had a crucial part to play, from scoping out the fortress to selecting the highest vantage points, securing the weak spots and preparing our defense positions. Not one of us faltered as we spread throughout the fortress, energized by our reunion.

      We were stronger together. I dared, for a second, to even think that we were invincible, as long as we had each other.
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      An hour later, we were locked in the fortress, with both the front gate and the emergency hatch at the back sealed with Druid magic. We didn’t have the ingredients needed for a cloaking spell, after we’d used them all up during our stay in Kerentrith and at the farm. According to Jax and Hansa, it didn’t make much sense to use it, anyway. Everyone knew the fortress was at the top, and the enemy still had the swamp witch. Surely, they would’ve produced a spell breaker for it. It wouldn’t have bought us much time, if any.

      The Imen took their guard positions on the fortress walls, evenly distributed to cover all four sides. Arrah, Dion, and Alles stood at the front. Arrah and Patrik had rigged the surrounding swath of hard ground surrounding the fortress with more explosives.

      “We found all the weak spots in the limestone,” Patrik said as we gathered around a fire we’d set in the middle of the square. “I applied some of the explosives knowledge we gathered from the Lords’ mansions back in Azure Heights and set up some detonators. Some of them might not see the strings extended across every patch of climbable ground. We’ll be instantly alerted if any of them pass the threshold. I reckon the daemons will fall for it, the pit wolves are much more observant on the ground. I reckon the Adlets will be too when they make their way up here to help us…”

      We raised four pillars on one side of the campfire, where we nightwalkers could sit without keeping our heads and faces covered, as Caia had connected a large piece of fabric to the pillars as a makeshift awning.

      Scarlett lit up one of the Adlets’ flares and tossed it into the air. It burned a bright red and hovered high above the fortress. It could be seen by anyone, but, most importantly, it could be seen by our new allies, the Adlets of Lagerith Plains.

      Avril took out her snowflake pendant, quietly sniffing the wind as we brought each other up to speed. We learned about their adventures in Adlet and Dhaxanian territory, concluding that Cason was, indeed, one of the most persistent daemons we’d ever come across. We told Scarlett and her group about our incursion into Draconis, our success in liberating the Druid delegation members, the information we’d gathered on the daemon pacifists and the shaky relationship between Shaytan and the Exiled Maras, and our knowledge of Lumi’s location.

      “Called it!” Arrah muttered from above, on top of the southern wall. She kept her eyes on the ground beyond the fortress but listened in on our conversation.

      Heron chuckled and proceeded to sharpen his sword. “Yeah, she did. She definitely did. So, we know for a fact that Lumi is in Azure Heights now,” he then said.

      “Yes. We don’t know where, exactly, but with Arrah’s help, we’ll get into the city and find out. I think we need to get out of here first,” I replied, then looked at Avril. “Are you going to launch that snowflake or not?”

      “I’m waiting for the northern wind,” she sighed. “Nevis was quite specific.”

      Hansa pulled her hair up in a loose bun, tying a string around it to keep it in place, then borrowed Heron’s diamond stone and started working on her broadsword. The Exiled Mara couple and Vesta’s parents took care of the indigo horses, finding supplies around the fortress and bringing them out into the main square—dried food, haybales, and buckets for the fountain in the middle, which, to our relief, still pulled water from below.

      Laughlan and Ryker toured the fortress, checking every chamber, every storage room, every nook and cranny, and returning with armfuls of herbs and powders they’d found along the way. Patrik and Scarlett helped them sort their findings into separate piles, taking note of all the spells they could create with what they had.

      Vesta paced around the fire, nervously biting her nails, while the rest of us settled down for a few minutes, preparing our weapons and shields for the next round. Pheng-Pheng watched us, quietly, her scorpion tail twitching behind her.

      “They’re not done with us, for sure,” Hansa muttered. “That horn sounded a load of trouble, and Cason is still out there.”

      Blaze stood up, his brow furrowed. “I’ll start circling the area,” he said. “He’s likely to come back.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t put it past him,” Zane scoffed, staring at the fire. “He’s a persistent idiot, but an idiot nonetheless. I spent my entire adolescence warning him not to get in over his head, and yet here he is.”

      “I can keep you company. You’ll need someone with a red lens to point out any invisible daemons, anyway,” Caia said, joining Blaze’s side and holding up her red lens. He gave her a soft smile, then nodded.

      “Be careful up there,” Jax said, watching them walk over to the opposite corner of the square, where Blaze slipped out of his pants and shifted back to his full dragon form. “They might have arrows, other projectiles, and spells they might try to use.”

      “We’ll keep a reasonable distance from the ground,” Caia replied, then packed Blaze’s pants in her backpack and climbed on his back. They took off, and I found myself breathing a little better, now knowing we had our dragon out there.

      “There it is,” Avril murmured, looking up, then whispered something to the pendant and tossed it in the air.

      A sudden, cool gust of wind blew over us. It carried the snowflake pendant away. I followed it with my True Sight for a few seconds, before it disappeared into the sky. “It’s going unbelievably fast,” I breathed.

      “Some weird kind of Dhaxanian magic, I guess,” Avril replied, shrugging. “I still don’t understand how it functions, but I think the Dhaxanians will hear from us very soon.”

      “Okay, so what is the plan, exactly?” Scarlett asked, taking the diamond stone from Hansa and working on her own sword from the hilt to the tip of the blade, in a repetitive, yet graceful motion.

      “We hold out in here, until the allies get here,” Jax said. “We know there will be daemons coming our way. We don’t know when or how many. They might be here before our new friends reach us, or after. Either way, we need to be ready.”

      “Okay, then what?” Scarlett replied.

      Jax and Hansa briefly looked at each other. Then he pulled a map from his backpack and laid it out on the stone pavement at our feet. It was a rough rendition of Azure Heights, the surrounding Valley of Screams, and the outlying territories. He pointed at the north edge of the gorges, then trailed his finger farther back, where a village had been marked.

      “This is Meredrin,” he said. “It’s an abandoned town on one of the three rivers flowing from the north and into the gorges. And this,” he added, pointing a little farther to the northwest, “is the abandoned red garnet mine that Arrah mentioned. It’s two miles from Meredrin. I don’t know much about the town, but I think we can use it as a small base of operations, to extract the swamp witch. The key is getting out of here without a daemon tail.”

      “That’s where our allies will come in,” Hansa continued for him. “A massive diversion at the front of the fortress, while we slip, nice and invisible, through the hatch at the back.”

      “And until then, we pray to whatever we believe in most, and keep any hostiles at bay,” Patrik chimed in, bitterly amused. “It’s just another regular day on the job for us in GASP, huh?”

      “Pretty much,” Fiona replied. “I mean, we’ve had worse, right? I specifically remember having worse to deal with here.”

      “I think our definitions of worse are about to be downgraded very soon,” I muttered, picking up strange sounds beyond the walls. Avril’s nostrils flared, and, when our wide eyes met, we both knew there was something coming.

      “What is it?” Hansa asked, frowning at the both of us.

      Avril and I shot to our feet, then quickly looked around. “Scarlett, where’s Jack? I mean, Hundurr?” I asked, still adjusting to the pit wolf’s true identity, not to mention his heartbreaking story.

      Scarlett lifted her head, then whistled once, but we couldn’t see the pit wolf anywhere. It hit me then that what Avril and I had heard and smelled outside the fortress walls was about to meet our giant, black-skinned, ferocious friend.

      “Girls, what is it?” Hansa repeated her question, slowly standing up and clutching her broadsword.

      “Pit wolves,” Avril said.

      We rushed up the wall, joining Arrah on the south side. Hansa, Jax, and Scarlett followed, while the others took their respective positions below. There were several hatches mounted at eye level on the wall, through which they could peek outside.

      I put on my red lens, just in case, and scanned the area below.

      “Look what I found!” Rush said, startling us as he and Amina came back to the square with a small wooden cart, which they’d loaded with bows and quivers filled with arrows. Amina spotted us up on the wall and quickly shushed him. They both stilled, waiting for us to update them on what was going on outside.

      I shifted my focus back to the thick shrubbery below. “There,” I whispered, pointing to the left. Avril followed my gaze and bit her lower lip. “Pit wolf.”

      “Not Hundurr,” Scarlett replied, then pointed to the right. “Three more over there.”

      “Ugh,” I muttered, then put a hand out and released a barrier at the three pit wolves that Scarlett had just spotted. It threw them back down, startling them. They yelped and rolled down the stony ridge.

      Scarlett motioned for Rush and Amina to bring over some bows and arrows. “We need to get the collars off them,” she murmured. The Maras handed us each a bow and a loaded quiver, and we prepared to aim for the charmed collars around the pit wolves’ necks once they came back up.

      A growl emerged from beneath a shrub. Hundurr shot out and snapped his jaws into the remaining pit wolf’s throat. I could hear the metal clanging as Hundurr tore the collar off the hostile pit wolf. The creature whimpered, shaking its head in confusion.

      “Yes,” Scarlett whispered. “Bring him back here, Hundurr!”

      The pit wolf gave her a quick sideways glance, then nuzzled the other one. They then vanished beneath the shrubs, while the other three came back, growling and eager to tear into us. Unfortunately for them, we were too high up.

      Blaze was circling the north side of the peak. I could hear his wings flapping behind the fortress. Avril, Scarlett, and I loaded our bows and pulled the arrows back. “I’ll take the middle one,” I said. “Scarlett, left, Avril, right, okay?”

      “Ready when you are,” Avril replied.

      Jax and Hansa stood next to us, watching in silence as we took our aim. Then Jax frowned, and I could hear him groan and mutter a curse.

      “What is it?” I asked, not letting my target out of my sight. A couple more feet and I would have a clear shot, as the pit wolf was about to leave the cover of trees.

      “Air ripples,” Jax said. “Daemons.”

      “Where?” I replied.

      Jax put on his red lens. “I can’t see him anymore. About thirty yards down,” he said.

      My pit wolf came out. Clear shot for me. I released my arrow and—snap! The collar came off, leaving the creature confused. Scarlett and Avril aimed and got theirs, too. One after the other, the charmed collars were broken clean off, and the pit wolves were suddenly free.

      All three sniffed each other, then the air, and looked up at us, their red eyes glimmering with confusion and curiosity. Another arrow was shot, but it didn’t come from us.

      It swished through the air and pierced one of the freed pit wolves’ throats. My heart stopped as the beast whimpered, then howled from the excruciating pain.

      “No!” I cried out, then froze, as a dozen more arrows came out from below and killed all three pit wolves. My stomach sank and churned, rage rushing through my veins.

      I used my True Sight and spotted them. Ten daemons, led by Cason. They’d managed to sneak up the mountain after all. I caught a glimpse of Cason’s satisfied grin as he watched the pit wolves collapse from beneath the cover of a portly pine tree.

      “No, you don’t get to sneer like that, you piece of—” I hissed, then pushed out a barrier, targeting Cason, specifically.

      I heard him grunt, then fall backward and tumble down the ridge, while the others aimed their arrows at us. Jax whistled, and we heard the hatches open below. While Avril, Scarlett, and I had been trying to rescue the pit wolves that Cason had most likely sent after us, Jax and Hansa had already had the rest of the bows and arrows distributed to our ground-level fighters.

      Arrows whistled from our side, piercing through six of the ten daemons. The second round of projectiles followed quickly, not giving the fiends time to do much. By the third, they were down, while the other four scrambled and managed to hide behind trees.

      Cason growled from farther down, shielded by a thick pine tree. “You’re all done for!” he shouted. “You won’t last the night in there! Spare yourselves the trouble and just surrender!”

      “To whom, you and the four daemons you’ve got left?” I shot back sarcastically, then loaded my bow. I located him as soon as I heard him chuckle, but I didn’t have a clear shot just yet.

      “I’m never out of options, little mouse!” he replied.

      A bloodcurdling screech pierced through the patch of clouds above.

      “Oh, no,” I breathed, briefly looking up.

      A swarm of Death Claws came in from the east, their clawed wings flapping frenetically as they plummeted toward the fortress.

      “Everybody, take cover!” Jax shouted at our fighters below.

      Avril and Scarlett aimed their bows upward but stilled when the Death Claws broke their formation and squealed, moving around chaotically. One spine-tingling growl echoing from the north side was enough to remind us that we had a dragon.

      Blaze shot out from behind the fortress and released a column of deadly fire. The Death Claws screeched and tried to get away, but the flames swallowed them whole and charred them within seconds. They dropped, dead and smoking, into the middle of the square.

      I shifted my focus back to Cason, just as Caspian joined me up on the wall with another bow and more arrows, followed by Zane, who looked down and narrowed his eyes at his brother.

      “Hey, pipsqueak!” Zane growled, prompting Cason to poke his eye out from behind the tree, utterly confused.

      “What in the blazes are you doing here?” Cason spat. “Get out of there now, and maybe our father will spare your life!”

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” I replied. “We’re not going anywhere. You, on the other hand—” I didn’t hesitate and released an arrow. Cason squeaked and drew his head back behind the tree. I missed him by an inch, but it was enough to strike the fear of all gods in him. “I wouldn’t rely on reinforcements too much if I were you. We brought down Draconis, and last time I checked, Infernis was still recovering from our visit!”

      A couple of seconds went by as Cason probably digested the news about Draconis.

      “You’re getting out of that fortress, one way or another, little mouse!” he retorted furiously, despite the tremor in his voice. “I give you a day, tops, before I drag you out of there myself! In chains!”

      “Cason, who are you trying to impress?” Zane shot back. “Father doesn’t give a damn about you, no matter how hard you try to kiss his ass.”

      “Well, then, if you’ve decided to betray the king, I will have no trouble killing you, Brother, and taking your place on the Council!” Cason replied.

      Zane chuckled, then pulled an arrow onto his bow and aimed it down at the tree behind which his brother was hidden. “I would love to see you try that, pipsqueak. Or have you already forgotten what happened the last time you did?”

      When Cason didn’t answer, Zane took a deep breath and further pulled on the bow, narrowing his eyes.

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      “He flaked out, like the little worm that he really is,” Zane replied, loud enough for Cason to hear him. “He tried to have me killed by paying off some low-level assassins. I caught him red-handed and challenged him to a fight before our father. He was given the opportunity to kill me right then and there and take my place on the Council. And he flaked! Begged for our father’s forgiveness and ended up cleaning the pit wolf kennels in Draconis for months!”

      “I simply evaluated my options!” Cason hissed.

      “Yeah, sure you did,” Zane muttered, squinting, then released his arrow.

      Swish.

      Cason cried out in pain. Using my True Sight, I saw him holding the side of his head. The arrow had nipped his ear, splitting it wide open. Blood poured out, glazing his hand and soaking into his leather tunic.

      Zane chuckled again. “And I’m just getting started.”

      “So am I, Brother, so am I! Look to the south!” Cason replied.

      We all did. Then, at the sight of what was coming, we held our collective breath.

      Far away on the southern horizon, a mass of trembling black dots emerged. They were two hundred miles away, still, but I knew—we all knew—what they were. An army of daemons, probably hundreds, if not well past a thousand, judging by how they were spread.

      The faint echoes of war drums rippled across the darkening afternoon sky.

      “Oh, damn,” I muttered.

      Cason’s mocking cackle made my blood boil. “You thought the Kingdom of Shaytan would fall so quickly! I called on soldiers from the south and the far west, little mice and treacherous brother! I was hoping I’d solve the problem faster with some smart pit wolves, but you decided to get sneaky and free them. I tried to end this quicker with Death Claws, but hey, what’s the use of having a dragon if you can’t use him, huh? Well, let’s see what you smart kids come up with now, because there are about a thousand daemon generals and soldiers headed for Ragnar Peak. Not even your dragon will be able to hold them back. Their Death Claws are better trained, and their pit wolves are much stronger than the two mutts you rescued. You’re all done for, you hear me? All done for!” he bellowed, scaring the nearby birds out of their trees.

      Just then, we all noticed the large shadow passing over us.

      “Yeah, speaking of dragon and done for,” I murmured, watching as Blaze glided over our side of the fortress and snapped open his jaws.

      I shifted my True Sight to Cason, who was still hidden behind his tree. He heard the wings flapping. He heard the hiss preceding the curtain of fire that rained down on him and the last of his daemon guards.

      Cason didn’t even get a chance to scream when the flames consumed and obliterated him.

      Blaze then flew back and settled on top of a watch tower, gazing out into the distance, with Caia on his back, looking just as worried as the rest of us. Dragon fire burned below, and black smoke billowed from the charred carcasses of the daemons that had tried to get us.

      “Boy, we are in a heap of trouble, aren’t we?” I murmured, staring at the army of daemon generals and soldiers in the distance.

      A few seconds passed in absolute silence, as we all acknowledged the depth of danger we were in. Trained killers were coming for us. By morning, we were going to have our hands full. That distance between us and Lumi suddenly got bigger, making my heart ache.

      “Just until we get some backup,” Caspian said, taking my hand in his.

      “Then we’re out of here,” Hansa added, coming closer to my side.

      “But we are essentially screwed,” I replied, eerily calm.

      “Pretty much, yes,” Scarlett scoffed.

      “But we’re all together here,” Avril chimed in, keeping her chin up. “They didn’t take us down before. We certainly can’t let them win now.”

      “Nope. We can’t. And we won’t,” I muttered.

      War was coming.

      But we had to deal with it, like we dealt with everything else. A hundred daemons? A thousand? An entire planet of these horned monsters?

      Bring it on.

      I had a swamp witch to find, a daemon king to kill, and a Mara Lord to be with, freely. No one was going to stop me.
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      I locked myself in the main meeting room, not wanting anyone to listen to what I was about to do. I’d yet to see Serena after my brief conversation with Derek. The thought of needlessly worrying her before I figured out this whole Telluris issue irked me more than the Telluris issue itself.

      Nevertheless, I had to get to the bottom of it. If the communication spell was compromised, if I wasn’t really talking to Jax or the other members of our Neraka team, I had to know before even presenting the issue to the rest of GASP. I wanted all of this to be a fluke, a bad feeling that led nowhere. I wanted it all to just be in my head, but my instincts had never failed me before.

      I closed my eyes and opened my soul up to Telluris.

      “Telluris Jaxxon,” I called out, listening carefully.

      My heart skipped a beat when Jax’s voice came through on the first call. That had never happened before—at least not with Neraka.

      “Draven! Hey. What’s going on? Everything okay over there?” Jax replied.

      His tone was a little flat, like I’d interrupted something.

      “Yes, everything is good here. The Tenebris mission is almost over,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “You’ll be pleased to know your incubus recruits did an excellent job of infiltrating the rebel ranks.”

      “They did? Not that I’m surprised or anything, but I am a little proud,” he chuckled. “I don’t do half measures, you know that.”

      “I most certainly do,” I replied, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      A wave of nausea was threatening to hit me hard, right in the gut.

      “We’re still investigating here, but nothing much to report back just yet,” Jax said. Then his voice dropped, making it difficult for me to breathe. “Was there something you wanted to talk about, in particular? Or do you want to talk to Harper? Is Serena worried about her or something?”

      “No, no, all good. Serena’s busy with Aida, setting up the nursery. It’s surprisingly emotional. Every five minutes, they cry. I don’t get it. They’re supposed to be happy.”

      Jax laughed again, regaining his voice. My instincts flared again, my eyes stinging. The more I spoke to him, the heavier my shoulders felt, somehow.

      “Hey, ladies get emotional when babies are involved,” Jax said. “It’s in their nature, but it’s something beautiful, in my opinion.”

      “It is, it is. Listen, I wanted to ask you something, on a personal level. You know, Druid to Mara,” I said. “Remember the month after we defeated Azazel?”

      “Who can forget?” Jax scoffed. “I don’t ever want to experience that again. It took forever to recover from that insanity.”

      “You went to stay in The Shade for a couple of weeks after that,” I replied. “And Hansa visited the Blackhalls around the same period of time. Did you two ever meet while you were there?”

      A couple of seconds passed as I waited patiently.

      “Why do you ask, Draven?”

      There it was again, that change in tone that made my jaw muscle twitch.

      “Because when Hansa came back, she was… different,” I said. “I never told anyone about this, but I found her crying in Anjani’s bedroom that day. She didn’t want to talk about it, and, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t find out why she was so distraught. I know you two couldn’t take your eyes off one another before our fight with Azazel, and that things cooled rapidly afterward, but… I don’t know, I just… I remembered that moment and I thought I’d finally ask you. Like I said, this is strictly between us. Did you two fight while you were there?”

      “No. I didn’t even see her there,” Jax replied.

      Yes, you did.

      “Oh, really?” I asked, putting in a lot of effort not to punch the table, as I clenched my fist.

      “No, I was busy exploring the place. I mean, The Shade is pretty big. I didn’t know she was there. Maybe she saw me with someone. There were plenty of vampire ladies interested, but to be honest, I wasn’t in that kind of mindset.”

      “I understand. Well, either way, since you’re there, you might want to square things out with her. I think she still has feelings for you, and it’s best to nip this in the bud. But please, Jax, be honest with yourself, first. If you love her, just go ahead and tell her.”

      Jax laughed lightly. He used to cut me off whenever I mentioned his feelings for Hansa, but never with humor. He was an expert at deflecting, not at laughing it off, especially where the succubus was concerned.

      “I will, Draven. I think it’s about time we address the issue, anyway,” Jax replied.

      Jax would’ve told me to mind my own business and not get involved in a Mara Lord’s personal life. He would’ve frowned and quickly changed the subject, probably shifting the conversation to some new recruits he’d started training. Jax didn’t talk about Hansa. Most importantly, Jax had met with Hansa in The Shade.

      “If that’s all, can we cut this short? I’m about to go to dinner with the Lords,” Jax said.

      “Sure. I’ll speak to you soon,” I replied bluntly, then cleared my throat, struggling to sound calm and friendly. “Take care, Jax.”

      “You too, Draven.”

      Then there was silence.

      I remembered my conversation with Hansa as if it had happened yesterday. Though I hadn’t been exactly truthful with Jax. Hansa had told me, in fact, that she’d met with Jax in The Shade—by accident, not by plan. She’d tried to talk to him about their relationship, or lack thereof, but he’d brushed her off and told her to not waste her feelings on someone like him. She’d begged me not to tell anyone, so I hadn’t.

      I had proof now, and it hurt me to the core.

      That wasn’t Jax I’d been talking to. Chances were that I hadn’t spoken to Hansa or Harper either, via Telluris. This was all a hoax.

      Bile rose to my throat, and I caved, ramming my fist through the table. The glass surface shattered, and beads of blood bloomed on my knuckles. I hissed, panting as I struggled to contain my rage.

      That wasn’t Jax. Someone had actually managed to hijack Telluris.

      Our people were out there on Neraka, and I had no way of reaching out to them, although Telluris was meant to work seamlessly across time and space.

      I gathered myself and took deep breaths, trying to steer clear of dread and panic.

      Viola and Phoenix had left notes about Neraka’s galaxy for me, which were now scattered on the floor. I stuffed them back in their folder, then stormed out of the meeting room, feeling my eyes flickering black. I couldn’t even control my thoughts anymore, overcome with anger and fear as a thousand scenarios ran through my head.

      I rushed to the observatory, which had been set up on the top floor, beneath Luceria’s open-air platform. Derek and Corrine were there, fiddling with a complicated telescope. It was a gigantic machine, with dozens of lenses mounted on brass arms, perfectly aligned and angled in ascending order. The largest one was at the far end, while the smallest lens, through which one could see the farthest of stars, was mounted at the front.

      Beneath it were two crystal tanks filled with a glowing purple liquid, connected to the telescope stem through a series of cables. Corrine flipped a switch, giddy with excitement as she motioned for Derek to look through the small lens.

      “Go on, take a peek!” she said.

      Derek, however, spotted me as I crossed the hall, papers in my bleeding hand. The look on my face probably told him everything he needed to know, because he instantly straightened his back and frowned.

      “Draven,” he muttered, then sighed.

      “Ah, perfect timing,” Corrine smiled. “We’re just about to—”

      “Telluris is compromised. Whomever I’ve been speaking to since we deployed our team to Neraka, they’re frauds,” I cut her off, my voice trembling with rage and sheer agony.

      Corrine held her breath, and her lips parted in shock.

      “You tested Jax, then?” Derek replied, impressively calm, though I could see the vein pulsating in his temple already.

      I nodded. “He failed. It’s not Jax. Chances are I haven’t been speaking to the real Jax, or the real Hansa, or the real—”

      “Harper,” Derek breathed. “Have you told Serena yet?”

      “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “I came straight to you. There is something terribly wrong here, Derek. We lost our team the moment they set off to Neraka, and someone has been pretending to be them, via Telluris.”

      “Who could do that? Who would have the power to alter a Druid spell like that?” Corrine murmured, then angled the telescope and started turning several knobs, while looking through the small lens.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe another Druid? But I’ve never read about such a thing. I didn’t know Telluris could be altered like this. Didn’t even think it was possible.”

      “We have to call a meeting with all of GASP, right now,” Derek concluded. “And summon the Daughters, too. They might have a clue.”

      I handed over Viola and Phoenix’s notes regarding Neraka’s galaxy, which Derek took and summarily flipped through, then passed on to Corrine. Her brow furrowed once she reached the third page.

      “Our team could be in danger,” I replied. “We have to prepare an intervention team right away. At least thirty, forty members, plus backup. We’ll use the interplanetary spell and have them land on Neraka by midnight, our time.”

      “We might have a bigger problem,” Corrine muttered, looking through the telescope.

      Both Derek and I stilled, then stared at her.

      “Bigger problem than impostors hijacking our communications with Neraka?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “What could possibly be—”

      “I can’t find Neraka,” Corrine replied bluntly.

      “Wait, what?” Derek snapped, then rushed to her side.

      She stepped back, allowing him to look through the telescope. Derek turned the knobs around, pausing to check coordinates on one of the notes I’d brought back from Viola. He was already pale by nature, yet Derek managed to turn as white as a sheet of paper, gasping as he stared through the telescope lens, obsessively checking the notes in between gawking sessions.

      “This cannot be,” he breathed.

      “What?” I managed, feeling my knees turn to dust.

      “Come look!” Derek replied.

      I took his place in front of the telescope and looked through the lens. Corrine’s telescope was an incredible feat of science and magic. It was powered by a special mixture she’d concocted herself, after days of studying the Druid archives and the swamp witches’ book, on top of her already-impressive knowledge.

      My breath was cut short, first, in awe of the beauty of the distant solar system unraveling before my very eyes, thousands of lightyears away. Second, because there was a planet missing in that solar system. I checked the notes, cursing under my breath, then looked through the lens again.

      “This can’t be right. One, two… three… Where the hell is Neraka?”

      There was a gap between two planets, but there was no sign of Neraka. The planet fitting Neraka’s description and coordinates, to be precise. No moons. No asteroid belt. No freaking planet.

      “I… I don’t know,” Corrine replied, out of breath.

      The realization hit me hard in the chest, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      “How can this be? These are the right coordinates, and we are looking in the right place, right?” I asked, my gaze darting between Derek and Corrine, who were both equally befuddled. “Right?”

      “Of course. The telescope is perfectly calibrated, and Viola’s notes are accurate,” Corrine said. “But there’s no Neraka.”

      “That can’t be.” I shook my head and looked through the lens again, rejecting the premise. Accepting the premise would’ve meant accepting a most horrifying reality. We had a team of Shadians and Eritopians who had gone missing into the farthest depths of the In-Between. “What if the asteroid belt is obscuring the view, somehow?”

      “I honestly don’t know, Draven. We clearly can’t see anything, no asteroid belt, nothing. What if the planet is gone? Or hidden, maybe? Something… Someone is shielding it?” Corrine suggested.

      “How does an entire planet just disappear?” I asked.

      “We’ll have to send another interplanetary team over there. We still have the Nerakian beads from Rewa,” Derek said, a frown drawing a deep shadow between his eyebrows. “We need to get a closer look. It could simply be shielded, somehow.”

      “Good grief, Serena will want to go, for sure,” Corrine murmured. “I think we’ll all want to go. This is so strange, so wrong!”

      “One thing is for sure,” Derek replied, raking a hand through his hair.

      Both Corrine and I looked at him. Her befuddlement and my dismay didn’t seem to faze Derek much. The vampire had an unbelievable amount of self-control to work with. Sure, he was angry, judging by the twitches of his facial muscles, but he fought hard to keep his breathing even and his tone calm.

      “Someone has gone to a lot of trouble to hide an entire planet and put this Telluris charade on for us,” he continued.

      I found myself nodding, while navigating the plethora of possibilities bouncing around in my head. Whoever they were, they were powerful, well beyond the known means of a Druid. Were the Exiled Maras involved? The Druids from the lost delegation, maybe?

      It felt like a slow death. Too many questions and no answers whatsoever.

      All we had was this sensation that we’d been played like exquisite dunces, and that someone out there posed great danger to our people. I was definitely going to be on that interplanetary spell, along with Serena and our strongest GASP members.

      No matter what, I was determined to find our Neraka team and bring them back home, even if it meant unleashing the fury of all The Shade’s dragons, jinn, and witches, and the Daughters of Eritopia. Provided, of course, we could find Neraka first.
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