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	To Michael –

	You keep me grounded.
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	For the first time in my life, I wasn’t angry. The pain was gone, but everything had hurt for so long that the absence of it felt alien and strange.

	A deep, heavy sadness grew in place of the pain and the anger. Sadness like I had never experienced before. This was a new, unfamiliar emotion. Unpleasant to the point of crippling. It curled around my mind, a fat leech, greedily guzzling up every drop of strength I had and leaving me an empty husk with no will or drive to continue.

	I was floating, alone in a sea of despair, with no sense of which way was up or down. Except, I wasn’t alone. Not really. As I drifted in and out of consciousness, I had a vague sense of voices, hushed conversations, and the impression of touch and movement.

	I knew I was not the one moving my body. There was nothing left in me to power my corporeal form. I needed to rest. My eyes were so heavy. Everything was so heavy. 

	“Kasha, take her to the East Wing,” a distant voice ordered as my body was shuffled from the solid, strong frame from which it had been nestled into what felt like a different pair of arms. These arms were thinner but just as strong.

	“Come,” said an unfamiliar voice. The voice belonged to the being that now held me. The one called Kasha. “There’s an adjoining bathing room in her chambers. Meredith, is it? I could use a hand if you don’t mind.”

	“Of course,” came Meredith’s reply. Her voice was warm, familiar, and safe.

	“Get her cleaned up and let her rest. I will be back - I need to do some damage control. Dossidian, you’re with me.” Said the first voice. I realized I knew that voice too. I didn’t like that voice. I was glad the owner of the voice was leaving. 

	“She needs a healer.”

	“Meredith is a skilled healer.” That was Conrad. Conrad was here. He was safe. The heavy fog in my mind thickened. 

	“Hurry up. She’s fading. I can feel her fading.” Rycon’s voice came next. The shock of his words coursed through me as the fog closed in. Was I fading? That was probably for the best. I was so tired. I wished for a moment that my mother was there and she was the one holding me. I felt my body physically spasm with the force of an unwanted memory. It scorched through the fog, burning away the thick numbness and bringing back the unbearable pain. 

	Clair’s body jerked, her hands tightening on my face before loosening completely. Her eyes widened, and she staggered backward. 

	“Mom?” I asked, startled. “Mom, what’s wrong?”

	She was staring at me, stunned. Then finally, she glanced down, and my gaze followed hers. Blood was seeping down her front at an alarming rate. She wasn’t going to make it.

	The memory was too much, the pain too sharp to endure. I let the fog come, and everything went dark. 
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	The next time I came to, it was nighttime. For one blissful moment, I expected to open my eyes and find myself in my room in Toronto. As I took in my surroundings, my memory came rushing back, flattening me back to reality.

	The memories came back in phases, each more unpleasant than the last. I had endured the physical and psychological torture for weeks in one timeline that had passed in just hours for everyone else. The brutal way I had murdered the fire mage Marcus for violating me. I had loaded his skull full of lead under the shipping yard. Clair, my adoptive mother, one of only two people on the planet who had ever bothered to love me, was murdered right before my eyes.

	Then the massacre. I had killed dozens of magic folk and daemons in my mindless need for vengeance. Finally, the look on my adoptive father’s face when he arrived and saw Clair’s body before witnessing me being taken through The Veil to the Dominion of Sin.

	To where I was now, which I could only assume was a room somewhere in the Court of Pride, Amon’s court. 

	I had been taken to fulfill the life debt I owed him. He had stopped me from allowing myself to be devoured by the all-consuming power and rage unleashed in response to Clair’s murder. By kissing me of all things. 

	He should have let me burn. But of course, then he wouldn't get to keep his little pet that he had so carefully trapped. 

	Though, the cage he had put me in was a pretty one. I pushed through the crushing blanket of depression that pressed onto me from all angles and did my best to roll onto my side.  I was in a very large, soft bed. Someone had clearly washed my body and hair and dressed me in a black silk slip that slid like a living thing over my skin. 

	I tried to care that someone had clearly washed my nude, unconscious body, but there was nothing left in me to feel any way about it. 

	Though the room was coated in darkness, I had excellent night vision, thanks to the accidental metaphysical bond I had established with Rycon. It was one of the many traits I could borrow at will from the panther shifter. 

	The room was carved out of natural stone, with patches of deep green moss still coating some of the outcroppings. To the left of the bed was a large gaping cavernous hole that opened the room up to the night sky and what looked like a balcony that had been built into the stone as an addition. The light from the moon and the stars poured in from the mouth of the natural cave-like hole and bathed the space in silver. From my position, I couldn’t get a clear view of the environment outside. However, from the sound of the wind, I got the impression that this cave-like room was very high up.

	Further to the left, another natural outcropping appeared to lead to a large, rugged stone bathroom. A golden clawfoot bathtub peeked out from the side, and a soft, warm glow of light filled the space as if someone had plugged in a night light to help me find my way.  

	Across from the bed, a wood and black iron door was built into the natural stone wall. A deep green settee was next to it, followed by a large black lacquer armoire. 

	In the center of the space was a round table with two chairs, and on the wall to my right was a large bookshelf stocked with what was easily 100 volumes. 

	The emerald green sheets on the bed were made of the same liquid silk as the black slip I was wearing, and the duvet and pillows were stuffed with down.

	The very small movements I had made to observe my surroundings seemed to have taken their toll, as my eyelids once again felt heavy. I tried to close them, but the moment I did, I was plagued with memories. Visions of blood spilling down Clair’s front forced my eyes back open, and my throat caught. A deep sob built in my chest, and try as I might, I could not push it down. How was I ever going to rest if every time I closed my eyes, I watched my mother die? Or when I saw Jeremy’s confused face as he watched me abandon him to deal with the grief of Clair’s death alone?

	How could I face anything when I had so spectacularly let down the only two people who had ever bothered to care for me?

	The sob originally born from grief rolled into another one, fueled by my self-hatred. Pathetic. I was a pathetic, worthless - 

	The door across from the bed flew open, and I flinched. It looked like it led into a hallway that continued the natural cave theme of the room. Outlined in the warm light from the hallway were three familiar figures. Conrad led the way with Meredith and Rycon trailing behind him. 

	I flinched away from them, curling into myself, my arms wrapping around my head.

	No, no, no, no, I chanted in my head. The door opened, and my friends' familiar faces brought me back to the concrete room Kieran had trapped me in. The weeks of torture he had forced me to endure in a time loop. He had one of his disciples, Maria, use her magic to create extremely believable illusions of my loved ones that would tell me over and over how they hated me, why I was a burden, a useless, pathetic piece of - 

	“Ray-ven,” Conrad soothed, his Jamaican accent adding music to my name. He rushed to my side, laying a hand on my shoulder. I stiffened at his touch. He was real. They were real. The illusions hadn't been corporeal. He was real. I choked on a sob again.

	My muscles were beginning to seize up, and I realized I was shaking involuntarily. My body was cold, even beneath the sheets. 

	“I told you - she’s spiraling. It’s…unbearable.” Rycon said from the door. He must have alerted the magic folk that I was awake. He could feel everything I was feeling. I would have felt bad if everything that had happened wasn’t directly his fault. He had betrayed me. If he had not, Clair might have still been alive. I would not have been tortured. 

	“Shhh, hush Raven, we’re here,” Meredith whispered, coming up next to Conrad. Concern creased her brow. She ran her hand over the length of me, roughly a foot above the bed. I could feel her fingers brush the edges of my aura. A soft blue light shone from her fingertips, lighting up a series of what looked like strings made of light. They were a tangled mess of knots, the largest of which were glowing red with irritation.

	“What is that?” I croaked at her, my teeth chattering despite the many layers of blankets surrounding me.

	“It is a diagnostic spell. Your body and mind have suffered a great deal of stress. I am checking to make sure all is as it should be.”

	“Well? Is it?” Rycon asked impatiently from the door. Meredith pursed her lips.

	“Yes and no. Her internal wounds have healed. Physically she is alright. But her mind… the trauma she has endured. It is manifesting in symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.”

	“Well, that’s better than nothing, right? That means we aren't going to die?” Rycon asked, still keeping his distance. Conrad turned on him.

	“Of course, that’s all yuh care ‘bout.” Suddenly I could smell the ocean. The salty hum of power always radiated from Conrad when he was upset. “Look pon her! She going into shock from di trauma, and all yuh care ‘bout is saving yuh own sorry hide.”

	Rycon said nothing for once, and Meredith laid one hand on the Obeah Man’s arm while her other hand continued to work through the glowing knots in the diagnostic spell.

	“Conrad, go find Kasha and have her bring the calming draught I have prepared. Conrad didn’t take his eyes off the panther shifter, a muscle in his jaw twitching. Finally, he nodded and stalked from the room, intentionally slamming his shoulder into Rycon as he passed. 

	“What’s his prob-” Rycon started to say before Meredith interrupted him sharply.

	“Leave us.” She snapped in an uncharacteristic show of temper. Rycon narrowed his eyes at her, and I thought he would argue. Instead, he turned sharply on his heels and vanished into the hall, slamming the door behind him. I winced at the sound of the door, and Meredith noticed that my reaction to the sound caused one of the knots in my aura to flash red in alarm.

	“Is the door a trigger?” She asked. I nodded wordlessly. I hadn't had a chance to share what had happened to me while Kieran had me trapped in that time loop. I didn’t even know if I could tell them. I could barely manage the memory without going into shock. I didn’t think I could speak the words out loud. 

	Meredith nodded tersely and waved her free hand to the door, which swung open and stayed open.

	“We will leave it open then.” She said, and I was grateful she did not press any further. 
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	With another wave of her free hand, she called one of the chairs by the table in the room to her, and she sat while she continued her work, trying to make sense of the diagnostic. Her face remained grave. We sat in silence for a few moments before I finally spoke again.

	“How long have I been out,” I asked, watching her elegant fingers work the long glowing threads as if she were a weaver seated before a loom. 

	“Five days.” 

	My eyes widened. Five days? “You were very close to dying when we first brought you here. You used up almost every drop of your life force on the docks. I was very…we were very worried you would not make it.”

	But of course, I had made it, clawed my way from the brink of death like some sort of cockroach. Lucky me.

	“Where are we? Are we in the Court of Pride?” I whispered. Meredith nodded. I had assumed that Amon lived in some sort of hellscape, brimming with fire and brimstone. Not this lush natural oasis.

	“Where is Amon? Now that I’m awake, is he… is he going to lock me up?” The threads flashed red in warning, and I began to shake again. I could not be locked up. I would literally slit my own - 

	“Shhhh, calm, be calm.” Meredith hushed and sent a cool tendril of her aura to help soothe mine. “I don’t have any reason to believe, after the last five days we have spent here, that the daemons intend to lock you up. They have been very… hospitable. Kasha, who should be here shortly with your calming potion, is lovely and has been a wonderful host while Amon and his associate have been away.”

	“Away?”

	“Yes. He left almost immediately after we crossed The Veil with Dossidian. That large daemon who came to help us fight Kieran and Ash Nevra’s army at the docks.” I remembered him. I had taken to calling him the Mountain. 

	“Kasha has done her best to fill us in on everything that had been happening on this side of The Veil while we were training with you in the human world. Apparently, Amon has always been loyal to Aleites and has been plotting against Ash Nevra for centuries. He has maintained appearances until now that she is his Queen, and his actions at the docks have obviously jeopardized that facade. He has gone to her court to try to do what he can to convince her that he is still loyal and that you are not a threat to her. To buy us time.” 

	He was loyal to the Origin? The all-powerful daemon who was frozen into stone and technically my father? I found that hard to believe. The Origin had been frozen into stone with his pregnant human queen a little over three hundred and fifty years ago. How Amon could possibly still be loyal to someone who had been gone for that long seemed unlikely to me. 

	I supposed there were more unlikely things that had proven to be true. Like the fact that I was the baby that had been trapped in Elvira’s womb, and somehow born to her statue hundreds of years later. Though Elvira was technically my biological mother, Clair, the only mother I had known and loved, had emancipated herself from a dark line of witches called the Nightshades nearly 18 years ago. The shockwave that was released with her emancipation had triggered my supernatural birth. 

	No one seemed to know how I had ended up in the human foster system, and then eventually adopted by Clair and Jeremy. When I asked about it, the general consensus was just ‘magick.’

	All of this had been prophesied and was general knowledge to daemons, shifters and magick folk alike. I seemed to be the only person who hadn’t been aware.

	Kieran had tricked us into thinking he was the Nightshade who had emancipated himself. He had told us he had come to help me get out of the life debt I owed to Amon and protect me from Ash Nevra. It turned out that he had been working for Ash Nevra all along. 

	“Considering recent events, you will have to forgive me if I am not feeling particularly trusting at the moment.’ I said, but there was no bite to it, no passion. I was so tired. 

	Kieran hadn’t been the only betrayal. The one that had hurt the most had been Rycon’s. Kieran had blocked our bond, and Rycon had jumped at the chance to be free of me. He captured me and took me directly to Kieran, hoping that in return Kieran would sever the bond completely. Kieran had lied and said he would, if Rycon brought him Clair. But I suppose it wasn’t common knowledge that you can’t lie to a shifter, because Rycon had sniffed the lie out of him and decided to flip sides again to save me. Well, really save himself. From what I had been told, if the daemon who bonds with a being dies, so do their bonded counterparts.

	Looking back, I was a fool to think that Rycon had any loyalty to me outside of his own interest in self-preservation. Even though he did play a key role in saving me from the torture Kieran had subjected me too, it did not cancel out the fact that he was the reason I was in that situation to begin with. I shuddered and sidled deeper into my blankets at the thought of the torture. My hands ran up my arms, and I could feel the thin lines of scars embossed into my skin. 

	They curled over my arms, chest, and stomach like white tattoos. Intricate designs of all the things I loved, like coffee beans and sunflowers and snippets of text from my favorite books. They had been the result of a particularly violent opening spell that one of Kieran’s followers had used on me repeatedly. Trying to find my power, my daemon, who curled around my heart. Marcus had not been successful, and he had been the first person that I killed that day. The first person I had intentionally killed, ever. I had killed him by emptying the clip from Rycon’s gun into his skull. 

	This was what all of this was really about. My power. Ash Nevra wanted it, as it came from The Origin himself, and I was the only true threat to her throne. Amon wanted it, so he could overthrow Ash Nevra. It seemed I was the only person who didn’t want it. But, as usual, what I wanted didn't seem to matter at all. 
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	“Hey, hey,” A blue-haired daemon quipped, rapping her knuckles on the inside of the open door with one hand, the other holding a large mug. “Can I come in?”

	I flinched, but Meredith smiled and waved her forward. “Yes, yes please come in. Raven, this is Kasha. Kasha, Raven.” 

	“Hi Raven, great to meet you… well, I guess great to meet you now that you’re awake. You had us worried for a minute there that you weren’t going to wake up at all.” She chimed as she entered the room. I eyed her warily. I remembered her from the docks. She had been just as impressive as the Mountain, or Dossidian, I guess his name was. 

	One of the first things I had witnessed her do, was vaporize a dozen or so daemons from a cool hundred feet away. She was compact for someone with that much power at her fingertips, with a round face and large eyes, the color of warm brandy. Her aura… her aura was difficult to read. It was constantly changing, always moving, never sitting still. It was odd. Very different from any of the other auras I had been exposed to. 

	Her short blue hair was tucked into Dutch braids that ran in tight rows down each side of her head. The tiny tails poked out from either side of the back of her neck. It had been done in a similar style on the battlefield. Her outfit was much more relaxed than the close-fitting armor that was made out of the strange matte black metal she and Amon had been wearing that day. She wore loose black cotton pants tied with a drawstring around her navel and a cropped, long-sleeve black shirt that crisscrossed over her chest. 

	“Hi,” My short response didn’t seem to dissuade Kasha at all. She grabbed the remaining chair by the table on her way by and dragged it up next to Meredith, passing her the steaming mug as she sat down. 

	“How are you feeling?” She asked. I was about to say fine reflexively but stopped myself. I was not fine. I didn’t know if I would ever be fine again.

	I sighed and sank into the pillows as Meredith ended the diagnostic spell and handed me the mug.

	“I’m tired,” I said, and Kasha nodded in understanding. 

	“I can imagine. Hopefully, Meredith’s draught will help.” I nodded and took a sip of the warm potion. It tasted earthy and light. Not entirely unpleasant, but something about it read as ‘medicine’ and not ‘tea.’ The warm feeling continued down my throat into my veins, flushing through the rest of my body almost immediately. The shaking stopped and my muscles relaxed. Even my mind slowed down, and a sense of calm washed over me. 

	“There,” Meredith said, satisfied as I visibly relaxed. She took the mug back from me. “This will be a good temporary fix, but you cannot take this draught every day Raven, we must use it sparingly. You will quickly develop an immunity to its calming effect.

	I nodded, not really listening. I felt like I was floating again, but this time, without the heavy weight of sadness. I just felt calm, warm, and safe. My eyes began to drift closed, and this time no violent visions plagued me. I fell asleep quickly and hoped that I would not wake back up again. 

	

	The next time I woke up it was light out. I didn’t know what time of day it was, nor did I care. There was pressure building in my abdomen, letting me know that my body needed to relieve itself. I stayed where I was in bed, staring at the clawed feet of that golden bathtub, unable to will myself to move. 

	Time crawled forward, and still I could not move. Conrad came by at some point with a tray of food. He tried to invite me to sit at the small table with him to eat but I couldn't. He ended up just sitting on the bed with me and stroking my hair softly until I feigned sleep so that he would leave.

	The lighting in the sky began to fade by the time the pressure in my abdomen grew so painful I could no longer ignore it. Feeling as if my bones were so heavy my joints would break and my muscles would tear with the effort, I forced myself to sit up. I swung my feet out of bed, eyeing the opening in the wall that led to the bathroom. I cursed it for being so far away.

	I could do this. I just had to put one foot in front of the other. Why was this so hard? Meredith had said physically I was fine. I should be able to walk to the bathroom. I knew the answer. When Clair had died, a part of me had died with her. Apparently, the part of me that allowed me to get up in the morning and face the day. So here I was, unable to walk the few feet it took to go to the bathroom. 

	“Oh, for fucks sake.” 

	My head snapped to the door, which had been left open. Rycon stood in the frame, his yellow cat eyes gleaming in the fading light. “Can you please stop torturing us both and take a fucking piss? Do I need to carry you and sit you on the damn toilet?”

	I waited for the snap of rage to come.  I waited for a witty comeback to form on my tongue. I willed myself to tell him to fuck off or to get out of my room, but all I could do was stare at him. 

	“Godsdamn it.” He sighed and came forward. His motorcycle boots moved soundlessly on the ground, and he roughly scooped me from the bed and into the bathing chamber. He dumped me unceremoniously on the floor and left. “Let me know when you're done, and I'll put you back in bed.” He snarled from the other side of the wall.

	I gingerly pushed myself up from the ground, getting up on shaky legs. I lurched for the gilded toilet. Which if I had been in a better frame of mind, I would have snorted at. Trust rich, royal, immortal beings with nothing but time and gold to do something as ridiculous as gilding a toilet. I settled down to relieve myself and took in the bathroom. Much like the adjoining bedroom, everything had been carved out of the rock into what must have been a mountain or a cliff of some kind. 

	The soft green moss grew on the walls here as well. The warm light which I had assumed was from a night light was coming from several floating flames that drifted lazily through the air. The large claw footed bathtub lined the wall next to the toilet, but a rainfall shower head fastened to the rock of the ceiling above the tub, leading me to believe that it doubled as a shower. 

	On the other side of the tub, a stream of water flowed from an opening in the wall that splashed into a small hot spring on the floor. The water was a cloudy white-blue and was bubbling cheerfully. These all seemed to be features that had already existed in this cave-like space which had then been fitted with more modern-day fixtures and accents. All while preserving the natural beauty of the room. Even in my depressive state, I could admit it was beautiful. 

	I finished my business and washed my hands, avoiding my gaze in the mirror. I didn’t want to see what I looked like. I didn’t want to see my despair reflected back at me.

	I made my way back to my bed slowly. My body was stiff from lying in bed for so long. I drifted past Rycon, ignoring him, and fell back into the warm embrace of the silken sheets. The room was now lit with oranges and purples from the sunset. I was sure it was beautiful. I was even more convinced I wanted blackout curtains to block it all out.

	Rycon hovered where I had left him by the entrance to the bathing room. I waited for him to leave but he didn’t move.

	“What do you want.” My tone was harsh and unforgiving. I didn’t phrase it as a question, but rather a statement that demanded an answer. 

	“Nothing.” 

	“I can feel that you have something you want to say to me, and I can barely handle my own feelings right now, so if you could just get out with it -”

	“I’m sorry. Ok?” 

	I froze. He was sorry?  First of all, I didn’t know he was even capable of such nuanced human emotion. Second of all, it changed nothing. Clair was still dead. I felt like I was dead.

	I didn’t give a single fuck that he was sorry.
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	“Get out.” My voice was hollow; even I could hear it. 

	“Why? So you can lie here and torture us all night?” 

	I rolled over slowly, painfully, and met his gaze. “Then make yourself useful and get Mer to bring me another potion so I can sleep.” 

	“I already asked her for more, and she told me no. She says you can’t have it every day or it will stop working. We need to keep it for emergencies. Like if you have a panic attack or something.” He explained. I opened my mouth to tell him to leave again, but he reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a gleaming silver flask. 

	“But I brought you a different kind of potion.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him, and he flicked the cap, popping it open to take a swig. He tilted it towards me, silently offering me a sip. 

	“What is it?” I asked, pushing myself up, my curiosity piqued. 

	“Whiskey,” he smirked. “Want some? Drink enough of this and I can guarantee you won't dream.” I considered it for a moment. I had never been a big drinker unless you counted coffee. But the sadness pressed on me so heavily my bones ached, and I knew, when he left, if I closed my eyes, I would spend the night reliving the last moments of Clair’s life.

	“Give it to me,” I said, and his grin widened. He sauntered over in the cocky way he always did, snagging one of the chairs on his way by. 

	He deftly twirled the chair on an axis into position and slid into it. Propping his dirty boots up on the bed as he leaned back, passing me the flask in one fluid motion.

	I took it from him, hesitantly eyeing the small opening. It smelled like a punch in the face, and I was sure it would taste even worse.

	“Bottoms up,” Rycon nudged. I scowled at him but took a swig. It tasted like liquid fire and burned in the most unpleasant way all the way down. I choked on it, some of it shooting back up my nose, forcing me to cough harder. Rycon’s eyes crinkled as he took the flask back from me, taking another swig for himself. He didn’t seem to have nearly as hard a time with it as I did.

	“How do you drink this shit,” I asked roughly, my throat still burning.

	He shrugged. “You get used to it; you even grow to like it.” I made a face, but soon, the whiskey made its way into my bloodstream. I felt the dopamine hit my brain as the alcohol did its work. It felt good. It felt almost as good as the calming potion had.

	Reading my mind, Rycon nodded. “Yes, it feels good. Unfortunately, it has some more negative side effects than the calming draught. You’ll feel it in the morning.”

	I didn’t care. I couldn’t fathom feeling any worse than I already did.

	“Give me another sip.” 

	Rycon didn’t argue; he just handed me the flask again. The second sip went down easier now that I knew what to expect.

	We sat in silence for a bit, passing the flask back and forth as the sun continued its descent. I stared toward the gaping mouth of the wall and wondered idly if I should make an effort to get up and look outside. To get an idea of my surroundings. 

	“If you want to go out on the balcony, we can. It’s nice out there.” Rycon said, again answering my unspoken thoughts. 

	The booze had given me courage or maybe just dampened the depression. I nodded, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. I stumbled a little bit but quickly regained my balance. Wow. Maybe I was already a bit tipsy. 

	“It’s a little cold out there,” Rycon mentioned, looking at my silk slip incredulously. I nodded and carefully made my way to the armoire that was set by the door. Maybe they had put some clothes in there for me.

	Opening it up I was met with a wall of black. I wasn’t sure if that was just customary in the Court of Pride or if this wardrobe had been put together with some understanding of my actual preference for black. I really didn’t care either way. I grabbed a large black loose-knit sweater and pulled it over my head. I hooked my thumbs through the knit in the sleeves and cuddled into it. It was soft and warm and fell past my waist. It would do. 

	I padded across the room to the opening in the wall, where Rycon was already waiting for me. He was leaning on the ledge of the balcony, watching the sun go down. As I passed through the mouth in the wall, I noted the immediate temperature change. The inside must have been kept warm with some magick.

	As I settled in next to Rycon, I held back a gasp. I was not in Kansas anymore. 

	My guess had been right that the room had been carved into the rock face of a mountain. Never would I have been able to imagine this.

	We were nestled in the center of a large formation of sloping mountains that formed a crescent moon shape around what looked like a large sprawling city of buildings. None of which could have been more than 4 to 5 stories high. As the sun dipped down over the horizon, the city lit up with thousands of twinkling lights, as if fireflies had nestled over the rolling neighborhoods.

	The vast and rugged landscape stretching out around the cluster of homes and buildings were a tapestry of mossy greens and dark volcanic rock. Rolling hills in the distance were dotted with small pockets of vibrant wildflowers. 

	Far off snow-capped peaks rose high into the sky. A misty fog hung low over the valleys, illuminated by the silver light of not one, but two moons that rose like pearled orbs in the sky. 

	The air was crisp and clean; the only sounds were the distant roar of waterfalls cascading down the cliffs that surrounded us, falling into glacial rivers of icy blue waters. The rivers twisted through the city like molten threads of sapphire. 

	The waterfalls themselves were the main features of the landscape. They were everywhere you looked. Some were thin and delicate while others were thick and powerful, but all were beautiful.

	“Wow,” I said, my voice bland despite the true awe I felt.

	“Yeah,” Rycon grunted. “Views not bad. I’ll give the prick that much.” I assumed the prick in question was Amon. I nodded in agreement and held my hand out for the flask.

	“It’s still a prison,” I said. 

	Rycon nodded. “I really am, you know… sorry.” His voice was quiet and low, and I knew they were not words he offered often. Maybe ever. I shrugged, taking another swig.

	“It doesn’t matter.” I wasn't referring to his betrayal. That would always matter. What didn’t matter was his apology. His apology didn’t take anything back. It didn’t fix anything. 

	“I know,” he said softly. “But I still am. For what it’s worth, I would not have left you there even if he had broken the bond for me. I would have gotten you out either way.”

	“Sure.” My head was starting to swim, and it was becoming increasingly hard to see straight. The twin moons were quickly turning into quadruplets. Bless this whiskey. 

	“I know you don’t believe me. I honestly don’t understand it myself. I regretted it the second he had you in his hands. I’m not used to feeling…regret. It took me a minute to even understand what it was I was feeling.” 

	I finally looked at him. “I don’t understand how you could have given me to him. What did I ever do to you that was so horrible?” My voice was so quiet, I wasn't sure he would hear it over the rumble of the waterfalls. 

	“You bonded me to you against my will, Raven.” He gestured to the majesty before us. “It doesn't matter how nice the wrapping is. A cage is a cage.”

	I rolled my eyes and turned to face him, the alcohol working its magic. For the first time since I woke up in this place, I felt a flicker of anger.

	“Yeah, after you kidnapped me! Also, that was an accident, Rycon. I didn’t intentionally bind you to me. I will gladly let you go if we find a way to free you. I would be happy to be rid of you.” He took the flask from me, eyeing me carefully. He didn’t look hurt by my words, he honestly looked at me like he respected the sentiment.

	“I know that, and I know I can’t take what I did back. But we’re stuck with each other. Maybe forever. Until the day comes that you find a way to free me, we might as well try to trust each other. I believe you will do everything you can to release me from this bond. As long as that remains true, I will never betray you again if it is within my power not to. You can tell if I’m lying. You’re probably the only person on this planet who can. Well, you, and maybe my sister.” He finished thoughtfully.

	“Fine,” I said, the word slurring slightly. I turned and stumbled back into the bedroom. A wave of drunkenness crashed into me, and I knew it wouldn't be long before I lost consciousness. I barely made it to bed before I passed out. The darkness consumed me. Rycon had been right about the whiskey. I did not dream. 
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	“Rayven, wake up.” Conrad’s voice pierced through the excruciating headache that seemed hell-bent on splitting my skull in two. I groaned and pulled the nearest pillow over my head.

	“Go away,” I mumbled, from under the pillow. Conrad shook my shoulder and pulled the pillow away.

	“Rayven, yuh need to eat someting, yuh haven’t eaten anyting since yuh woke up, it nuh healthy.” I opened one eye and squinted at him. My head was pounding and my mouth tasted like a sewer. Rycon hadn’t lied about the whiskey having negative side effects. I had never been hungover before and honestly, it was shit.

	“I’m not hungry,” I said, and Conrad’s eyes widened, and he made a face.

	“Yuh breath.” He exclaimed. Stepping away from me and clapping a hand over his nose. “Yuh smell like a liquor cabinet. Yuh drunk?”

	I sat up, holding a hand to my throbbing temple. “I was drunk.” I corrected. 

	“Guess mi dun need tuh ask whose bright idea it was to give yuh alcohol.” He grumbled. I just curled in on myself, putting my head between my knees.

	“Yuh have to eat Rayven, and to tell di truth, yuh shouldn’t be drinking. Alcohol is a depressant. It nah help yuh get better.” He said that like I cared about getting better. Honestly, all I wanted was another drink. Maybe if I drank enough whiskey, it would make the headache go away. “Ray-ven.” Conrad persisted, and I finally looked at him. 

	“If I eat something, will you leave me alone?” A hurt look flashed across his face, and I immediately felt bad. Just because I was miserable didn’t mean he deserved to be. “Sorry. I just… I just don’t feel well.” 

	“That’s because yuh hungover. Yu have a bruk head,” he pointed out. I shrugged again and moved to stand up. Like the day before, he had come with a tray piled full of food. There was even coffee, which normally would have perked me up, but the sight of it made my stomach turn over. I slumped down into a chair by the small round table and grabbed a glass of water instead, downing it in a few gulps. It magically refilled itself. Good, I was so thirsty. 

	Conrad sat across from me and made me a small plate of cheese, thick crusty bread, and fruit. I accepted it from him but didn’t immediately eat. My stomach turned over again, and I forced the sick down. If I ate a couple of bites, maybe he would leave, and I could summon Rycon back in here with more whiskey. 

	“Good morning!”

	“Hey, hey!” Meredith and Kasha spilled in through the open door, their cheerful greetings grating on my skull like nails down a chalkboard.

	“Wow, look, you’re out of bed!” Kasha exclaimed, flopping down on the bed to face us, patting the space next to her for Meredith to join. I groaned.

	“Not willingly, mi had tuh bribe her to get her up. She hungover. Mi guess our favorite shifter got sick of enduring di consequences of his own actions and paid her a visit last night.” Kasha’s eyes widened and Meredith pursed her lips. I glared at Conrad.

	“Snitch,” I muttered, finally working up the courage to take a bite of bread with some cheese. I could barely taste it. The food felt like cardboard in my mouth.

	“Raven. You’re experiencing depression and PTSD; I don’t think alcohol -” I held up a hand, interrupting Meredith.

	“I don’t need a lecture, ok?” Sparks crackled between my fingertips, and I snatched my hand back into my chest. That hadn’t been voluntary. I could feel my power rising up for the first time since I woke up, and it didn’t feel good. 

	It was a familiar fist around my heart. Similar to how it had felt before I had learned how to control my aura. I shoved the power down into a box deep within myself and slammed the lid shut. 

	“Listen, I know you don’t know me very well, and I don’t want to tell you what to do or anything, but Amon will be coming back soon. We just heard from him today and I don’t think he’s going to be thrilled at the idea of you drowning your sorrows in a bottle. Especially when we clearly need to start preparing you for the Quickening,” Kasha said, gesturing toward the offending hand I had clutched against my chest, to keep the sparks from spreading. 

	I tried to glare at her, but again, there was no real bite to it.

	“Do I look like I give a fuck what Amon wants?” I asked. She shrugged and the corner of her mouth twitched up. 

	“No, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

	“Yuh didn’t even ask what di Quickening was,” Conrad said, his voice soft. I was normally full of questions. I normally needed to know what was going on and was practically demanding answers. 

	“Because I don’t care.” Once again, the words were harsh, but the tone was not. It was just the truth. I was too defeated to care. The three of them exchanged looks.

	“Please go,” I said, looking down into my lap. “I’m tired.”

	“Raven…” I could have sworn Conrad’s voice cracked. I looked up at him, and I could feel my eyes well up with tears. I met his gaze and let him see how broken I was. How much every moment was killing me.

	“Please,” I begged. After a long moment, he nodded and got up, motioning to Meredith and Kasha to follow suit.

	“At least try an’ eat something, a’right? Yuh barely touch yuh food.” I nodded but didn’t move until they left. When I was sure they were gone, I called to Rycon with my mind.

	‘Got anymore whiskey?’ I asked, and his answer was immediate. 

	‘Of course I do, Kitten.’

	

	The next few days passed similarly. Conrad and Meredith tried to get me to eat. Kasha invited me out for a tour of the mountain where Amon’s palace was built. I refused to do either. 

	Rycon, like clockwork, would appear after I had successfully dismissed them all, and again we drank together until the pain was gone.  Each morning I woke up feeling worse than the last. My depression morphed and duplicated, and its evil twin sister began to manifest in the form of anxiety. 

	Being sober and conscious became more and more unbearable. I knew the alcohol was responsible for making things worse, but it was worth it for the few blissful hours that it took everything away. It was a double-edged sword. The benefits outweighed the consequences. I knew it was toxic, and that it was terrible for me. I almost counted that as a benefit. I was ready and willing to drink until there was nothing left. Rycon was happy to enable it all if it meant that he didn’t have to live through my pain.

	We were moving into our second drink on the sixth day when my power suddenly flared to life, flowing out of the box I had locked it in. Immediately, I knew we were in trouble. My aura was reacting to something, and I had a pretty good idea what it was. My nose flooded with the hot scent of cinnamon just before the shadows in my room came to life.

	They pulled away from the objects that had cast them, twisting, and swirling together before spiraling up from the floor to build the form of a daemon. I knew this form. I feared this form. My power buzzed and crackled through me in response to the male that materialized before us. He was carved from darkness and moonlight; with eyes that were blazing, sharp shards of emerald. 

	“Hello, Raven.” The daemon purred, his voice rubbing over my scarred flesh like velvet. I was only on my second drink, so I was in a precarious balance between yesterday’s hangover and today’s stupor. I was in no mood to deal with Amon—the Prince of Pride. 

	“I’m told you have taken up a new vice.” He continued in the face of my silence, gesturing to the bottle set on the table between myself and Rycon. 

	I watched him over the rim of my glass, forcing my power down. It resisted, pressing against the inside of my aura, prowling like a trapped beast. I knew Amon could sense my power’s reaction to him. The corner of his mouth curled up into a lethal smile. 

	“What? Not happy to see me?” 

	I put the glass down on the table with a thud. 

	“No,” I answered flatly. “Get out of my room, I’m not in the mood.” The alcohol was making me bolder than I truly felt. Or maybe I was intentionally goading him. Maybe I wanted him to act on the violence that dripped from each syllable. Instead, Amon chuckled.

	“Your room? Every single thing within a six-hundred-mile radius of where you sit is mine, Raven. Including you.” 

	Rycon snarled, slamming his glass down next to mine. “She said get out.” 

	Amon’s gaze slowly slid from me to the shifter. The amusement bled from his face. He was the most terrifyingly beautiful thing I had ever seen. 

	“Enjoying yourself?”  The daemon’s voice was low, soft, and laced with the promise of cruelty. 

	“I was.” 

	“I’m assuming it was your idea, to raid my coffers and get my… guest drunk. Tell me, was it because you are too weak to endure the pain that you have subjected her to?”

	He took a step closer to Rycon, sneering down his nose at him. “Or is it because you have a death wish?” 

	Rycon shot up from the table at the threat. 

	“Fuck you.” Rycon spat, stepping in to meet the daemon head on. I picked up my glass and took another sip, wondering mildly which one of them would win the pissing contest. “You won’t do shit. Not while I’m bonded to her.” Amon’s eyes flashed and that scary smile touched his lips again.

	“Funny, how that bond you were so desperate to get out of is the only thing keeping me from ripping your spine out from the back of your throat.” 

	Rycon snorted at that. “I would like to see you try.”

	 The smirk on Amon’s face widened, and he held up a hand between them, his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. It was a mirror of the hand gesture Kieran had done the day he had blocked the bond between us.

	Rycon’s eyes widened, and my drink fell from my hand, the crystal glass shattering on the stone floor. “Oh, Shi-”

	I jerked as Amon closed the distance between his thumb and forefinger, his gaze never leaving Rycon’s. I felt the bond narrow, then close. The connection between our minds, thoughts, and feelings completely blocked off. Then, faster than my eyes could process, Amon had Rycon by the throat. He lifted the shifter up off the ground with one hand as if he weighed nothing. 

	I couldn’t feel it, his hand around his throat, but I could see him squeeze. Rycon’s hands flew to Amon’s wrist, his face turning red and the veins in his neck began to bulge as his circulation was cut off. Rycon’s booted feet kicked out from under him, as he struggled to break free. Panic filling his inhuman cat-like eyes.

	“I have wanted to do this since I met you.” The evil smile painted on Amon’s lips spread wider. “Let’s find out if cats really do have nine lives.”

	“Enough,” I said, finally standing. Amon ignored me and squeezed harder until I heard Rycon’s windpipe crack.

	“Amon stop it.” My voice hitched, panic setting in. He was really going to do it, he was going to kill him. 

	“Why should I?” He sounded almost bored, still holding the shifter in a choke hold. I floundered. It was a good question. A fucked up question, but a good one all the same. Why shouldn’t he kill him? I was assuming that if he did while the bond was blocked I would probably live. Then I would be rid of him. Never again would I need to look at the being who was indirectly responsible for my mother’s death. 

	What was it that made me want him to let the shifter go? 

	“I just… no more death. No more killing. Amon, please.” Finally, Amon tore his eyes away from Rycon’s face to meet mine.

	“No more alcohol.” He countered. I nodded immediately. 

	“No more alcohol.” I agreed. He dipped his head minutely, then dropped Rycon to the ground. The shifter immediately rolled onto all fours, coughing up blood. I knew he would heal from the cracked windpipe. He wasn’t that easy to kill. 

	Amon waved a hand at the half-empty bottle on the table and it vanished, along with the mess and the glassware. 

	He looked me up and down, not a single hint of his usual amused expression on his face.

	“Clean yourself up and get some rest. Tomorrow you and I are going to see The Eye. I expect you to be in the common room for breakfast at seven am.” I blinked at him.

	“The Eye?” I asked, but he had disappeared as quickly as he appeared. I was left to deal with one pissed-off shifter.
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	Making it through the rest of the day without alcohol was excruciating. Not only was I forced to endure the hangover from my six-day bender, but I had nothing to distract me from my own thoughts. Rycon had left in a rage almost immediately after his throat had healed and I spent most of the day in bed, staring at the ceiling trying to clear my mind. 

	At one point, I had gotten up and tried to distract myself by perusing the volumes stacked on the bookshelf. I ran my fingers over their spines and could barely hear their whispers over the pounding in my head.

	I wasn’t sure at what point I had finally been able to drift off to sleep. I was woken up the following day by Kasha’s cheerful “Hey, hey!”

	She trotted into my room, holding a very large black box. I rolled over groggily, sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. Was it morning again already? 

	“Morning, sorry to have to wake you, but Amon said you’re expected for breakfast, and I wanted to give you some time to get ready.”

	I glared at her, but she carried on, relentlessly chipper. She placed the box she had been holding on the bed before me with a smile. “Open it!” 

	The box itself was matte black but the lid was stamped with glossy black lettering that read ‘The Restructium Shoppe.’ Curious as to what could possibly be in such a large box, I delicately lifted the lid. Inside was what looked like a full-body suit. It was made out of that strange metal that Amon and Kasha and The Mountain had been wearing at the docks the day they had come to fight Kieran. 

	“What is this?” I asked, lifting the strange material up and out of the box to examine it more closely.

	“It’s armor, made out of restructium.” Kasha beamed, “Amon wants to make sure you’re as safe as possible for your trip to The Eye today, and there is nothing stronger than restructium. It is also resistant to most magicks.”

	The armor was beautiful in its own way, and judging from the quality of the box it had come in, I was sure it hadn’t been cheap. However, the thought of putting on armor felt too much like I was preparing for a battle of some kind, and I was so tired of fighting.

	“Get up! I’ll help you put it on. You should probably shower first though. No offense but when was the last time you washed?” I was not going to answer that question. Rude. Glaring at her again, I conceded. She was still smiling at me but was clearly here on Amon’s orders. I had a feeling that if I didn’t do what she said, she would do it for me. Whether I liked it or not. 

	I made my way to the bathroom and took a quick shower in the claw-footed tub. I would never admit it out loud, but the shower did make me feel better. I came out in my towel with my hair wet to find Kasha patiently waiting for me.

	“Much better,” she teased as I went to the armoire and fished out a black lace thong and matching bra. I did my best to change under the towel, but Kasha politely looked away anyway. It didn’t look like she had any plans of leaving me to my own devices. I wondered if she had been told to personally escort me to the common room Amon had mentioned, whatever that was. 

	“Here,” she said when I was done, crouching down, pooling the armor open at her feet. “Step in and I’ll help you get into it. The first time is a little tricky, but once it bonds, you should be able to get in and out of it a lot easier by yourself.”

	I did as instructed and stepped into the armor, and Kasha pulled it up my legs. It was tight. I reached down to help her and snaked my arms in the arm holes as she twisted behind my back. She pulled the opening in the back together. I couldn't see what she was doing but it didn’t feel like there was a zipper, or buckles. Once the material was on it came alive and closed itself in the back. It adjusted to my body on its own, loosening in places that had felt too tight, and tightening in places that had felt too loose. 

	“Woah,” I bent my arm, testing it out. The matte black plates easily slid over one another where they needed too, and had formed perfectly around all the parts of me that didn’t bend. 

	“Pretty cool, huh?” Kasha asked, coming around to face me. “You get pretty attached to it over time, it almost becomes a part of you.” I raised my eyebrows.

	“It’s definitely different,” I said, and Kasha grabbed black boots out of the armoire and handed them to me.

	“Here, put these on and let’s go. We’re running behind and I don’t want to have to listen to Amon whine about it.” I snorted. I couldn’t imagine Amon whining about anything.  I slid into the boots and followed Kasha as she led me out of my room for the first time since I had woken up in this world.

	

	The hallway beyond my room was long and lit with the comforting warm glow of gently floating flames. It seemed to have been tunneled out of the same natural rock as everything else. We passed several other doors similar to mine and I wondered if they were all beautiful bedrooms as well. 

	The end of the hallway opened up into a massive circular space. Natural sunlight spilled in from a large gaping hole several hundred feet above us. A roaring from twin waterfalls that fell through the hole above and into the center of the palace, met my ears. The water was caught in a large round pool in the center of the bottom floor. Canals had been carved out from the center to allow the water to spread out into the rest of the palace like an interior river system. 

	I had originally thought the palace had been built into a mountain, but now I wondered if this place had once been a volcano. 

	Wrapping around the large, cavernous space in both directions were five levels. Each floor was lined with stone and gold banisters so that you could easily lean against the rail to watch the powerful streams of water spill into the basin at the bottom. The green, springy moss that had been growing happily in my room was also present here, bunching up and spilling over railings. 

	“Wow.” I gasped again. I couldn't help myself. This was nothing like what I had imagined when I had pictured Amon’s court. In my head, it had always been a dark, cold, sinister place. Where he sat on a throne overseeing hellish atrocities, I couldn’t believe he lived in this natural paradise, and his followers were people like Kasha. 

	Kasha, who was kind and if I was being honest, extremely patient. I knew I hadn't reciprocated that kindness up until this point. I cringed a bit as she smiled back at me. She seemed to be enjoying my obviously awed impression of the castle. 

	“Isn’t it nice?” She asked, “I love it here. The natural beauty of this place always helps calm my mind. I hope it helps you too.” 

	“It is beautiful.” I agreed. She nodded, turning on her heel. 

	“Come! I'll take you to the common room, you’ll have to take me up on that offer for a tour another day. There’s so much I would love to show you.” She led me down the gentle curve of the level we were on towards a large sprawling stone staircase that spilled down from the top level, all the way to the bottom. 

	“This is just the East Wing. This is where most of us sleep. Conrad, Meredith and Rycon all have been given their own rooms over there.” She pointed to a hallway that was similar to the one we had come from, just on the opposite side of the spire. “Dossidian and I have rooms down there.” She pointed to another hallway close to the staircase we were approaching.” I nodded, biting my lower lip. Where did Amon sleep? I almost didn’t want to ask. 

	“Your room is next to Amon’s.” Kasha chirped. I stiffened and immediately checked to make sure my mental barriers were up and she hadn't read my mind. They were firmly in place. She turned onto the staircase and started trotting down merrily. Clearly oblivious to my concerns that she had been in my head. I relaxed a bit, before processing what she had actually said. His room was next to mine? My blood ran cold, and I shuddered.

	“Why would he put me next to him instead of with my friends?” I asked quietly. She glanced back over her shoulder before turning off the staircase onto the floor directly beneath the one all our rooms had been on.

	“You are in a great deal of danger, Raven. Short of putting you directly in his room with him, which he didn’t think you would appreciate, we figured this was the safest option for you. There are not many who can protect you better than Amon. Not until we can get you trained enough to start protecting yourself.” 

	I was still having a hard time coming to terms with the fact that Amon might not be the horrible hellish fiend I had made him up to be in my mind. He had come to get me at the docks when I had called. Though, he had likely come because I already owed him a life debt. He had saved me from the widowmaker when Rycon had tried to abduct me. Again, only to turn around and ensnare me in the aforementioned life debt.

	I wasn’t under the delusion that he actually cared about me. He just cared about how he could use me. I had made the mistake of trusting both Kieran and Rycon, and it had cost me everything I had known and loved. I would not be making that mistake again. 

	We walked directly behind one of the thundering waterfalls on our way to another hallway that broke out from the main intersection of the East Wing, where I could see another large natural opening in the room beyond. Misty morning light spilled in from the gap, tinted viridian from the rolling landscape of slanted volcanic cliffs covered in sleepy sheets of mossy green. 

	“There are so many waterfalls,” I commented out loud as we walked down the hall toward the room with the view. I remembered the ones that speckled the mountainous view from my own chambers.

	“Yeah! They’re from glaciers, so it’s clean and safe to drink. Amon’s ancestors were clever when they were planning out this place. Everything has been carefully designed to allow the waterfalls to flow into channels and pools that are placed throughout the palace,” she explained as we approached the room waiting for us at the end of the hall.

	“The water is also recirculated, so it can be captured, treated, and reused. It's a pretty convenient natural feature.” She concluded. I nodded, eyes wide as I entered what I assumed was the common room. 

	The room was already occupied. “Hey, hey!” Kasha quipped as she strode away from me to greet the very large daemon who I had also seen that day at the docks. The Mountain, he was just as formidable as I remembered.

	The common room was a long rectangle, with the entire length of one side open to the elements. Though, much like in my room, I couldn’t feel the wind that surely whipped outside. In the center of the room, another large rectangle had been carved out of the ground in such a way that allowed a natural stone outcropping to act as a bench, lining the perimeter of the conversion pit. The stone was covered with giant, green velvet pillows which proudly boasted golden tassels. Several giant black and silver knit blankets were haphazardly strewn within the pit. In the middle, sat a large table covered in breakfast food of every kind. 

	A massive obsidian fireplace lined the wall opposite the gaping opening that gave us such an incredible view. The flames of a merrily crackling fire reflected off the thousands of crystals hanging from a large chandelier positioned above the conversion pit, which caused speckles of rainbows to dance throughout the rest of the room. 

	Conrad, of course, was perfectly at home in the conversion pit, piling a plate high full of food. I noticed he favored what looked like some kind of salted fish and mini banana fritters. I don’t think there was a place in the universe where Conrad would have a hard time making himself at home. Not even the castle of an ancient dark daemon prince. 

	Meredith was curled up next to him in one of the giant knit blankets with a cup of tea, and even Rycon was there. He was sprawled out adjacent to them, his arms thrown against the lip of the conversion pit as he scowled directly into the crackling flames in the fireplace. 

	Outside of the cozy pit stood the daemons. Kasha was smiling up at the Mountain, who was grinning right back at her. He was huge. He towered well over six feet, his biceps easily as thick as my waist, but his face was jolly. He had a dark complexion, tanned skin, long black hair that was pulled into a low ponytail at the base of his neck, and thick dark eyebrows with a strong nose. He was wearing a long sleeve white t-shirt that opened at the neck with a v shape and what looked like soft brown lambskin pants tucked into thick leather boots.

	Standing next to the Mountain was Amon. His green eyes met mine as I approached, and his lips tilted up slightly at the corners. Much like myself he was dressed head to toe in black restructium. His strange midnight blade was strapped to his hip, one hand resting casually on the hilt. His shock of white-silver hair swept back from his face as if he had a habit of constantly running a hand through it. 

	There was no mistaking him for what he was. My aura reacted to him immediately, as it had the day before. It pushed against the boundaries in which I kept it confined. The energy prowled restlessly as it tried to brush against his. 

	Despite my refusal to allow my aura to expand, I felt him release a small tendril of his own. He let his slither towards me, and he caressed me from where he stood, still several feet away. I shuddered and took an involuntary step back, feeling the blood drain from my face.

	“Good morning, Raven.” He said, his voice dangerously soft. The room went silent. I stood, stock-still, unable to look away from Amon, The Dark Prince of the Court of Pride.
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	A second passed, though it felt like an hour, before the Mountain finally spoke, saving me from having to respond to the daemon prince.

	“Raven!” He bellowed, coming forward with his hand outstretched. “Great to meet you, I am Dossidian. I head up Amon’s army with this little firecracker,” he said, tilting his head with a wink toward Kasha. I eyed Dossidian’s outstretched hand warily, glancing back up at Amon who was still watching me intently. I think he wanted to see what I would do. 

	Normally, I would have opted for doing whatever it was I thought would piss him off more, but I just didn’t have it in me. I didn’t want to fight, I didn’t want to banter. I didn’t even want to be here. 

	I sighed and accepted the hand Dossidian had offered. His hand completely enveloped mine, so it wasn't as much of a handshake as it was a brief moment of him holding my hand. I allowed my aura to brush against him, to find that his power was burning hot, and dry, like the cracked desert surface of a planet that orbits too close to its sun. 

	“Hi,” I replied. “Nice to meet you.” My voice was flat, and a look of something like empathy crossed Dossidian’s face. It was like he understood what I was going through and did not blame me for my lack of interest in being included in this gathering.

	He nodded. “Aye. Let’s get you something to eat. Kasha tells us you haven’t been eating much. You’ll need all the strength you can get if you’re going with Amon to see The Eye.” He put his large hand at the small of my back and guided me to the conversion pit. He helped me as I gingerly picked my way down into the bench in between Conrad and Meredith.

	“Morning gyaal,” Conrad greeted me with a smile. “How yuh feelin’ today? Mi hear yuh and di cat had a bit of a tiff with di Dark Prince yesterday.” I shrugged and curled against the back of the couch-like outcropping.

	Meredith put her plate down and got up to make one for me since it was clear I would not be making the effort to do so myself. She came back with a small plate filled with scrambled eggs and some mini quiches. Conrad summoned a steaming cup of coffee.

	I really didn’t deserve friends like them. Feeling bad after all the effort they had gone through, I forced myself to take a bite out of one of the mini quiches. Ok fine. It was delicious. I took another bite, and the proud smile Conrad gave me almost made it worth it. 

	Dossidian and Kasha flopped down into the pit with us. Kasha scooted herself right next to the still glowering Rycon, nearly sideling close enough to him that his arm was around her shoulders.

	“Shove over Kitty Cat,” she cooed, reaching forward to pile a plate full of food for herself. “You don’t own the bench.”

	“Hey!” He snapped at her, sliding away only to slam into Dossidian on his other side. “I was here first,” he grumbled. She laughed.

	“I beg to differ. Why don’t you go curl up by the fireplace? I thought cats loved cuddling up next to a nice toasty fire?” Kasha continued. Rycon looked like steam was going to shoot out of his ears, his mouth opened and closed several times as if for once in his life he was at a loss of what to say.

	“And sunbeams,” Dossidian added, leaning back and crossing his considerably large legs in front of him, encroaching in on Rycon’s personal space even more. 

	Kasha nodded thoughtfully in agreement. “You’re right. Kitty Cats love sunbeams. They always look so cute and comfy-”

	“Okay fuck this.” Rycon finally snarled, leaping out of the pit faster than my eyes could follow. He stalked out of the room, his humid rainforest energy thickening with his rage as he left.

	Kasha laughed. “Thank The Origin, I thought he would never leave.” Her eyes weren’t the only ones glittering with mirth. Both Meredith and Conrad seemed to have enjoyed the show as well. 

	A small part of me felt bad for a moment. I had spent my whole life being teased and excluded, so I knew it was not a good feeling. That feeling didn’t last long though. He had given me to Kieran. He was the reason I was covered in these thin, intricate scars. He was the reason Clair had come to the docks that day. He was the reason she had been killed. Maybe he deserved a little bit of teasing. Maybe teasing was the least of what he deserved. 

	“So, now that the cat’s gone, let’s get into it,” Amon said from where he still stood. 

	“I can’t believe you’re going to see The Eye,” Dossidian commented. “Last time it didn’t work out so well.” 

	Kasha snorted. “You could say that again,”

	“What?” Conrad asked, “What happened last time? What is Di Eye?”

	“The Eye is literally a giant eye that appeared a few millennia ago. It looks out from the mouth of a crater a bit east of here, in the Court of Pride. We’re not sure how it got there but the general consensus is that it’s likely the result of one of The Origin’s early experiments.” Kasha explained. “Outside of the fact that it is a large disembodied eye, it has a few other qualities that make it, um, extraordinary.”

	“The Eye can see all things and answer any question you have,” Dossidian added, “but at a great personal cost to you. To appease The Eye, you must sacrifice something that is of the utmost value to you, in exchange for an answer. 

	“This can often be dangerous, as The Eye will punish you for presenting it with something that it does not deem valuable enough with a false answer. So it is important to err on the side of caution when choosing an offering.”

	“On top of that,” Kasha said, putting her now empty plate on the seat next to her before leaning back and stretching, “It’s a pain in the ass to decipher the answer. The answer comes as a series of projected imagines that sometimes are so steeped in symbolism you need to get a damn prophet to untangle the meaning of it.”

	“Last time we tried to use The Eye, I’m not sure if our sacrifice wasn’t good enough or we just messed up the translation, but we ended up stranded in the Court of Wrath for weeks,” Dossidian laughed, “Never thought I would have a penchant for dung-lizards but when you're stranded in the desert long enough you’ll eat anything.”

	“That,” Amon interjected, eyes shining with amusement, “Was definitely due to the fact that you offered The Eye a pair of dice in exchange for an answer to where the Prince of Wrath had hidden your sabers.” 

	“Hey, those dice were lucky. They won me a lot of money over the years. What’s more valuable than that?”

	“You gave The Eye dice?!” Kasha exclaimed, punching Dossidian in the arm. “We wandered the Vermilion Desert for two weeks on a wild goose chase because you thought it would be happy with dice?”

	Dossidian grinned and shrugged, “Come on it wasn’t that bad. It was a great team building exercise and it worked out, I ended up getting my sabers back.”

	“Yeah, because Amon finally caved and paid Prince Sirocco your weight in emeralds for them,” Kasha grumbled, glaring at him. 

	“As enjoyable as our trip to the Court of Wrath was, I don’t plan on repeating it this time,” Amon said, the humor fading from his voice. My heart sank, as it suddenly occurred to me why he might have requested my company on this trip to The Eye.

	 If he needed to trade something valuable for whatever it was he wanted to learn, what could be more valuable in this world than The Origin’s daughter? The question spilled out of my mouth before I could stop myself. I began trembling. So much so that Meredith quietly took my coffee from me so I wouldn’t spill on myself.

	“You’re not going to… you’re not going to give me to The Eye, are you?” I asked, my voice cracking. Everyone in the room went silent. Both Meredith and Conrad stiffened next to me, Kasha and Dossidian looked at me with something close to pity on their faces.  Amon, for a moment, looked as if he was in physical pain at my question, before his expression softened. 

	“No, Raven. I am not going to sacrifice you to The Eye.” 

	“Then why are you bringing me with you?” I didn’t want to go see this Eye. I didn’t want anything to do with this.

	“Because, I have decided how you are going to repay me for the life debt that you owe me.” He held my gaze as he paused. A shiver ran down my spine.

	“You are going to help me wake The Origin.” 
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	The room erupted into exclamations from both the magick folk and the daemons. 

	“That’s impossible,” Meredith stated nearly in unison with Kasha. 

	“Yuh mad,” declared Conrad, Dossidian just started laughing.

	“Origin spare me, Amon, you’ve had some ambitious ideas in the past, but this one takes the cake. How do you plan to wake Aleites? For one, unless you have forgotten, he and Elvira were frozen in stone in their palace, which Ash Nevra now occupies.” He started counting off on his fingers, “Two, there is no known way to wake him, and daemons have tried. The Court of Envy had their prophets working on it for months in the beginning unless you’ve forgotten. Three -”

	“I am well aware, Dossidian.” Amon said cooly, cutting him off from what I assumed was about to be a very long list of reasons why this wasn’t a good idea. “We are all very familiar with the prophecy that predicted Raven’s birth would be triggered by a Nightshade. That same prophecy also insinuated that Raven will bring peace back to the dominion and balance the worlds on both sides of The Veil.” He glanced up at Meredith and Conrad, smirking slightly. “We know there’s truth to that, considering how much our magick folk friends have involved themselves in our business.” 

	Conrad snorted at this. Witches, wizards, Obeah men and women, shamans, and spell casters all over the world from my side of The Veil committed themselves to maintaining balance. They had a global governing body called The Board that oversaw such matters. 

	Conrad was not yet a member of The Board, but he was in training to take over for his grandmother. That was how we had originally met. He had been given the task of finding me and ensuring that I stayed out of the hands of the daemons who would seek to use my power to disrupt the balance.

	Though that hadn’t gone exactly as planned, at least I was being held in Amon’s court and not Ash Nevra’s. Where Amon seemed to plan to use me as a pawn in his dangerous game of chess, Ash Nevra would more likely kill me on sight, to eliminate me as a threat. Kieran served Ash Nevra, Queen of the Court of Lust, and self-proclaimed Ruler of the Dominion. 

	In an attempt to steal my power for herself, she had sent Kieran and his dark fire mage, Marcus, to kidnap and torture me. Part of the torture I had endured at the hands of Marcus had been designed to ‘open me up,’ to find my daemon. Thankfully, it did not work. I had survived. If I were to be captured again, I didn’t think I'd be so lucky.  Ash Nevra would just end me; of that I was fairly certain.

	Kasha nodded, but still looked perplexed. “That still doesn’t answer how you’re going to wake up The Origin, though.” 

	“I don’t know yet.” Amon replied, “That’s why we’re going to see The Eye.” 

	Kasha rose an eyebrow at that. “What could you possibly offer The Eye that could be worth that kind of knowledge?” 

	Amon paused again, and I couldn’t tell if he just enjoyed getting a rise out of them, or if he was still unsure, he was making the right decision. 

	“I’m going to give it Bond-Breaker.” 

	Both Dossidian and Kasha leap to their feet. Dossidian’s face was red with rage, and Kasha’s was stark white.

	“Amon - you can’t.” I had not known Kasha for long, but the crack in her voice made me do a double take. She almost sounded as if she might cry.

	“Think of your people.” Dossidian snarled. I was startled by the tone. I couldn’t imagine any prince being ok with being spoken to in such a way. To my shock, Amon did not reply in anger.

	“I am thinking of my people, Dossidian. If we can successfully wake The Origin and return balance, then my people will have no need for Bond-Breaker. The courts will be free as they once were.”

	I watched Dossidian carefully, his aura flared as he clenched and unclenched his fist. My mouth went dry at the wave of heat that radiated from him. Kasha still looked like she had seen a ghost, and she did not give me the impression that she was the type of person who scared easily. 

	“I don’t like it.” Dossidian said finally, and Amon tilted his head in acknowledgement. 

	“I know, but unless you have a better plan this is the only option we have.” He turned to me then and held out his hand. “Let’s go, Raven. We’ve already waited too long if we want to be back before nightfall. 

	“Mi nuh think is a good idea to take har to dis Eye,” Conrad said warily. Meredith agreed, and looked like she might appeal to Kasha to help convince Amon to let me stay. However, Kasha just stood up and left the room abruptly. Dossidian shot Amon a dark look before following her out. 

	“Unfortunately, Obeah Man, it doesn’t matter what you think. You know the rules. Until the debt is paid, she must comply.” 

	Conrad simmered next to me, but I knew he was powerless here. I remembered the sound Rycon’s windpipe had made when Amon cracked it. Rycon was one thing, but I would do everything in my power to keep the Dark Prince from hurting Conrad or Meredith. Even follow him to The Eye. I climbed out of the pit and went to him.

	“It’s ok Conrad. I’ll be fine.” I said, though I didn’t believe it. I put my hand in Amon’s and he wrapped his warm fingers around me, before pulling me in close. 

	“Ready?” He asked, looking down at me from inches away. 

	“No.” I replied, but the shadows had already begun to gather, and I jumped as they began to crawl up our legs. The sensation of dissolving into shadow was surprisingly pleasant. The darkness felt almost effervescent. 

	Using the repulsion of light to propel us, Amon launched our shadows through space, and I was spirited away from my friends once again.
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	We rematerialized in the middle of a vast expanse of rocky hills. The land stretched out before us, a seemingly endless landscape of jagged peaks and valleys. The horizon broken only by the occasional twisted tree, bent and gnarled by the relentless winds. My eyes followed the uneven terrain into the near distance, where one slope turned into a large hill, which I assumed we would be soon climbing. 

	I could feel an ancient magick coming from the sloped plain ahead of us, a magick that struck a cord deep within my chest. It was calling to me. I nearly took an involuntary step toward it. What was that? 

	The wind howled across the rocky landscape, and without a coat, or a hood, it seemed to cut straight through the restructium, and I shivered.

	 Amon glanced over at me, noticing how I had reacted to the cold. I felt his aura reach out and curl around me, creating a metaphysical shield to protect me from the elements. I looked at him, surprised.

	“Thanks.” I murmured, and he smirked at me. 

	“No problem. You know, if you came out of your room once and a while we could teach you how to regulate your environment for yourself. That way you wouldn’t need to rely on me to do it for you. Which I’m sure just thrills you.” He took a step forward and I moved to follow, but immediately I understood why he had been worried we wouldn't make it back before nightfall. 

	There were no clear places to step. The ground was a myriad of uneven rocks and boulders, many of which were sitting loose on top of the ground. Each step would need to be carefully chosen, or you would surely break an ankle. 

	“Can’t you just fly us up there?” I asked, as I picked my way forward. I remembered how he had hovered in the air on the docks, both him and Kieran battling in mid-air. 

	“I could.” He responded, “But then you wouldn’t learn anything.” 

	Asshole.

	“What could I possibly learn on this miserable hike?” I was finding it hard to even carry on a conversation, I needed to focus so intently on where I put my feet. Amon, on the other hand, stepped easily through the minefield of loose rock, without even needing to look down. He paused and waited for me to catch up.

	“Tell you what, if you make it to The Eye and back before nightfall, and still have to ask that question, I’ll tell you.” Fine. Be like that.

	We continued forward. Slowly. Painfully slowly. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed before I found myself falling into a groove. With all the focus I had to put on finding solid footing, there was no room in my mind to think about Clair or relive the torture I had been subjected too. 

	It became almost meditative, and I found an easy rhythm and flow. I became more and more sure footed as time went on. I noticed that Amon needed to pause and wait for me less and less frequently. After we had travelled in silence together for some time, we finally reached the foot of the large sloping rise where I was sure The Eye waited for us at the top. The way forward, though uphill, seemed much easier. The terrain was flat and boulder free.

	“Do you need time to rest? We’ve been walking for nearly three hours, if you want to sit down for a bit before we hike the summit we can.” 

	I gaped at him. Three hours? I couldn’t believe we had been walking for so long. But the sun was now nearing its peak in the sky. It must be getting close to mid-day.

	“No, I think I’m ok to continue.” I said, after thinking about it. I was tired, but I felt good. Better than I had in a long time. He smiled at me. Not a smirk, or a sneer, but a real smile. I wasn’t sure if I had ever seen him actually smile before. 

	“I’m impressed. I thought for sure you would have given me a harder time about this.” 

	I shrugged. “I don’t have the energy to argue with you,” I barely had the energy to keep waking up each day. His brow creased, and I felt his aura run over mine. It almost felt like it was trying to console me. ‘Don’t give up,’ it seemed to say, and my own aura shuddered in response.

	“Maybe not but look at what you’ve accomplished. You just made quick work of a three-hour hike without even trying. Imagine if you put your mind to it, what else you could do.” He grinned at me again, “You might even be able to fly.” 

	I frowned. I had flown. That day on the docks, after I had watched Clair die in my arms. I had levitated into the air and - 

	“Hey,” Amon’s voice interrupted my thoughts, and I came crashing back to the present to find him watching me intently. “Where did you go just now?” 

	I shoved the painful memories away and shook my head. 

	“It’s nothing.” I muttered, turning on my heel and making my way up the mountain. He easily caught up and kept my pace. 

	“It might help to talk about it.” He said, and I glared at him. I was not going to talk about it. Least of all, with him.  

	“If you want to talk about something, why don’t you tell me what a Bond-Breaker is.” I expected him to brush me off, but to my surprise he answered.

	“It’s my sword.” He pulled it out of its sheath. I eyed the blade, unable to help feeling curious. It reminded me of my aura. It seemed to be made of the blackness that was space, galaxies and star clusters winked up at me from the surface of the blade. If you looked at it too long, it began to feel like an optical illusion. It stopped looking like a sword and started looking like a slash in the fabric of reality that allowed you to peek into the universe beyond. 

	“It was awarded to me by the Titan Frira when I completed the Quickening. When you complete your Quickening, you too may be gifted something powerful. Though not everyone is given a gift. I suppose Frira feels that if a daemon leaves with their lives it is gift enough.”

	“Kasha mentioned that before. The Quickening.” I was starting to feel out of breath from the climb. The incline wasn’t steep, but it was endless. 

	“It is a coming-of-age ceremony. Or, trial, might be a better word. Not all daemons need to face Frira, only those who are powerful enough that they would pose a threat to the general public if their powers are left unchecked. If you make it through the Quickening alive, you are deemed worthy and capable of controlling your own powers.”

	“And if you don’t? Make it out alive?”

	“Then the general sentiment is that your death serves the greater good. Once you come into your full power at eighteen, if you cannot survive Frira, then you do not have the control over your power necessary to keep your powers contained. It would be too dangerous to allow you to live.”

	“I turn eighteen in a few weeks.”

	“I know. Which is why I am hoping, after this trip, you will allow us to help you train. The Quickening is old magick. There are some things even I can’t protect you from Raven, and this is one of them. I can only help you prepare.” I had no idea how he knew when my birthday was, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. I waited to feel anxious, or upset, or anything at all. But there was nothing, so I said nothing, and continued on. 

	“Raven.” I paused and turned to face him. His brows were creased again, he looked like he might reach out to touch me, but then thought better of it.

	“What?” My tone was as bland as I felt, but I felt him caress my aura with his again. That cool velvet feeling rubbed against my shields and I shivered. “Stop that.” I whispered. He pulled his aura away, but took a physical step forward. 

	“What can I do to help you?” He asked, his voice almost as quiet as mine. 

	“You can’t.” I turned away from him and left him where he stood. The one person who could have helped me was dead. 

	And she was dead because of me. 
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	The last couple of steps brought us to the lip of a large open crater. I peered down and felt a thrill shoot through me as my mind tried to make sense of what I was seeing. 

	They had not been kidding, a massive lidless eye looked up from the inside of the canyon. At first glance, it looked as if the bowl of the crater was filled with water, but the blue was a large iris that surrounded a black, perfectly circular pupil in the center. The reflective surface of the Eye rippled as we approached the edge to peer down, as if it were acknowledging our presence.

	The magick that had called to me at the beginning of our walk seemed to intensify with our proximity to The Eye. This strange phenomenon spoke directly to the piece of me that I associated with my daemon. My aura reacted to it. My tiny stars shone brighter, and I knew that I stood before something powerful. 

	“Well, we made it.” Amon said gravely from where he stood beside me. I watched him pull Bond-Breaker from its sheath again. He held it almost reverently, looking down into the darkness of the blade with a solemn expression on his face. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard, squeezing the hilt of the blade briefly, as if he were saying goodbye. 

	Despite myself, I felt a twinge in my chest. I realize that this was hard for him. He did not want to give this sword to The Eye. Considering both Kasha and Dossidian’s reaction, I wondered what its significance was, outside of being a reward for surviving his Quickening. It had to be more than just sentimental value that had caused all three of these powerful daemons to have such strong reactions to losing the blade. 

	Finally, Amon opened his eyes, and held the blade out in front of him, allowing it to rest horizontally across both his palms. It rose into the air and floated out across the gaping mouth of the crater, before hovering several hundred feet above the center of The Eye’s massive pupil. 

	My skin turned to gooseflesh as The Eye seemed to awaken, roused by the offering Amon had given it. Its pupil dilated and shrank, before a beam of golden light erupted from the center, engulfing the sword. When the light blinked out and faded, Amon’s sword was gone. 

	“It’s done.” He let out a breath next to me, but his expression was strained. 

	“What happens now - “I began to say before the light reappeared, and with it, came a beautiful golden holographic display.

	“Watch.” Amon breathed, as the light folded itself into the image of a raven. The golden representation of the bird took flight and flew in place, before the Eye generated another glowing holograph of an object. The object seemed to be a circular lens of some kind, framed with intricate carvings. The raven snatched the lens up in its left claw.

	The next object that appeared before the raven looked like a flute. It was a simple, unassuming wooden instrument, with a smooth, polished finish. The raven circled it before using its remaining talon to collect it. 

	Burdened now with both the lens and The Flute, the raven was presented next with a projected image of a long skeleton key. The top of which was made up of three connecting rings. The bird scooped the key up in its beak before the light that was projecting the images flickered, and then finally faded. The Eye’s pupil shuddered, then expanded back to the size it had been when we had first arrived and Amon and I were left standing in silence.

	“Well. The raven was a little on the nose.” Amon mused aloud, running a hand back through his silver hair. “We’ll have to get the team to research the lens, the flute and the key. I’m not familiar with them.” 

	“What do you think it means?” I asked, still thoroughly creeped out by the large eye lying beneath us. 

	“I think you are the raven, and you are meant to collect those three objects. We will need to use them to awaken The Origin.” He turned to me; the pain I knew he had felt in the moment of his sacrifice wiped from his face. His amused and aloof mask was firmly in place. 

	“Hope you’re ready for a few more day trips.” He smirked at me. I shrugged. It wasn’t like I had a choice. I looked back down the way we came and sighed. Just another three-hour hike back and it would be over. 

	Amon was watching me again and seemed to understand where my mind had gone.

	“I’ll make you a deal. If you at least try to float down to the bottom of this summit, I will fly us the rest of the way and save you the three-hour hike.” I wanted to say no I didn’t feel like it, but I also didn’t feel much like repeating that three hour long walk either, so I nodded.

	“Fine.” I glowered at him but closed my eyes and tried to focus. I felt him slide behind me. He spoke softly into my ear, and I shuddered slightly at the gentle brush of his breath against my neck.

	“Put your focus on where your aura meets the air around you.” He breathed, and I did what he said. The border of my aura shone in my mind’s eye, like a golden thread. “Feel how it reacts to the matter around it. Not the air or the wind, but the actual matter that makes up reality. Can you feel it?” 

	I could, the moment I noticed it, it was hard to unfeel it. The very fabric of the universe shimmered around me, not only that, it reacted to me. It began to feel like an extension of my aura, my energy, and I knew if I asked, it would bend to my will. 

	“Now, ask it to lift you up.” His lips were so close, they brushed against my cheek. The moment my mind thought up I felt the atoms that filled the space around me come together to rally around my body, lifting me into the air. My feet left the ground as Amon’s lips curved into a smile against me. 

	“That’s it,” he purred into my ear, as he rose up with me, “Good, Raven. Now, open your eyes,” and I did. We were already several feet in the air. The second I looked down, I gasped, and lost my grasp on the matter holding me up. 

	I let out a shocked scream as I felt myself start to fall, but Amon wrapped his arms around me, holding me tightly against him, so that I wouldn’t plummet to the ground. Before I knew what was happening, he slid one arm under the back of my knees and cradled me against his chest. He looked down at me, smiling broadly. 

	“That was excellent.” 




	12

	

	I held his gaze, slightly awed that I had been able to accomplish what he had asked so quickly. I remembered back at my house in Toronto, how Rycon and Conrad had tried to train me, how difficult it had been. I hadn’t been able to pick up anything that quickly. 

	“Tell me what you’re thinking.” He asked as he began to drift through the air down the summit, still pressing me tightly against him.

	“I’m thinking about how when I tried to use my powers at home how difficult it was for me. It seems to be a lot easier here.” 

	Amon nodded. “You were wearing that triquetra in a misguided effort to keep me away from you. It dampened and leeched your energy, I’m not surprised you had a hard time learning to do anything. It also makes sense that just in general, it would be easier for you to connect with your daemon here. That part of you belongs here, in The Dominion, with your own kin.”  

	I wasn’t sure that I agreed that I belonged here, but I didn’t bother pointing that out. We would have to agree to disagree on that.

	“Why didn’t you take it off when I warned you about it?” He asked as we continued to fly back the way we had come.

	“You mean when you appeared out of nowhere, told me I owed you a life debt, and then proceeded to slice my arm open in front of Rycon to make a point?” I asked dryly, and he had the decency to wince at my words.

	“I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t realize you were wearing the triquetra until after I had made the cut. If you had not been wearing it, the panther’s energy would have healed it almost instantly. I was angry and not thinking straight.” He paused, glancing down at me again before continuing. 

	“The fact that I didn’t notice you were wearing it until after I sliced your arm open is a testament to how useless that thing was. All it did was make it more difficult for me to find you when you needed me.” 

	 I shrugged. “It was the only plan we had. I think that was really the point, to make it more difficult for daemons to find me.” 

	“Either way, that’s not the time I was referring too. When I visited you in your dreams after. I warned you about the triquetra, I warned you about Kieran. Why didn’t you listen?” 

	I frowned at him, bewildered. “What are you talking about?” I had no idea what he meant, visiting me in my dreams? He swore softly under his breath.

	“You don’t remember.” It was a statement, not a question. “That explains a lot. I came to you twice in your dreams. I guess the triquetra blocked the memory of that too. I tried to warn you Raven. If Ash Nevra hadn’t been in my court, I would have taken you across The Veil right then and there. It wasn’t safe with her here.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him, disgusted. “Why would you even bring her here?”

	“You think I had a choice? The only reason my court is not completely enslaved by her like the rest of them is because I damn near rival her in power. I was also the bearer of Bond-Breaker, until a few short moments ago.” Well, that helped put the gravity of Amon’s sacrifice into perspective. 

	“Enslaved?” I whispered. I had known she had taken over after The Origin had been frozen in stone. I had not known she had been enslaving the other courts.

	“Yes. After Aleites was turned to stone, Ash Nevra went to work securing her chokehold over the Dominion. As you know, daemons are able to form a metaphysical bond with other beings. You and Rycon are bonded in this way. 

	“In anticipation of conquering the Dominion, Ash Nevra worked with the Nightshades to twist and pervert this bond into something much more sinister. She calls it a slavery bond.” 

	I thought of Rycon and how much he hated being bonded to me. I was sure from his perspective; the bond was close to slavery as it was.

	“How is it different from the bond I have with Rycon?”

	“Traditionally, the bond is consensual. You’re not the first daemon to create one accidentally, but usually it is an agreement made between the two parties. It is mutually beneficial. The daemon receives the gifts and powers from the being they bond too, but the bonded is gifted with the long life of the daemon, assuming they are not killed. They will live for as long as the daemon does if left unchecked. In many cases, the bonded can also borrow powers from the daemon as well.

	“Also, most daemons learn how to block and unblock the bond at will, preventing the bonded from constantly being plagued with their thoughts and feelings. This is another thing I can teach you to do if you make the effort to actually leave your room once and a while.” I glowered at him again, but he ignored me and continued.

	“The slavery bond is different. It is forcibly installed and if the bonded tries to resist an order they experience unimaginable pain. Traditionally, daemons do not bond with one another in the same way they bond with other beings. Whatever the Nightshades did to pervert the bond, ensured that no one would be immune from a slavery bond. Ash Nevra can enslave anyone she likes, and as far as we know, apart from using Bond-Breaker, it is irreversible.

	“My father did not share the same reservations around slavery bonds that I do. My father was… an asshole. He was loyal to Ash Nevra and was against Aleites’ relationship with Elvira from the beginning. He didn’t waste much time aligning himself with The Court of Lust. He wanted me to mate with Ash Nevra, and I was forced to spend a great deal of time in her court while he was still in power. I think she liked the idea of me serving her, but knew I had too much power to risk a mating ceremony. So, I served for over two centuries as her unofficial consort and executioner.”

	I gaped at him. Two centuries? I couldn’t wrap my head around living that long. Especially serving someone as evil and twisted as Ash Nevra.

	“Because I had Bond-Breaker, she could not truly enslave me. But while my father was still in power of the Court of Pride, I had no armies, no allies, outside of Dossidian, who had been one of the first daemons Ash Nevra enslaved once she had perfected the slavery bond. I could not free him. I could do nothing but play the part of willing servant to the Queen. 

	“When my father was killed unexpectedly in a trade dispute with the Court of Greed, I took over his throne. I finally had the power to make a difference. With my father’s armies at my disposal, I was in a better position to stand against Ash Nevra. The first thing I did was use Bond-Breaker to free Dossidian from the slavery bond. I also freed Kasha, who had been a prisoner in Ash Nevra’s court long before Aleites had been frozen into stone.”

	“Why had she been a prisoner there?” I asked, shocked. If I was tracking timelines correctly, that meant Kasha had been Ash Nevra’s prisoner for well over 300 years. Amon’s expression darkened.

	“Kasha’s story is not mine to tell. If you want to know about her life before she came to live in the Court of Pride, you will need to ask her yourself.” I was starting to understand Dossidian and Kasha’s reactions to Amon sacrificing Bond-Breaker to The Eye. If they had been enslaved for that long, and Amon had used the sword to finally free them, it made sense that the loss of the blade would be terrifying to them. If they were to be enslaved again now, there would be no freeing them a second time.

	“Since then, Ash Nevra and I have been walking a political tight rope. She knows I have the means to overthrow her. I have used Bond-Breaker over the last ninety years to free every daemon in my court. Other courts have noticed, and I have made allies among those who are unhappy with Ash Nevra’s reign. The Court of Envy and the Court of Wrath have been especially vocal about their discontent with her rule.

	“So far, I have done my best to keep up the appearance that I am still a willing servant to her, so long as she allows me to run my court without interference from hers. She knows it is better to leave me to my own devices while maintaining her throne than to threaten me. I don’t think she believes victory would be guaranteed if I truly challenged her. 

	“That being said, if she requests an audience with me, I must comply. If I refuse, she will see it as open rebellion. A war between us would be violent and many innocent daemons would die. She could enslave my people again and force them to fight against me.” 

	The look on his face made me pause. He truly cared. This was not some facade or made-up story designed to trick me. Amon was terrified for his people and was desperate to keep them safe. This somehow did not fit with the image I had of him being a cruel prince who tortured innocents for entertainment.

	“This is why I have been gone this last week. She summoned me. After what happened at the docks, it took a great deal of political maneuvering to convince her that you are not a threat. I explained that since you have not been trained you more than likely will not survive the Quickening. She has allowed me to…keep you, until then.” I grimaced at the word ‘keep’ as if I were some sort of toy or plaything. 

	“I don’t think she is foolish enough to have trusted me completely, but I think she is hopeful that I spoke the truth, and my interest in you stems from nothing more than the novelty of having The Origin’s daughter at my disposal. She does not want to risk a rebellion. She has given me until after your Quickening to either prove to her that you are broken or dead, or she will kill you herself.” 

	Suddenly I felt like my blood had turned to ice. We had arrived at the spot where we had started our hike earlier in the day, and Amon slowly lowered us to the ground. He set me down gently before stepping back. 

	“We can shadow walk to the palace from here. There’s something about The Eye’s energy that prevents shadow walking any closer than this.” He explained. He paused for a moment, before looking at me, and he almost looked…tired.

	“We need to collect those items and figure out how we’re going to use them before your Quickening. Once we have them, I will take you to Ash Nevra’s court where we will convince her, together, that you are not a threat. While we are there, we will awaken The Origin, Aleites, and together we will make her pay for what she has done to us. To all of us.” I stared at him, wide eyed. His eyes flared and the look on his face was suddenly so intense, I shivered.

	“I will not allow her to hurt you, but you must work with me, and you must survive the Quickening for this plan to work. We are running out of time.” He stepped forward, wrapping his hands around my shoulders. I felt as if his blazing green eyes were piercing through my soul.

	“Will you help me, Raven?” 

	Shadows began to come forward, crawling from under rocks and sliding across the ground toward us like phantoms. I could feel his urgency. I thought of Kasha and Dossidian, I thought of all the daemons like them who were still enslaved by the evil Queen who was responsible for giving the order for Clair’s murder. I thought of Clair’s dying words in my arms. 

	“Raven. You have to win. You have to protect Jeremy. You are...The balance that this world needs...” She opened her eyes and smiled at me. She weakly rose a hand to brush my cheek. “You have always been… a fighter.” Amon’s shadows began to crawl up our legs as he held me by my shoulders, and I had my answer. I knew what Clair would have wanted me to do. 

	“Yes. I will help you.” Something akin to relief flashed across his face as we dissolved into the effervescence of Amon’s shadows, slipping through the very fabric of space.
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	We rematerialized back in the common room. The fire was still dancing merrily, and the room had been lit with the warm violets and apricot golds of the sunset as the Dominion’s twin moons began their ascent into the sky. Conrad and Meredith were both watching the sun make its descent with their heads together, exchanging hushed words. They both looked up as we appeared. 

	“You’re alright.” Meredith breathed in relief. 

	“Thank di gods,” Conrad agreed. He stepped forward eyeing Amon warily. “We spoke wit Dossidian and Kasha after yuh both left. They explained to us about di slavery bonds.” My friend looked like he was going to be sick at the thought of it. “Mi nevah did know. Di  Board dunno dat dis has been happening here.”

	“We had no idea,” Meredith echoed, “that Ash Nevra was enslaving your people. If we had known…”

	“I doubt you would have done much, considering how much the magick folk fear my kind.” Amon responded; his tone dry. Both Meredith and Conrad looked uncomfortable.

	“Kasha told me what it was like.” Meredith said softly. “I cannot stand by and do nothing while this continues.” 

	Conrad nodded. “We cyaa allow dis to go on.” 

	Amon eyed them critically. The tension in the room was palpable. Finally, he relaxed and blessed them both with one of his genuine smiles.

	“Great. Raven has also agreed to help.” He turned to me. “Shall we share with our friends what The Eye showed us today?” He asked. Hearing him refer to Conrad and Meredith as our friends felt strange, but I brushed off the odd feeling and nodded. 

	“Let’s get Kasha and Dossidian in here too.” His aura flared slightly, and a few moments later, they both strolled in through the doorway.

	Kasha’s eyes fell to the empty space on Amon’s hip where Bond-Breaker had been and her expression darkened. 

	“You called?” Dossidian asked by way of greeting, patting Kasha comfortingly on the arm. They were both clearly still upset by Amon’s decision to give Bond-Breaker to The Eye. I understood now, their reservations. He was playing a very dangerous game and all of our lives hung in the balance. 

	“Yes, have a seat. Let's get something to eat and we will share what we have learned. Our new friends, Conrad and Meredith, have agreed to help. So has Raven.” Kasha looked surprised at this news, and she allowed herself to smile softly at the three of us.

	“Really?” She asked hopefully. I nodded.

	“Yes, really.” I replied. The hope that shone in her eyes at my confirmation made everything I had endured that day worth it. Amon snapped his fingers, and the now empty table at the conversion pit filled up once again with food. 

	“Sit,” Amon ordered, directing the comment specifically at me. “You have had a long day and will have an even longer one tomorrow. Training starts at seven am.” I tried not to glare at him but forced myself to obey. He was right. I had barely eaten anything at breakfast and after that long hike, I felt like I might pass out from hunger. The six of us piled into the large pit and began to fill our plates before sitting around the table to discuss the events of the day.

	“It might be easier to show you what The Eye showed us.” Amon said once we were all settled in. “I’m hoping we can get to the bottom of what it is we’re looking for through good old-fashioned research and avoid involving a prophet. This needs to strictly stay between us. If Ash Nevra hears about this all bets are off.” He cautioned. He held his hand out before him, and to my surprise, a tiny miniature light show began to replay what The Eye had shown us over the table of food. We all sat back to watch. I would have to ask him to show me how to do that. It seemed like it would come in handy. 

	Almost immediately, as the raven approached the first object, Conrad barked,

	“Rhatid! - Mi know what dat is, dat is Di Lens.” We all looked at him in unison. 

	“Well, I wasn’t expecting it to be that easy.” Amon commented in surprise, putting the miniature on pause.

	Conrad shook his head, “It nuh be easy, believe me. Play di rest, mi fi see if mi recognise anyting else.” So Amon did, I watched again as the golden raven collected The Lens, the flute, and finally the key.

	“Well?” Amon asked Conrad hopefully, but the Obeah Man shook his head. 

	“Mi nuh know what dem other tings are. But di first one is Di Lens. Mi Grandmother told me about it when mi a small boy. Several hundred years ago, it was gifted to Di Board by a powerful daemon as a symbol of peace. 

	“Magick folk have a large collection of very old and very powerful artifacts dat dey can use from time to time to help dem wit their mission to keep di balance, dis is one a dem. Di Lens can reveal to the user tings dat are hidden. Maybe it will help us to find di other two tings dem.”

	“Why do I get the feeling that The Board isn’t going to feel comfortable sharing this particular artifact with us?” Dossidian asked out loud.

	“I can take it from them.” Kasha said, her voice darker than I had ever heard it. That ever changing aura of hers rippled and I put a little more power behind my shields. Conrad tensed, but Amon responded sharply,

	“We’re not going to steal it from the magick folk. Not when we might need them to ally with us if it comes to war.” He turned to Conrad, “Do you think Patricia would be willing to petition The Board on our behalf?” He asked, referring to Conrad’s grandmother. Conrad thought about it for a minute before answering.

	“Mi can talk wit her. Like mi say, wi nevah did know that Ash Nevra was involved in slavery. Mi kind take dat sort of ting very seriously y’kno? 

	“As they should.” Amon agreed. 

	“My father, Walter, is also on The Board.” Meredith chimed in. “He too will be unhappy to hear about this and will want to help.  

	Amon smiled at her, nodding. “Great. First thing tomorrow, I will take Conrad and Meredith across The Veil to speak with Patricia and Walter.” He turned to Dossidian and Kasha, “I need one of you to begin training with Raven, and I need the other to begin research on the remaining two artifacts. I’ll leave it up to you two to decide who does what.”

	 “I call training,” They both said at the same time, before immediately launching into an argument.

	“I got stuck doing the research last time,” Dossidian grumbled, “Plus you're way better at it than I am. I can barely keep my eyes open when I read.” 

	Kasha rolled her eyes. “There’s a term for that, you know, it's called weaponized incompetence.” She shot back. Though, I could tell she didn’t really mean it. “But fine. I’ll take research duty this time. Only if you agree to take the next one.” He nodded, grinning at her. 

	“Deal.” He said, his massive hand enveloping hers in a handshake. “Hope you’re ready Raven, I’m going to make you sweat. I promise, you’ll thank me when you’re face to face with Frira in the next few weeks.” He winked at me. I shuddered. Taking in Dossidian’s huge hulking form, I somehow felt like the next day was going to be even more of a challenge than this day had been.
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	Our unlikely little group dispersed, and Amon walked me to my room. We said our goodnights to everyone as we passed through the main intersection of the East Wing.  We made our way in silence down the hallway where our rooms waited for us. I paused at my door before turning to him, suddenly feeling awkward. 

	It felt different between us than it had that morning. I wasn’t sure if it was because I had agreed to work with him out of a moral sense of duty. Or if it was the fact that I had learned so much about him and how much he was willing to sacrifice to save his people. Either way, as usual, if I wasn’t angry with someone, it was difficult for me to know how to act around them.

	“Um. Good night,” I said, looking up at him from where I stood before my open door. His eyes met mine, something about the way he looked at me felt incredibly intimate. I felt myself blush as I took a step back towards my room, my heart suddenly pounding.

	“Good night, Raven.” 

	I wasn’t sure how he always did that, made it feel like his voice was a living thing, rubbing against my bare skin. “You did great today.” 

	“Thanks.” I murmured awkwardly, somehow still unable to look away from him. 

	“My room is right there if you need anything.” The corners of his eyes creased as his gaze travelled lower, landing on my mouth, where I suddenly realized I had been biting my lip. “Anything at all.” 

	My heart was pounding so loud I was sure he could hear it. 

	“Um - thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” I blurted, before turning on my heel and scurrying away. I slipped into the adjoining bathroom, and out of sight. I could hear him chuckling softly as he slid off, presumably to his own room down the hall.

	I turned on the shower in the clawed tub. The armor Kasha had helped me get into seemed to come alive and slide on its own accord off of my body. I jumped in surprise as it pooled on the ground at my feet. 

	Wow. That was convenient. 

	I picked up the armor and hung it on a hook that was fastened to the bathroom door. I took a long, relaxing shower before padding to my armoire to choose another luxurious black silk slip to curl up in. I relished the way it felt sliding over my skin and slid between the cool green sheets of the oversized bed and settled in.

	I was exhausted, and for a moment I worried that I would be up all night, reliving the trauma of Clair’s death. However, as soon as my head hit the pillow, my eyes began to feel heavy, and I drifted away. 

	My mother was crying, holding her chest as blood poured out from the open wound. A knife in her heart. 

	“Mom!” I called out to her, running across the dark echoing expanse of space where we were trapped. This room, I knew this room. A bare lightbulb swung back and forth in the dark, making the shadows slither and twist as if they were alive. My mother was still crying, and I couldn’t get to her. “Mom! Mom, I'm coming.” I panted. 

	She finally looked up at me from where she huddled around the fatal wound, but it wasn’t Clair that looked back. It was Marcus’ face, looking up at me from my mother’s body. Blood began streaming from his eyes as he laughed. 

	“What’s inside?” He asked, as his face began to crumble into the bloody mess I had made of it. Brain matter slid down the front of my mother’s robe as he continued to chant, “What’s inside, what’s inside,” My whole body began to burn, I felt as if my bones might melt the flesh from my body. I was screaming. I couldn’t stop screaming.

	“Raven!” Someone else was shouting my name. My eyes flew open, my throat felt raw and I suddenly knew it had been a nightmare and I had been screaming in my sleep. “Raven, it’s a nightmare. You’re having a nightmare wake up.” As I came to, I realized Amon was kneeling next to the bed, shaking me awake. 

	“Amon?” I asked, still feeling disoriented. He let out a sign of relief and nodded.

	“Yes, it’s me. You’re in your room in The Court of Pride. You’re safe here. Your friends are down the hall. Do you want me to go get them?” He asked. He was keeping his tone intentionally calm, the way you would speak to someone you were trying to coax off of a ledge. 

	I cradled my head in my hands and squeezed my eyes shut. The dream had been so real, so vivid. I shook my head and bit back a sob. I didn’t want anyone to see me like this.

	“No. Let them sleep.” I choked out. Trying my best not to burst into tears in front of Amon. I pressed my face into my knees and felt him sit on the edge of the bed next to me. He tentatively reached out to put his hand on my back. When I didn’t immediately jerk away from him, he allowed his palm to gently slide over me, rubbing my back in gentle soothing circles. 

	“Breathe.” He said softly. “In through your nose and out through your mouth.” I laughed bitterly. 

	“You sound like my anger management counselor.” My voice muffled as I was speaking into my knees. 

	He chuckled. “Maybe they were on to something.” 

	We sat in silence for a few moments while I continued to breathe until my heart rate finally slowed down. I was finally able to lift my head, and Amon stopped his careful circles. He slid further down the bed, giving me room to move. 

	“Thank you.” I sniffed, wiping a stray tear away from my eye. Now that I had calmed down, I realized with a start that he was shirtless, and wearing loose drawstring pants. They were the same color and fabric as my sheets. I almost buried my face back into my knees to hide my blush, but he didn’t seem to notice my discomfort.

	“Don’t mention it.” His brow was creased again, the way it seemed to when he was going to ask me something personal. “Is that why you started drinking with Rycon every day? To block out the nightmares?”.

	I shrugged, “I really haven't had a chance to have a nightmare. The first night Meredith gave me a calming draught, but she said I couldn't have it every day. Every time I close my eyes, I watch Clair die again. My waking life feels like a nightmare.” I admitted. 

	“I can barely handle the memories when I’m conscious. I didn’t want to find out what kind of horrible things my subconscious mind could come up with. So yeah. I guess I was using the alcohol to put off the inevitable.”  Amon’s face turned hard, and I wondered what I had said wrong. 

	“I’m sorry,” he said, still looking angry. I frowned.

	“It’s not your fault.” 

	“I know, but I am still sorry.” He reached out and brushed his thumb against my chin, right on the place he had touched me when we first met. He had placed some kind of touch based magickal tracker on me. The tracker that hadn’t worked because of the triquetra I had been wearing the night I had been abducted. 

	“Nightmares are a common symptom of post-traumatic stress disorder.” He told me, rubbing his thumb over that cold spot on my chin. “I have them too. We all do.” He took his hand back and a small part of me wished he hadn’t. “Kasha’s are so bad sometimes the volcano shakes.” So I was right, this place was built inside an inactive volcano. 

	“What do you do about it?” I asked my voice barely a whisper, and he shrugged.

	“Try to be there for each other and listen if the other person feels like talking.” Oh. I looked back at the pillows behind me and winced. I had a big day tomorrow, and now I wasn’t sure I would be able to get back to sleep. He seemed to know where my mind had gone. 

	“I can stay if you want, until you fall asleep.” 

	I started to say no, then hesitated. He seemed so earnest, sitting there, trying to help me. I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. The memory of the dream was still too vivid. 

	“Okay.” I was rewarded with a smile. 

	“Lie down and close your eyes. Daemon’s may not be great healers, but we are good with dreams. I’ll make sure you don’t dream again tonight.” 

	I did as he said and leaned back into my pillows, curling onto my side, and closing my eyes. 

	‘Sleep, Raven.’ He whispered into my mind, and this time when I drifted off, I did not dream.
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	When I woke up the next morning, Amon was gone and I wondered how long he had stayed with me before going back to his own room. The sun shone in through the opening in the wall and I stretched before swinging my feet over the side of the bed. I hadn’t dreamt again, and actually felt refreshed, though my body was stiff from the long hike the day before. 

	I padded over to the bathroom and pulled my armor down from the hook. Kasha hadn’t been lying, it was much easier to get into it the second time. As I stepped into the pool of restructium, it eagerly climbed up my legs and fastened itself across my back. I ran a brush through my long black hair on my way back into the bedroom to find Amon waiting for me. He was leaning against the frame of my door, which was, of course, always left open. 

	“Good morning Raven.” He smirked at me. He looked perfect as always, though he was not in his armor today. He was wearing a deep green collared dress shirt with no tie and black slacks. “How was the rest of your sleep?”

	“It was good.” I admitted, putting the brush on the table and sitting in one of the chairs to slide into my boots. I looked up at him through my hair as I fastened the buckles. “Thank you. For last night, I mean.” I stood up and made my way over to him. I couldn’t place the expression on his face, but he was looking at me with a tentative sort of hope that I didn’t understand. 

	“Anytime.” 

	I nodded and moved to walk past him. He grabbed my arm lightly and spun me to face him. His eyes searched mine intently. “I mean that, Raven. Anytime. Just call.” My aura shimmered and arched against his, and I could feel the intensity of his offer hover in the air between us. Nodding again, more deliberately this time, I held his gaze to let him see that I understood.

	“Ok.” I said, and his lips tilted up slightly.

	“Ok.” He echoed. He let go of my arm and we fell easily in step together. We made our way to meet the others in the common room. 

	We passed behind one of the great thundering waterfalls that fell into the center of the East Wing.

	“This palace is incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

	“Yes, it's even nicer now that my father isn’t here to taint it. He was always trying to modernize it, but my mother did her best to keep the natural beauty of the place intact.”

	 I thought of the gilded toilet in my bathroom and wondered if that had been a design choice made by Amon’s father. “When we have time, I will show you the rest of the palace. We have a more formal dining room in the West Wing, where I usually entertain some of my more taxing guests. It’s beautiful as well, but I prefer the common room when it’s just Kasha, Dossidian and I. And I guess now you, Conrad and Meredith too.” 

	My heart warmed a little at the fact that he did not categorize my friends and I with the other guests that he felt were taxing. I had always thought I was more or less the definition of the word. That he didn’t think so made me feel surprisingly light. 

	“Where is your mother now?” I asked, though I suspected I knew the answer. He glanced at me; his expression solemn. 

	“My mother, much like Clair, was taken from this world by those who did not deserve to even stand in the same room as her. Surviving the murders of our mothers is something that you and I now have in common.” 

	“I’m sorry.” I said, and he nodded in acknowledgement. 

	“Thank you. Those who are responsible are all dead now.” He glanced at me as we approached the common room. “I meant what I said to you that day on the docks, Raven. We will avenge Clair’s death. That is a promise I plan to keep.” My chest tightened, and I knew he spoke the truth.

	

	Our small team was already gathered around the table, enjoying breakfast together. All four of them looked up and greeted us as we entered. It was so nice to be greeted by friends that I almost smiled. I settled down into the conversion pit next to Conrad, and Amon slid down next to me on the other side, reaching past me to grab a fluffy croissant. 

	Conrad handed me a cup of coffee and I accepted it gratefully. Taking a deep sip I allowed a tiny smile to curl on my lips. I felt Amon freeze next to me, and Conrad laughed.

	“If yuh want tuh keep her happy, Prince Amon, yuh need tuh give di gyaal coffee. She’s a fiend for caffeine.” I glowered at him but didn’t argue. He was right. Coffee was my one true love. 

	“I’ll have to remember that.” Amon said as he watched me sip my coffee, eyes shining with amusement. I was about to ask Dossidian what the plan was, when Rycon walked into the room. The friendly chatter died immediately, and we all turned to stare at him as he entered. His yellow cat eyes flashed, and he hesitated. 

	“Uh, hey.” He said from the door. All of the amusement bled from Amon’s face. 

	“How’s your throat, Rycon?” He asked darkly. His expression was reminiscent of the night he had cracked the shifter’s windpipe in front of me. Cold, aloof. Deadly. 

	 To Rycon’s credit, he did not back down. He looked like he was going to snap back with a retort when Kasha interrupted.

	“What’s up Kitty Cat?” She crooned, raising an eyebrow at him. Rycon’s attention was effectively diverted from Amon, for which I was grateful. I had no interest in watching them get into it again.

	 I didn’t understand the look on Rycon’s face as he surveyed Kasha from where he stood at the door. I wished I had the ability to unblock our bond to get a glimpse at what he was feeling. I would have to ask Amon to teach me how to do that the next chance I got. 

	“Don’t call me that.” He finally replied. She shrugged. 

	“What should I call you then? Traitor? Backstabber? Selfish Prick?” She asked while idly buttering her scone. 

	“Cho!” Conrad breathed next to me. Kasha was not screwing around.

	Rycon snarled, “You’re a piece of work you know that?” He took a step forward, eyes locked on Kasha. Both Amon and Dossidian stood up immediately, but Kasha waved them off. She put down her plate and hopped out of the conversion pit, turning to face Rycon in one smooth motion.

	“What are you going to do, Kitty Cat? Fight me over it? I could beat you with one hand tied behind my back.” Kasha chirped.

	Rycon scoffed but stopped in his tracks.

	“Yeah, fucken right. I would wipe the floor with you.” He spat. They began to circle each other. 

	“Wanna bet?” Kasha asked, and she fell back into the loose fighting stance she had used at the docks. Rycon fell back into his version of the same stance. I watched wide eyed, taking a sip from my coffee. Were they really going to do this? It wasn’t even seven am. 

	“As entertaining as this is,” Amon drawled, “I’m going to have to ask that you do not kill each other in my common room. Rycon, tell us what you want then get out. We have things to do today that don’t involve me cleaning your blood up off of the floor.”

	“You’re lucky.” Kasha smirked, crossing her arms. 

	“You’re the lucky one, you little -”

	“HEY!” Dossidian bellowed. They both jumped a little, turning to him. “Tell us what you want or get out. Raven and I have a date with the training ring.” 

	Rycon perked up at that. “You’re training?” I could tell he wanted to ask if he could come but didn’t feel like he would be welcome. I frowned.

	“Why are you here, Rycon?” My voice did not carry like the others, but it seemed to hold more weight with him. Everyone went silent as he turned his eerie yellow gaze to me. Even with the bond blocked, I could tell how uncomfortable he was. He wanted something but was too prideful to ask. After a long, uneasy silence, he finally seemed to work up the nerve to share what was on his mind.

	“I know you all are up to something, and I want in. I’m bored.” I raised my eyebrows at that. He was bored? “I can’t drink, I can’t fuck, there’s nothing for me to fight or kill. I don’t have anything to do here. I’m going out of my damn mind. If you’re going to keep me here, you need to give me something to do. I feel like a damn house cat.” 

	Kasha’s face lit up at the house cat comment and she opened her mouth to say something, but Rycon immediately held up a hand to silence her, not taking his gaze away from me.

	“Whatever you’re doing, let me help. Please.” He let out a breath as if it had physically pained him to ask us. “There. I said it.” 

	The room was silent, it felt like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for me to respond. 

	“How can I trust you after what you did?” I asked.

	“I don’t know.” He replied honestly. “But at least give me the opportunity to try to earn your trust back.” 

	I really wasn’t sure I could. What we were doing was too important, too dangerous. If he messed up again it would put us all at risk. 

	“I have an idea.” Dossidian said, interrupting my internal battle. “Why don’t we have the panther take a blood oath.” 

	Amon’s lips curled at Dossidian’s idea. “That is… an excellent idea.” The Dark Prince said, before turning to me. “A blood oath is a deal you sign with the very blood that runs in your veins. It’s similar to a life-debt, but it’s a little bit more structured in the sense that you need to agree to the terms beforehand.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at Rycon. “Didn’t you sign a blood oath with Ash Nevra when you took the job to assassinate me? Didn’t you use the blood from your dead father instead of your own so you had some wiggle room to sell me if another daemon was willing to pay you more?”

	Conrad let out a low whistle. “Yuh a bad dude, Rycon.” He said, shaking his head in disgust.

	Kasha looked horrified. “You did that to her and then gave her to Kieran? You really are a dick.” 

	“Goddess spare you.” Meredith whispered. 

	“Listen, I’ll sign the damn oath, you can draw my blood yourself and watch me sign it to make sure it’s legit. I cannot just sit here and rot until one of us dies.” We all just looked at him. I could see him thinking, trying to come up with another reason we should hear him out. 

	“I can smell if someone is lying, that’s got to be useful, no? None of you can do that.” 

	Amon’s eyes widened slightly. “Shifters can smell when someone is lying?” The corners on his mouth turned down and his eyebrows rose as he mulled over this new piece of information. “That explains a lot.” 

	The thought of Amon trying to negotiate with a group of shifters that could smell when he wasn’t telling the truth was amusing. I imagined it would make things difficult. 

	“That actually would be a useful skill to have in our arsenal.” He mused.

	Finally, he turned to me. “It’s up to you Raven. Your call. You’re the one that has suffered the most at his hand. He is also your bonded. If you want to give him one more chance, we will follow your lead. If you want me to kill him where he stands,” he looked at Rycon, a murderous smile coiling across his lips. “That also can be arranged.” 

	Slowly, I pulled myself out of the pit and walked over to Rycon. He watched me warily, waiting for my decision. He was much taller than me so I had to tilt my head up to look him in the eyes, but I wanted him to see my face. I wanted him to see how serious I was.

	“I will allow you the chance to earn my trust back. You will sign the blood oath, under strict supervision.  You will do what you are told.” 

	He nodded, keeping his lips clamped shut. I struck him in the middle of his chest with my finger. “If you fuck this up Rycon, no more chances.” I said, making sure he understood me. “If you fuck this up, I will kill you my damn self.”

	

	The blood oath was arranged immediately. Amon cleared the table with a wave of his hand. Dossidian had been dressed for training in what looked like his own suit of restructium with his two sabers fastened across his back. He drew one of the great blades and seemed to take a little more pleasure than necessary dragging it across Rycon’s forearm. 

	Blood welled in a near identical wound to the one Amon had once carved into my arm. Kasha caught the blood in an obsidian bowl before it could heal and dipped a large quill into it. Using Rycon’s blood as ink she wrote out the terms of the oath.

	‘I, Rycon of Olkuyrbe, will not betray Raven, The Origin’s daughter, in her mission to free the Dominion of Sin. Any act done, whether with intention or in ignorance, that jeopardizes the mission of The Origin’s daughter will result in my painful and untimely death.’ She held out the quill to Rycon, her eyes glittering in challenge.

	“Sign it, Kitty Cat.” 

	“‘Painful and untimely death was a nice touch.” Dossidian remarked.

	Rycon scowled. “How am I supposed to know if I’m doing something in ignorance to jeopardize whatever the hell it is you guys are up too?” He asked. Kasha shrugged.

	“Guess you’ll just have to be extra careful. These are the terms. Sign it or don’t.” Rycon looked at me, as if I would come to his defense. I shrugged and echoed Kasha.

	“Sign it or don’t. No one is forcing you.” My voice was even, though my chest was tight. He glanced around at each of us, a small group of witnesses to his willing submission to our party. Finally, he snarled, snatching the dripping quill out of Kasha’s hand and signed the parchment with his blood.

	‘Rycon of Olkuyrbe,’ He scribed. The bleeding script burned bright red, then orange, then white, before the parchment turned to ash. 

	“It is done.” Kasha said somberly. She held her solemn expression for a heartbeat before grinning mischievously at Rycon, who was looking a tad pale. “Guess I just found myself a research buddy.” 

	“What?” He asked, taken aback. 

	“Yep, it’s the library for you, Kitty Cat.” 

	He gaped. “The library? I thought we were going to train? Or fight something. Half of you are in armor.” 

	Kasha laughed. “Baby steps, Rycon. Come with me.” She grabbed his hand and started leading the reluctant shifter out of the common room, her cheerful voice fading down the hall as they went. “So, we’re looking for a flute and a key, any books you can grab on those would be great.”

	We all stood in collective silence for a beat after they left.

	“She’s going tuh eat him alive.” Conrad murmured, shaking his head. Dossidian grinned.

	“Aye.” He turned to me, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. You ready to train Raven?” I suddenly felt nervous.

	“Don’t worry,” he winked, “I’ll go easy on you.” 
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	We had to leave the East Wing to get to the training ring. I followed Dossidian up to the top floor and out onto a long outdoor bridge. It took us through the green and black mountainous landscape. The stone bridge, which had no walls or railings gave me vertigo. I pushed through and approached the face of a castle that had been built into a neighboring cliff. 

	I once again was overwhelmed with a sense of awe at the structure that had been built into the rocky terrain. The castle, made entirely of natural volcanic rock, seemed to have grown out of the cliff itself. Its high walls and towers loomed over us, casting a shadow over the landscape below.

	As we got closer, Dossidian called over his shoulder, “This is the West Wing. We don’t spend a ton of time here unless we’re entertaining or training.”

	“It’s incredible.” 

	He nodded and pointed up a set of stone steps that greeted us as the end of the bridge. 

	“We’ll take these all the way up, then we’ll get to it.” The stairs led to an open-air training ring, made out of the same black volcanic rock as the rest of the castle. It was almost a perfect circle, larger than a major league baseball diamond. It was lined with racks of different weapons, what looked like a set of weights and a stone water fountain. The view was breathtaking, I was sure I could almost see the entire Court of Pride from where we stood. 

	“What is that?” I asked, pointing into the far-off distance, to a plume of smoke that was billowing into the sky. 

	“That is Mount Frira.” Dossidian explained, as he began to move into a series of gentle stretches. “That is where you will go for the Quickening.” My heart sank. Right. The Quickening. The whole reason I was training in the first place. 

	“Is it really that bad?” I asked, turning away from the view to face Dossidian. For the first time since I had met him, his face looked grim. 

	“I’m not going to lie to you, it won’t be easy. But lucky for you, you have the best trainers around.” He winked at me again.

	We started with stretching, and I couldn’t help but compare Dossidian’s teaching style to Rycon’s. The first time I had trained with Rycon, I had ended up with a bloody nose and a limp. There certainly hadn’t been any stretching involved. 

	From stretching we moved into drills. Dossidian laid out a prop that looked like a ladder on the ground and showed me how to run through it.

	We started with simple footwork patterns, and increasingly got more complex as I mastered them. I remembered the flow state that I had achieved while walking on the boulders on the way to The Eye. I felt myself relax into the repetitive work. It was strangely soothing and kept my mind still. 

	“Your footwork is better than I expected it to be.” Dossidian commented, as we took a water break. I took a large gulp from the fountain, the refreshing water from the nearby glacier felt like heaven on my parched throat. 

	“I used to take boxing in school.” I told him. “There was a lot of footwork in that class.” Dossidian looked impressed.

	“Why did you stop?” He asked, and I laughed, but there was no joy to it. 

	“I wasn’t well liked. The rest of the class mutually agreed that I was too…aggressive. They felt it would be better if I didn’t participate.” Dossidian frowned.

	“Sounds to me like they didn’t like getting their asses beat by a girl. And a pretty girl at that.” 

	I snorted. Yeah, right. 

	“So, you have some experience boxing, that’s great to know. Let’s work on some hand to hand.” 

	I nodded and moved back into the center of the ring. 

	“Let’s see what you’ve got with some basic combos. Give me a one, two.” He held up his hands, gesturing for me to aim for his palms. I nodded curtly and obliged. Jab, cross. He grinned. “Good! Let’s see a one, one, two,” jab, jab, cross. 

	“You’re quick. Ok, let’s get a little more advanced. Give me a five, two, three.” It took me a second to remember the combo, but it came to me. Lead uppercut, cross, left hook. “Nice! Try that again, but this time, don’t drop your elbow on your left hook, you’ve got a bit of a hammer first thing going on.” 

	We continued running through the combos until I was out of breath, flushed and sweating. I was out of shape and out of practice, but Dossidian was a patient coach and I had forgotten how much I enjoyed boxing. 

	I was good at it and had always resented that they hadn’t let me continue that class, even though I did have a bit of a violent streak. Logically, I could understand the faculty reservation around me learning how to be an even better fighter. However, it had also been a healthy outlet for me. I was glad to have the opportunity to come back to it now.

	“Great work. Let’s break for lunch.” 

	Was it lunch time already? I noticed the sun’s place in the sky in surprise. The morning had flown by. 

	Dossidian waved a hand and a small spread of sandwiches appeared on one of the stone benches next to the weapons rack. I took a few sips from the water fountain before grabbing a sandwich and joining him.

	“So, how long have you known Amon for?” I asked, taking a small bite of my lunch. 

	“Several hundred years. I met him right after he completed his Quickening when he came to serve at Aleites’ court.” My eyes rose at this.

	“You both served Aleites?”

	“Yes. I am originally from the Court of Wrath. Prince Sirroco is my father.” I choked on the bite I had been swallowing.

	“Prince Sirroco? Isn’t that the guy who hid your sabers in the desert? Doesn’t that make you royalty or something?” Dossidian grinned at me. 

	“So many questions.” He laughed. “To answer the question of whether or not I am considered royalty, the answer is - kind of.

	“Before Ash Nevra announced herself Queen of The Dominion, my father’s title was King. My brothers and I had the title of Prince. It is unlikely I would have ever taken the throne, as I’m third in the succession line. Both of my brothers are older than I. 

	“It also helps that I have no interest in ruling a court, so when I completed the Quickening, I left the Court of Wrath to see what else the world could offer me and ended up serving in Aleites’ guard.

	“I had heard of Amon but had always thought of him as a bit of a spoiled twat.” I almost choked again. Dossidian gave me a wicked grin before continuing. 

	“He showed up at Aleites’ court one day with that crazy sword of his and asked if there was an opening on the guard. I told him if he could beat me in hand-to-hand combat, I would allow him to try out.”

	“So, he beat you.” I assumed. The image of Amon dangling Rycon, who was a trained mercenary, off the floor as if he were a rag doll flashed across my mind. Dossidian barked out a laugh.

	“No, I wiped the floor with him. I figured he would whine and cry to his father about it like the spoiled little prince I thought he was. But instead, he came back the next day, and the next. Until finally, I agreed to train him myself for tryouts.” I gaped at this. The idea of Amon being beaten by anyone felt unfathomable to me. Dossidian chuckled at my expression.

	“Amon is very powerful, but at that time, he relied a great deal on his magick alone. His hand-to-hand combat skills needed a great deal of work. My own magick is extremely volatile and difficult to control. I typically only use it in times of great need, as there is always a risk, I may hurt people on my own team when I am forced to use my powers. So, when Amon came asking for a position in guard, I told him he would need to beat me without any magick.”

	My eyes widened. Looking at Dossidian’s hulking form, I understood. He would be a formidable opponent, especially without the use of magick.

	“As I got to know him, I learned that his father was an abusive prick, and had been his whole life. He was power hungry and always looking to better his court’s position in the Dominion. Back then, when Aleites ruled, each of the courts operated as their own independent kingdoms. 

	“Aleites was more of a god than a ruler. He rarely interfered with the business of his creations unless he felt it absolutely necessary. So, there was a great deal of political jockeying, strategic marriages between courts, and everything else in between. 

	“Amon’s father loved to be right in the thick of it, and taught Amon how to be a politician as well. So, for his early years, Amon had sought his father’s approval, but quickly learned that to do so would mean allowing himself to become as cruel as he was. His mother, I think, was one of the only good role models he had until he came to serve Aleites. 

	“When Amon came into his power, everyone noticed. With the gift of Bond-Breaker added into the mix, he was truly a force to be reckoned with. I think his mother knew that his father would begin to see him as a threat to his throne and sought to protect him. That is why she sent him away to serve Aleites.” 

	I felt nauseous. I thought of Jeremy, and how much he loved me. My whole life, Jeremy had tried to help me navigate the world and grow up with confidence, despite how much my peers hated and shunned me. I could not imagine what it would have been like if he had treated me the way Amon’s father had treated him. 

	“Anyway, Amon made it into the guard after some good old fashioned training from yours truly. We spent the next thirty years or so living well. Aleites was a formidable but fair daemon and Amon and him became very close. I think Amon looked to him as a bit of a father figure towards the end. The more time he spent with the guard and Aleites, the more positive change I saw in him as a person. But then… well, then everything went to shit.”

	“Anjoilie Nevra and the Nightshades.” I said, and Dossidian nodded gravely, gazing out into the distance. 

	“Yes. Those fucken Nightshades.” He confirmed. “I was there when Anjoilie turned Aleites and Elvira into stone. I was fighting her and the Nightshades in the throne room of The Origin’s castle. I was truly giving it all I had. As the magick settled in and I watched the light leave Aleites and Elvira’s eyes, I beheaded Anjoilie myself.” 

	This was the daemon from Aleites’ guard who had killed Anjoilie Nevra, sitting before me eating a sandwich. My heart skipped a beat.
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	“It was you that killed her?” I asked softly. He nodded gravely. 

	“Aye. That earned me a one way ticket into a slavery bond. Ash Nevra, who had been there fighting alongside her mother, was not happy with me. I was the first daemon, I think, that she enslaved.”

	“Dossidian, I am… I don’t know what to say. I am so sorry.” 

	He glanced at me and grunted roughly. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. If anything, I’m sorry. I failed you and your parents.” 

	I reached out and touched his arm. I was at a loss for words. 

	“Amon had been away when the castle was sieged as a planned diversionary tactic by the Court of Lust. They knew their chances would have been slim if he had been there as well. They called him away on some sort of bullshit trade meeting. When he came back and found out what happened, he was livid. He was ready to invade the Court of Lust then and there.

	 “However, they had planned for that as well, and had planted his father in Aleites’ throne room, to deliver the news. His power-hungry prick of a father wanted him to mate with Ash Nevra to solidify his court into a position of power. Amon was ordered to live in the Court of Lust, and to serve the new Queen of the Dominion in the interest of improving relations.

	 “Amon, of course, refused. He had Bond-Breaker, so they could not enslave him. But that did not mean they did not have power over him.” Dossidian looked devastatingly sad.

	 “When Amon said no and petitioned his father to help free those of us who had already been enslaved, his father threatened to kill his mother if he did not comply.” 

	My jaw dropped. “That is… really fucked up.” 

	Dossidian nodded at me, sadly. “Indeed.” He agreed. “To make things worse Ash Nevra expanded her lands to consume Aleites’ territory. She still rules from his palace in the north. 

	“So, Amon was forced, for the next two hundred and forty-nine years, to serve Ash Nevra, from the place he had called home for most of his life. That is where we met Kasha, who had already been a prisoner in the Court of Lust for several years before the Nightshades perfected the slavery bond.”

	“Amon mentioned that, but he wouldn’t tell me any details,” I told him.

	“I don’t want to get too into it either. It is difficult for me to talk about without seeing red. To give you an idea, Kasha is what we call a chameleon. I don’t know if you’ve noticed how unique her aura is, but she can change her appearance into anything she likes. She can look like anybody, anything, and even make herself sound like them too. This made her a highly valued commodity in Ash Nevra’s sex trade.” 

	If I had felt sick before, it was nothing to how I felt now. I put down my sandwich and swallowed, willing myself not to throw up in disgust at this news. 

	“It was a long, drawn out, horrible time for all of us, especially for Kasha. We were all watched closely, so it was difficult to offer comfort to each other in our worst moments.” Dossidian’s eyes were shining, and he looked away from me to compose himself before he continued. 

	“The lessons in political maneuvering Amon had received in his youth came in handy though. He molded himself into what Ash Nevra wanted him to be. Doing so afforded him the ability to protect Kasha and I from the worst of Ash Nevra’s imagination. Though all of us suffered some form of torture at one point or another, because of Amon’s careful maneuvering, we were better off than most.” 

	I remembered what Amon had told me about Kasha’s nightmares. I couldn’t imagine what kinds of horrors my mind would come up with if I had to endure what they had for so long. 

	“How…how did you get out? Amon told me his father had been killed, and then he was able to free you both?”

	“Yes. The asshole was working out a trade deal with the Court of Greed. You see, the Court of Pride has two main exports, emeralds, and restructium. The Court of Greed, being well, greedy, had threatened to invade Aurora’s Cove, which is where most of our emerald deposits wash up. Amon’s father obviously was not happy about this and had organized a dinner to work something out. Things went south at the dinner and the Prince of Greed killed both of Amon’s parents in a fit of rage. 

	“Ash Nevra was furious, and immediately killed the Prince of Greed in punishment, and his daughter took over his territory. However, the damage had been done. She no longer had a sympathizer ruling the Court of Pride. 

	“Despite Ash Nevra’s efforts to solidify herself as true Queen over the Dominion, the courts are laid with old magick that is bonded directly to the bloodlines of the monarchs that rule them. 

	“She has yet to work out a way to pervert this too, and until she does, the Court of Pride will always answer to Amon first. He cannot call himself King, but in the way that it matters, he still is one. The second his father died, the land shifted its loyalties to Amon.  He suddenly was no longer a pawn, but a major player in the game.” Dossidian looked down at his hands, a small sad smile blooming on his mouth.

	“I’ll never forget the day Amon freed us. It was like seeing the sun for the first time after being locked in a dark closet for centuries. He told Ash Nevra that he would be taking us, and if she would like to maintain open trade with the Court of Pride they would need to work out new terms. He took us away that day, and we spent the next 90 years rebuilding the Court of Pride together and working to heal each other. As a team.”

	“This is why everyone fears him.” I whispered. “He was forced to spend so long serving Ash Nevra.” I couldn’t imagine the atrocities she had likely forced him to commit in her name. Dossidian nodded.

	“Yes. Even all the good work we have done over the past ninety years… Ash Nevra is aware of it, but it is not wise to boast about it or rub her face in it. She could easily re-enslave us all. Even with Bond-Breaker, Amon can only do so much. We have largely attempted to keep up the ruse that we are still under her thumb. We’ve had too, or risk all-out war. 

	“Even if we did go to war, Ash Nevra’s army would be fought largely by unwilling slaves. On top of that, Amon and Ash Nevra are so evenly matched, it would be a war that no one is truly certain we would win. Amon has not been willing to risk so many lives to go up against her.”

	As I sat there, processing everything I just learned, the hatred I felt towards Ash Nevra heightened. How dare she. I had already agreed to help awaken Aleites, but in that moment, sitting next to Dossidian in the training ring, I made another decision.

	“I am going to kill her.” I whispered next to him. He looked at me, an impressed half smile cocked on his mouth.  

	“Aye.” He said, standing up. “Then we best make sure you get through the Quickening alive. Let’s get back to work.” 

	 




	18

	

	If I was being honest with myself, I had been enjoying training before I had heard Dossidian’s tale. Knowing what I did now, it took on a whole new meaning for me. It wasn’t just about what the exercise was doing to help heal my mind. I had a purpose. A goal. Ash Nevra had given the order to kill my mother. I had endured weeks of torture at the hands of her followers. Now, understanding how many more lives she had ruined, I was suddenly consumed with the need to stop her. To do that, I would have to be stronger, meaner, and deadlier than she was. 

	I threw myself into my training and let everything else fall away. The sun carried on its path through the sky. Dossidian checked in with me as it began to brush against the tips of the mountains in the distance.

	“Let’s call it for the day,” he said. 

	“I think I can keep going for a bit longer.” I panted, after a particularly difficult set of suicides. Dossidian smiled at me but shook his head.

	“I love the enthusiasm, but it’s counterproductive to overdo it. You need to rest properly, or you won't see any progress. You’ve already gone for much longer today than I had originally planned.” He threw his hands over his head to stretch. “Besides, we really should head back and make sure that Kasha and Rycon haven't killed each other.” 

	He had a point there. We made our way back to the East Wing, to shower and change. I changed into soft stretchy cotton pants and the large knit sweater that I had found the first night in my armoire before making my way to the common room.  I was hoping some kind of dinner would be waiting. I was starving and exhausted.

	Serendipitously, Amon was just shadow walking Conrad and Meredith back across The Veil as I entered the common room, and Dossidian was already in the pit, making himself a plate. 

	“How did it go?” I asked hopefully, but their faces looked grim. 

	“It’s… complicated.” Amon said, running a hand through his hair.

	“Mi grandmotha i nuh doin’ well.” Conrad said, and my heart sunk. I took a moment to really observe him, and realized his expression wasn’t just one of disappointment, but mourning and loss. “She nuh have much time left.” He finished, and my heart broke for him.

	“After the battle, Patricia was not well enough to fly home.” Meredith explained. “She’s been staying with my father at the house. There is a Board meeting coming up, but the only way we could get her there is if Amon shadow walks her, which means we would pretty much need to be upfront with The Board about why we need The Lens.”

	“Shit,” Dossidian cursed, putting his plate down. 

	“Can Mr. Abbey not go?” I asked, referring to Meredith’s father, and my old high school principal. 

	“Tuh raise an issue for a vote, yuh need tuh have at least two certified board members aligned and present. Otherwise, everyone would bring every small grievance dey have to di table an’ noting would ever get done.”

	“So, we have to shadow walk Patricia,” I said. 

	Amon looked at me, his lips a hard line. “It is a massive risk. I didn’t even want to consult the prophets on the clues The Eye gave us. If this gets out at all it’s over.” 

	“There has to be something we can do.” I said. 

	“My father said we could petition the Sorcerer General for a private audience. If approved, we could ask her to allow us to bring forward what’s called a ‘forgotten’ vote. This is a specialized vote in which the members of The Board agree to have their memories wiped after the vote has been completed. But this is usually a lengthy process, and with Patricia’s state of health we don’t have the luxury of time.”

	“Origin damn the magic folk and their bureaucracy,” Dossidian grumbled. I frowned. 

	“We have to try.” I said. “You mean to tell me that this Sorcerer General wouldn’t be interested to hear what The Origin’s daughter has to say? Can we not ask for this process to be expedited, considering the urgent nature of everything? I mean, they’ve been trying to get their hands on me forever.” 

	Conrad winced at my words.

	“No offence, Conrad, but it’s true. Now I’m here and want to speak to them and they’re putting me on a wait list?” 

	Amon looked amused. ‘What’s gotten into you,’ He asked into my mind. ‘You’re feisty today.’ I glanced at him and shrugged. I guess I was. His eyes darkened and his lips curled into one of his more nefarious smiles. ‘I like it.’ My heart skipped a beat, and I felt my face flush. Was he… flirting with me?

	‘Now is not the time to be playing around. We have a serious issue here.’ I tried to point out, but my tone came out lighter than I had intended. It was his turn to shrug, as he leaned against the wall casually, still watching me with that amused look on his face. 

	“We can try.” Meredith said. “We will need to cross The Veil again and get started ASAP. Raven, you would need to be present for the private audience with the Sorcerer General, if we are granted the meeting. I nodded.

	“So, let’s do that.” I said and Meredith nodded.

	“We just neva sure if yuh would be up to it.” Conrad said quietly. I had never heard him sound so down before. I went to him and grabbed his hand, giving it a squeeze. 

	“Hey,” I said, “We take care of each other.” He met my eyes and gave me a weak smile. 

	“Yeah. Wi do.” he said, and I threw my arms around his waist giving him a hug. He froze for a moment, before hugging me back. “Thank yuh, gyaal. He said before pulling away. “Mi needed dat.” 

	I nodded and turned back to the group. “So, do we need to go now? Can we go in the morning? What’s the plan?” 

	Amon chuckled at my eager flurry of questions. “I think we’re ok to take tonight to rest and go in the morning. I’m assuming we’ve all had a long day.”

	“You could say that again, we just finished training an hour ago, this one is an absolute weapon in the ring.” Dossidian joked, jabbing his thumb in my direction. I felt my whole face turn red at the compliment, or maybe it was the heat in Amon’s gaze as he watched me.

	“Is that so?” Something about the way he said it made things tighten in my core. “That’s something I would very much like to see.” 

	I didn’t think my face could get any redder. Meredith took pity on me and interjected. 

	“If that’s the case you both must be as hungry as we are. Let’s have some dinner and go to bed early. We have our work cut out for us.” We all agreed and filed into the pit to join Dossidian. 

	

	“Has anyone seen Kasha and Rycon?” Meredith wondered out loud as we finished up our plates. “Did they make any headway on the flute and the key?

	“If we’re lucky Kasha skinned him and now has a new panther shaped rug for her room.” Dossidian muttered. Amon smirked and took a sip of water from his gold rimmed cup. Almost as if on cue, we heard them make their way down the hall. 

	“You’re a worse research buddy than Dossidian,” Kasha was complaining to Rycon as they entered. He was scowling at her from behind.

	“What do you mean? I carried literally every single one of those damn books you asked for. Back and forth all day just moving fucking tomes.”

	“The thing about doing research Kitty Cat is you’re not supposed to just carry the books. You’re actually supposed to read them too.” 

	“Give it a rest, would you? I can’t listen to another second of your incessant -” 

	“So, I guess you two had fun.” Amon drawled as Kasha slid into the pit next to Meredith. She beamed at us.

	“Yeah! It was great. Didn’t have to carry one book, it was nice to be able to just focus on reading, you know?”

	“What!? You just said you wanted me to carry less and read more.” Rycon snarled, and I almost laughed. Kasha ignored him, piling her plate high with roast beef. She winked at me.

	“He’s super easy to get all riled up, isn’t he?” She asked. I smirked, nodding in agreement. Rycon looked like he was going to spontaneously combust.

	“Fuck this, I’m going to bed. Tomorrow you can carry your own damn books.” He snapped. 

	“Toodle-oo!” She chirped to his back on his way out, before settling in to eat her dinner. “So, what’s the scoop? Did you guys figure out how we’re going to get The Lens? We didn’t have much luck today to be honest. Do you know how many magickal keys there are? They all do different things. It’s wild.”

	We filled her in on the plan to go across The Veil the following day and she grinned. “Excellent. I guess that means more library time for me and my new apprentice.” 

	I bit back a smile. I was interested to hear what kind of new mundane task she would think up to torment Rycon with while we were gone. We sat with Kasha until she was finished eating before saying our goodbyes as we went our separate ways. I yawned and stretched as Amon and I made our way to our rooms in the most eastern part of the spire. 

	“So, training went well today?” He asked as we made our way down the dim, but warmly lit hall. I nodded.

	“Yeah. I forgot how much I liked boxing,” I admitted, “I’m excited to combine the hand to hand with some of the magick work too.” I said, thinking of how impressive Kasha had been that day at the docks. Maybe with enough training, I could be as good as she was. 

	We stopped at my door and when I turned to say goodnight, my words died in my mouth. The way he was looking at me… no one had ever looked at me like that before. He slid closer and lifted a hand to gently brush a strand of my dark hair away from my face. 

	“I am… very proud of you, Raven.” His voice was rough, and he was standing so close that I had to tilt my head back to look him in the eyes.

	“For what?” I whispered. He brushed his thumb against my cheek.

	“For being so strong.” He came even closer; his breath gently caressed my lips. The scent of cinnamon was so strong I could almost taste it. 

	“Amon, I -” I started to say, but before I could finish, he gently took his hand away and took a step back. 

	“Sweet dreams,” he said softly, “I’m right next door if you need me.” Then he was gone. The lingering aroma of cinnamon was the only testament that he had ever been there at all.
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	I dreamt of the widowmaker that night. It crept toward me, on a long stinking thread of black web. It spun over me slowly, bile dripping from its child-like mouth as it reached out with one of its long, spindly fingers. 

	‘My mistress knows,’ It cooed, and I tried to pull away, I could not let it touch me. When I looked down, I was trapped, once again in its web. ‘My mistress is going to kill you. You and your little prince too.’ It sang, and I woke up.

	I shot up in bed, gasping for air with the feeling that spiders had been crawling on my skin. Gooseflesh erupted over my body beneath my silken slip at the thought of it.  

	I groaned before swinging my feet out of bed. I wasn’t sure if I would share the same long life that full-blooded daemons had since I was half-human. It occurred to me that it would be excruciating to live forever if it meant being plagued by nightmares each night. 

	I was about to head to the bathroom when I heard a soft knock. I looked up to see Amon, leaning against the door frame, with a large cup of coffee in his hand. 

	“Good morning, Raven.” He greeted me with a lazy smirk. His eyebrows rose as he took in the flimsy black silk slip, I had worn to bed. I was suddenly very aware that I was not wearing anything underneath it. 

	“You look… ravishing.” He purred as his gaze lazily roamed down my body before sliding back up to my face. I felt myself flush with heat and I wrapped my arms around myself. I wished I could cover up the intricate lacings of scars that marred my arms. I didn’t want him to see them.

	In an attempt to hide how much he could affect me just by looking at me, I rolled my eyes. “Go lurk in someone else's door frame, I need to get ready.” His grin widened.

	“Fine, I suppose I’ll have to give this cup of coffee to ‘someone else’ too.” He teased with mock ruefulness. That caught my attention.

	“Is that for me?” I asked in surprise, gesturing to the large steaming mug he was holding that smelled like liquid happiness. 

	“It is,” he responded, still not moving from where he stood in the doorframe. “An Obeah Man once told me that caffeine is the only way to your heart. He also said you take it with milk.” I laughed at that. Imagining Amon asking Conrad how I took my coffee so he could surprise me with a cup this morning was… so heart-wrenchingly sweet my toes curled. 

	“Well, give it here then,” I grinned. Amon smirked. 

	“I would much rather you come take it from me.” 

	I glared at him. Fine. I stalked over to where he stood, wrapping my hands around the mug and pulling it away from him. I met his gaze before bringing the cup to my lips and taking a sip. Closing my eyes, I let the buttery smooth coffee envelope my mouth before sliding down my throat. 

	I smiled as the warm coffee spread through my core. It was delicious. The quality of the coffee here was night and day compared to the drip coffee I had drank my whole life in my home in Toronto. When I opened my eyes, Amon was looking at me in that intimate way again. 

	“What?” I asked. He reached out to tuck a piece of stray hair behind my ear, mirroring the action he had done the night before.

	“I love it when you smile,” he told me. “I suppose I will need to make an effort to give you more reasons to do so.” 

	I scoffed. “Whatever you say,” I waved him off. “Now get out of here so I can change.” His eyes darkened again, and he arched a perfect brow. I glared at him but bit back a laugh.

	“Out!” I pointed to the hallway, taking a step back. He waved a hand towards my bed, and an overnight leather bag appeared.

	“Pack enough things for a few days in case we need them.” He paused, smirking at me in that way of his that always made me feel off balance. “Make sure to pack one or two more of those silk slips, just in case.” His aura brushed over mine, rubbing in just the right places to make me shiver before he slid back into the hallway and disappeared. I shook my head, my face flushed from the feeling of his aura against mine. 

	Lecherous asshole. 

	Though, I found I had a hard time keeping myself from smiling as I made my way to the bathroom to shower.

	

	The team was gathered in the common room when I arrived, toting my bag in black lambskin pants and a comfortable black sweater. I grabbed a muffin from the table in the pit before joining Meredith, Conrad, and Amon, where they stood by the mouth of the common room. Dossidian and Kasha approached as well, while Rycon kept his distance, leaning on his back against the far wall next to the obsidian fireplace. 

	“Do you guys have everything?” Dossidian asked as he approached.

	“I think so,” said Meredith. Conrad nodded gravely. He seemed far away. I nudged him gently. 

	‘How are you doing?’ I asked in his mind.

	‘Mi ok. Just anxious tuh get back to her, yuh kno?’ 

	I nodded. If anyone understood, it was me. 

	“Great, you guys be safe now!” Kasha said, waving as we gathered close to Amon.

	“Dossidian, are you coming?” I asked, and he shook his head.

	“Someone has to stay to make sure these two don’t burn the place down,” he responded. Rycon rolled his eyes, but Kasha sniggered. “Also, there’s a court to run, I need to check in with a few of our generals and make sure everything is going smoothly.” 

	I nodded. I guess running a court with a city as big as the one nestled below Amon’s palace would be quite a bit of work. 

	“We should only be a day or two if everything goes according to plan,” Amon said. 

	Kasha nodded. “Have fun!” 

	Amon’s shadows were already coming alive, and crawling towards us. I shuddered pleasantly as my body dissolved into the darkness, and we slipped through The Veil, into the human world. 
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	We materialized in front of the Abbey residence, 94 Muir Avenue. Meredith’s sprawling garden still flourished out front, despite her absence. I wondered if Mr. Abbey had been tending to it while we were gone, or if Meredith’s magick just kept it flourishing all year round. 

	Conrad, Meredith, and I moved toward the front gate, but Amon cleared his throat. We turned back to him where he waited on the sidewalk. He gestured mildly to the wall of wards the three of us had just walked through. I had forgotten that magick folk typically warded their homes against daemons. These ones had been specifically modified to allow me through, from when I used to train here regularly.

	“If you don’t mind,” Amon asked Conrad, an amused smirk on his face.

	“Ah, sorry Prince Amon, mi keep forgetting.” Meredith and Conrad opened a gap in the wards and Amon stepped through, nodding his thanks to them politely. Meredith and Conrad led us up to the house, which greeted us as we came up the porch and through the front door. 

	“Hello, house,” I said as we entered, and I felt its magick brush against me in welcome. I could have been imagining it, but I got the impression that it had missed us. 

	Mr. Abbey came out of the kitchen upon our arrival, a steaming cup of tea in his hand. He was as round and distinguished as ever, and he smiled warmly at me as I entered.

	“Welcome back, Raven. How have you been doing? All things considered you look like you have been well taken care of.” He observed, giving Amon a considering look. Amon smiled politely and leaned against the wall of the hallway we were crowded in. 

	“Yes.” I responded. “How have things been here? How is Patricia?” I paused for a moment, biting my lip. “Have you checked in on Jeremy? How is he doing?” Mr. Abbey’s face grew grim.

	“Patricia is upstairs, resting, Conrad if you would like to go to her, I have a cup of tea in the kitchen you can bring up. “Conrad nodded curtly and slipped past Mr. Abbey to get his grandmother’s cup of tea before immediately heading upstairs.

	“Come in, come in, I can give you an update while Conrad prepares Patricia for our journey.” We followed Mr. Abbey into the scrubbed kitchen, Amon hung back behind us, allowing Meredith and I to take the lead. 

	Once in the kitchen, Mr. Abbey poured each of us a cup of tea, and floated them to us as he made his way to sit at the table. Amon accepted his from where he stood by the counter while Meredith and I sat around the eclectic kitchen table with the mismatched chairs. 

	“How is Jeremy?” I repeated, getting increasingly nervous about the answer. I wanted to believe he was ok, but of course he wasn’t, how could he be?

	“Jeremy is… Jeremy has been better.” Mr. Abbey said softly, and my heart broke. I felt my eyes well up with tears and my throat grew so tight it hurt.

	“Tell me,” I said gruffly, doing my best to console myself. Meredith reached across the table to grasp my hand. Amon had gone impossibly still, his face unreadable. 

	“Since the day on the docks, he has buried Clair. He is now obsessed with finding you. He has petitioned his lieutenant to allow him resources to investigate your disappearance. However, because he saw you slip through The Veil that day, his colleagues have asked him to take a paid leave to grieve. They do not believe him when he tries to explain what he saw. Those who were there and saw it too, are refusing to corroborate his story. They do not want to risk being labeled as ‘unfit for field work’.”

	Oh, Jeremy. I felt a tear roll down my cheek. 

	“Can I talk to him?” I asked. “I can explain what happened. I can tell him everything. It would take a while for him to accept it but I’m sure I could get him to understand.” Mr. Abbey and Amon exchanged a look. 

	“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Mr. Abbey said, as kindly as he could. “Involving a human in this mess would be very dangerous. It would be safer for him if we waited until after things have… calmed down.” My throat was so tight it hurt.

	“Can I at least see him?” I whispered. “Even if he can’t see me? Can I see him while we’re here.” Again, Mr. Abbey and Amon exchanged a look. Finally, Amon spoke.

	“I’m sure that could be arranged.” He said, his voice soft. I almost sobbed with relief. I met his gaze, letting him see how much it meant to me, to see my father again. 

	“Thank you,” I whispered. 

	He nodded. “Of course.” 

	Conrad came down the stairs, his face as grim as ever. “She say she ready, but mi want tuh give her some more time tuh sleep before wi go. She is so tired.” Mr. Abbey nodded.

	“I reached out to the Sorcerer General after we met yesterday, and she has agreed to meet with us on an expedited schedule, but her only opening is midnight, our time. So, Patricia can take the day to rest and prepare.” Conrad nodded gratefully.

	“It sounds like we have some time then.” Amon commented, “Maybe we should take this opportunity to train, Raven.” I wasn’t sure I would be able to focus on training. All I could think about was Jeremy, and the look he had on his face as I crossed The Veil in Amon’s arms. Leaving him behind to deal with Clair’s death alone. 

	‘Train with me. I will teach you how to place a trace on him, so you can check in whenever you like.’ He whispered across my mind. I looked at him, my eyes still shining with tears, and nodded.

	‘I would like that,’ I responded, and he gave me a curt nod in return.

	“Let’s go outside then,” he said out loud, and slipped out the sliding glass door to the back yard. I got up from the table and trailed him out into the summer heat.

	

	I was uncomfortable in the black sweater I had chosen that morning. It was summer in Toronto, and it hadn't occurred to me that the climate would be so different than the cool northern temperatures that swept through the Court of Pride. Amon immediately noticed my discomfort.

	“Let’s start with learning to control the environment around you.” He said. “It is one of the easier things to learn.” 

	I remembered how he had sheltered me from the wind on our walk to The Eye and nodded. That did seem like it would be a useful skill to have. 

	“Close your eyes.” He said, and I did as I was told. “Connect with your environment the same way I taught you to do when I asked you to fly.” 

	I found the delicate line where my midnight aura met the fabric of the universe that surrounded me. The atoms that made up the matter on this side of The Veil felt slightly different than they had in the Court of Pride, but they still responded to me—dancing and twisting between the stars and planets that spun merrily through my aura. 

	“This state that you’re in right now, is the foundation of most daemon magick. Practice connecting like this as often as you can, until it becomes second nature. You should be able to find this place, as easily as you breathe.” 

	I nodded. I remembered first learning how to see my own aura, in this same backyard. Meredith had said I needed to find this state of mind as well, but the magick folk had a word for it. They called it Eriene. 
 

	I felt him slide closer to me, his aura brushing against mine. With my mind’s eye I could see the edges of his energy as it caressed me. If my aura was the universe, his was a nebula. Glowing green, gold and violet clouds made of stardust spread through my galaxies, leaving sparks of star fire in their wake. 

	‘Let me know when you’re close,’ He breathed across my mind, and my core tightened.

	“I’m there,” I whispered out loud. With my eyes closed, I could feel his proximity, and my scalp tingled as he brushed my hair behind my ear again. It seemed to be becoming a habit of his. 

	“Focus on the heat. Not just the feeling of heat, but on a physical level, what heat is.” As soon as he said it, I understood. Heat was a product of energy. It was the result of energy transferring from one source to another. In this case, the sun to me. I was a daemon. If energy was an orchestra, I was the conductor. 

	It was instinctual. I wrapped my power around the transfer of energy and pulled it back, slowing it down until the heat lowered around me to a comfortable temperature. I opened my eyes lazily, to find Amon watching me from inches away. I smiled at him, my body still humming in the calming state of Eriene.

	“You listen so well,” he purred as he watched our auras mingle. My blood thrilled at the praise. 

	“I have a good teacher,” I whispered back, and the corner of his mouth tilted up in a smile. 

	“Now, put your focus on the tip of your finger.” He took my hand gently and held it between us, rubbing his thumb over the pad of my index finger. I closed my eyes and did what he said, focusing on the atoms that knit together to form my flesh.

	“Put a tiny piece of your aura here. Then place it on me. Where you place it does not matter. You must instruct it to stay with me, and to respond to you whenever you call to it.” 

	I did what he said, tying a tiny knot in my aura and allowing it to separate from the rest. When I had it lined up and ready on my fingertip, I memorized the feel of it, before lifting my hand and stroking the side of his perfect face. He closed his eyes at my touch, and I lost myself in the feeling of that tiny knot, that small piece of aura, as it knit itself into Amon's cheek. 

	When I pulled my hand away, I could still feel it there, and I knew that it would call to me, no matter where he went. He opened his eyes, a broad smile lighting up his face. 

	“You amaze me, Raven.” 

	I shivered. No one had ever told me that I amazed them before. 

	“It’s nothing,” I said, blushing and stepping away. He grabbed my hand and pulled me back into him, forcing me to meet his gaze.

	“It is not nothing.” He growled, his voice serious. “You are amazing, and watching you come into your power is a privilege I do not deserve.”
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	Amon and I spent the rest of the day practicing. By the time evening came, I had the beginnings of a grasp on shadow walking.

	“Can Kasha and Dossidian shadow walk?” I asked, as I practiced pulling the shadows into me, before allowing them to slip back away again, as if I were flexing a muscle. “I’ve never seen them do it before.”

	“No, not all daemons can shadow walk, I wasn't sure if you would be able to do it either, but it seems that you are a natural.” He smiled, as I pulled the shadows in again, letting them swirl around at my feet, before releasing them back to their castors.

	“Kasha and Dossidian have other skills. Dossidian’s powers are very… explosive. He typically sticks with hand-to-hand combat and only uses his powers when absolutely necessary. He can fly, but whereas you and I hover, when Dossidian flies, it's comparable to a rocket taking flight.” Amon chuckled. “It’s usually easier and safer for me to just shadow walk him in most cases. As far as Kasha goes, Dossidian tells me you already know about her special talent.” I glanced at him, letting him see that I did.

	“Yes. It’s awful, what Ash Nevra did to her.” I said. Amon nodded.

	“Indeed. There are many others still suffering the same fate under her reign.” His tone was dark and laced with disgust. I shivered; despite my perfectly curated climate I had created for myself. 

	He glanced at the sun's position, and I noticed that a balmy summer twilight had begun to descend upon the city. It was still light out, but the sky had taken on a lavender hue. It was getting late.

	“If you would like to see Jeremy before we go, we should leave now.” He said, and I nodded. 

	“Let’s see if you can shadow walk us there to practice. I will be here to take over if you need me too.” 

	“Okay.” I said, feeling nervous. I stepped in close to him and called the shadows to us. They almost felt as if they were alive, and had an energy to them that felt eager, and excited to please. They clambered up our legs, gently pulling apart the molecules that made us. I pictured my house in my mind. I imagined my electric blue door, and asked the shadow particles to take us there, showing them the way in my mind’s eye. 

	The darkness latched onto its counterpart, and we moved at light speed, suddenly appearing before my front door, exactly where I had asked the shadows to take us. 

	‘Excellent, Raven,’ Amon’s voice curled through my mind. 

	Still hovering in a cloud of matter, I observed my surroundings. My street, which had more or less been torn apart in a magickal battle the last time I had been here, seemed to have undergone some repairs. The trees were still dead and brittle from when Conrad had sucked the water from them to save Meredith from Marcus, the fire mage. 

	However, many of my neighbors seemed to have made an effort to re-sod their lawns, as all the grass had met the same fate as the trees. I felt sad for the trees for a moment, and silently thanked them for their sacrifice before turning my attention back to my house. 

	‘Keep us in the shadows and take us through the house. I can feel Jeremy. He is sleeping in the living room.’ I tried to nod before I remembered that I currently did not have a corporeal form to do so. It was a strange feeling, one that I was unsure I would ever get used to.

	I asked my shadows to tug us through the cracks in the front door and we spilled into the house. To my horror, the house was a mess. Stacks of papers and books spilled into the hallway leading into the kitchen and the adjoining living room. There were half empty pizza boxes and forgotten glassware strewn throughout the house. Our home had never been in such a state. 

	Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, my shadows took us to where Jeremy lay, sprawled out on our ugly couch, or ‘chesterfield,’ as Clair had always called it. He was asleep on his back, with one leg straight out on the couch and the other bent, foot resting on the ground. He looked like he had been through hell and back. A book, titled ‘The Grand Design,’ by Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow was spread open on his chest, as if he had fallen asleep reading it.

	He had lost weight. A great deal of weight for the couple of weeks I had been gone. His normally clean-shaven face was covered in a thick stubble, and his hair looked like it hadn’t been brushed in days. With sallow cheeks and dark bags forming beneath his eyes, he looked so broken, I would have wept if I had the body to do so. 

	‘Place your trace on him,’ Amon’s disembodied voice urged. I did my best to comply. Carefully, I asked my shadows to allow me to rematerialize, just enough to place the trace. I allowed it to form on the tip of my fingers as they resolidified, before placing the small knot from my aura on Jeremy’s forehead. I leaned down and kissed the place where I had left the trace softly.

	“I love you.” I whispered, and he frowned in his sleep. “I will come home soon. I promise.” My voice cracked and I knew if I stayed any longer, I would risk waking him up, or I wouldn’t be able to leave him again at all. As if sensing my distress, my shadows clamored back around me, pulling me into space, before flowing Amon and I out through the cracks in the back door. 

	I lost my grip on the darkness and materialized back into my body by Clair’s garden, a sob rattling in my chest. Clapping a hand over my mouth, I fell to my knees, as I fought against the overwhelming urge to cry. 

	Then, just when I thought I had gotten a grip on myself, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a small forgotten pouch filled with sunflower seeds, and I fell apart.  

	The pain of my grief rolled through me in waves, and I could not contain it. My shoulders shook and I wept into my hands. I felt Amon kneel next to me. He reached out tentatively, wrapping his warm hands around my wrists to tug my hands away from my face.

	“Hey,” he said softly, as he pulled me into him. I resisted briefly, before giving in and allowing him to fold me into his chest. I buried my face in his neck and he held me while I cried. He rubbed my back in those soft circles he had used to calm me from my nightmare and made soothing sounds, as he rocked me. 

	“I know, I know,” he whispered against my hair, squeezing me tight. “I know.”

	I had no concept of time, and I was not sure how long he held me for. It felt like hours. He held me until my sobs finally slowed, and there were no more tears. He held me until every drop of sorrow had spilled from me, and I felt that I could breathe again. 

	Finally, I pulled away, and he cupped the side of my face, using his thumb to wipe away my tears.

	“We were supposed to plant those,” I told him, gesturing to the small sack of seeds. “We were supposed to plant those together, before she died.” 

	“We should still plant them.” He said softly, “In her memory.” If I had any tears left to give, I would have. I nodded, and he leaned over, picking up the sack of seeds and putting them in his pocket.

	“We’ll plant them for her back at court.” He told me, “So you can be there to help them grow.” Looking at him, kneeling before me, with so much concern on his face, I wondered how I had ever feared him, or thought him to be evil. 

	“Thank you.” I whispered, he nodded. 

	“Are you still feeling up for this mission?” He asked. “If you don’t think you can bear it, we will figure something out.” 

	I contemplated it for a brief moment. I thought I would rather curl up into a ball and hide from the light, than go to see the Sorcerer General. 

	I then thought of Kasha, who had been forced to serve in Ash Nevra’s sex trade. I thought of the countless others, who were enslaved by her, and being forced to live lives that they did not deserve. I thought of Dossidian, and Amon, being forced to murder and kill in Ash Nevra’s name for over two centuries. 

	Finally, I thought of Clair and Jeremy, and how Ash Nevra had destroyed my family, and taken everything from me that I had ever loved. Clair had died saving me, so that I might bring balance back to this world, and the one beyond The Veil. If I failed, she would have died for nothing. Jeremy’s pain would be for nothing. 

	“No.” I said. “I have to go. I have to do this.” Amon dipped his head in understanding, a small, sad smile blooming on his lips. He rubbed his thumb over my cheek again, as our shadows gathered around us, to take us back to our friends.

	“You are so brave, Raven,” he whispered, as we dissolved into the summer night.
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	We arrived back at the Abbey house, and I called in to Conrad to let Amon in through the wards. We walked into the house to find Meredith, Mr. Abbey and Patricia waiting in the comfortable, warmly lit living room. Patricia was in a wheelchair, with a knit blanket draped over her knees. 

	The old Obeah Woman looked up as we walked in, critically examining Amon from where he lurked in the hallway, his black collared shirt and slacks blending into the shadows. 

	“Hail daemon Prince,” she greeted him. “Long time wi nuh talk: a few years since wi laas speak, don’t it?” She turned her gaze to me and smiled. “And yuh, child. Mi glad tuh see yuh healthy an safe. Last time mi see yuh, yuh did a suffer.” 

	I came forward, and took her hand gently in mine, smiling down at her. 

	“It is so nice to finally meet you, Ms. Brown,” I said, warmly. “Conrad has told me so much about you. I don’t know what I would have done without him through all of this. Thank you for sending him to find me.” Conrad smiled at me from where he stood next to Mr. Abbey. Patricia eyed me, glancing back and forth between Amon and I. 

	“Conrad a waann good boy.” She agreed, patting my hand, before setting her sights on Amon. 

	“Yuh an dis young uhman mates yuh kno dat, daemon?” Her patois was much stronger than Conrad’s, I couldn’t understand what she was saying. Amon regarded her carefully. To my surprise, he responded in fluent patois, from where he leaned against the frame of the entrance to the living room. 

	“Yea mi ave known fi a lang time shi nuh kno though, nuh yet.” Amon’s use of patois startled me. Conrad and Patricia’s use of the dialect seemed smooth and fluid, almost musical. Amon’s was slightly different. It still sounded lovely, but even to my untrained ear, I could tell he had an accent.

	Patricia made a face at his response and waved her hand at him gruffly. Conrad was staring at Amon with a strange look on his face. Patricia scolded the Dark Prince as if he were an unruly child.

	“Yuh betta let dat likkle scotch bonnet kno soon before sum'ady else snatch har up.” 

	I looked back at Amon, not following. He smiled at Patricia and nodded. 

	“Mi plan tuh tell har soon.” He replied. 

	“I didn’t know you spoke patois,” I remarked. Conrad was still staring at Amon with that strange look on his face.

	“Me neitha,” Conrad said. Amon shrugged the shoulder that wasn’t pressed against the wall.

	“I speak many languages.” 

	“Sorry to interrupt, but are we ready to go?” Mr. Abbey asked brusquely. I nodded.

	“Yes, where exactly is it that we’re going?” I asked.

	“The Dolomites.” Mr. Abbey responded. “In Italy. At the Casa delle Nuvole.”

	“Ah, the House of Clouds,” Amon straightened, running a hand through his hair. “Raven, if you would be so kind as to take Walter and Meredith. I can take Conrad and Patricia.”

	I hesitated. Shadow walking to my house was one thing. Shadow walking to Italy… I wasn’t sure I could do it. Amon pressed a vision of our destination into my mind. It was an angular chalet, built in the valley between two enormous mountains. 

	‘You can do this. It is not any different. Show the shadows where you want to go and they will make sure that you get there.’ He whispered in my mind. Ok. I would try. I held my hand out to Mr. Abbey and Meredith, beckoning for them to come to me.

	“You guh first, wi will catch up,” Conrad said, still eyeing Amon with that strange look on his face.

	“Okay.” I said. “Meet you there,” I called my shadows to me, and they eagerly came forward, peeling themselves away from the wall and floor to swirl at our feet. I held the image Amon had shown me in my mind and whispered, ‘Casa delle Nuvole,’ and faster than I could blink, we were there.

	

	“I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that.” Meredith said, looking a little green around the edges. My eyes widened.

	“You don’t like it?” I asked. “I think it feels kind of nice.” 

	She smiled at me, in her kind way. “I think that might have something to do with the fact that you are part daemon.” 

	“That certainly helps,” Mr. Abbey agreed, chuckling. He looked up at the chalet before us. The sun was just rising here, and I realized that it was early morning in Italy. We had just jumped back six hours. I wondered vaguely if daemons got shadow lag the same way humans got jet lag and bit back a smile at my own private joke. 

	Amon didn’t materialize with Conrad and Patricia immediately. I started to wonder what the holdup was when they finally appeared. Amon ran a hand through his hair again before shooting me one of his more dazzling grins. He held out his hand to me.

	“Ready?” He asked. I took his hand, nodding, and we followed Mr. Abbey and Meredith as they led the way up to the chalet, Conrad pushing Patricia in her wheelchair behind us. 

	As we filed into the chalet, we were met with the rich scents of freshly brewed coffee, the sweetness of warm pastries, and the savory aroma of cured meats. 

	The chalet was largely empty, with the exception of one striking witch, who was seated at a large table set for seven.

	On the table was an impressive spread of traditional Italian breakfast foods. There was a steaming pot of coffee in the center of the table, surrounded by plates of buttery croissants, still warm from the oven. Plates of prosciutto and salami were arranged alongside bowls of fresh fruit, and a basket of warm bread sat at the edge of the table. 

	The witch was impeccably dressed, her hair was styled in a sleek bob that accentuated her sharp features. A designer handbag rested on the table beside her, and a pair of expensive sunglasses perched on top of her head. 

	She had an air of authority to her, and she gave off the impression of a woman who was used to getting what she wanted. Beyond her striking appearance, intelligence cut through her dark eyes, and I squirmed beneath her gaze. I had a feeling this witch missed nothing. I found myself regretting my choice of outfit for the second time on this trip. She made me feel under dressed. 

	Standing as we entered, she came forward confidently, the sharp heels of her stilettos striking the ground with precision as she walked.

	“Ciao, welcome.” She greeted us, extending her hand to shake with Mr. Abbey first before turning to do the same for Meredith. She moved on to warmly greet Conrad and Patricia, who had come up to stand beside us.

	 I couldn’t help but notice some of the warmth bled from her gaze as she finally turned to greet Amon and I. I wouldn’t call her regard of us hostile, but it certainly wasn’t friendly. It was careful, I decided. She was feeling us out, and it would be our job to convince her that we could be trusted. 

	“Hi. Nice to meet you.” I said, holding my hand out. “I’m Raven. Raven Fisher.” She glanced down at my hand but did not take it.

	“Yes, I know who you are.” Um, ok. I dropped my hand back to my side feeling snubbed. Amon’s voice brushed against my mind.

	‘You get used to it. Mortals fear the touch of daemons. They worry we will bind them to us, as you have done to Rycon.’ 

	‘I’m never going to live that down, am I?’ I sighed back into his mind.

	‘It would appear not.’ 

	I tried not to outwardly smile as he chuckled in my mind. 

	“I am Sofia Rossi, Sorcerer General of The Board.” She introduced herself, with a polite bow of her head. 

	“Hello, Sofia.” Amon purred next to me. She met his gaze without flinching, head held high.

	“Prince Amon,” she greeted him curtly. “You would do well to refer to me by my title. We are not on a first name basis.”

	Amon gave her one of his most bored smiles. “As you wish, Sorcerer General.” He amended, though his tone made it feel like he was humoring her. 

	I was put off by Sofia’s treatment of us, but I tried to remember how I had felt about Amon before I had gotten to know him. This witch had no idea that he had been forced to serve Ash Nevra under the threat of the murder of his own mother. 

	She thought he was an evil, wicked sadist who tortured innocents for no other reason than for the joy of it. I had to remind myself that’s why we were here. To show her the truth and ask her for her help. 

	‘We’re supposed to be getting her to like us,’ I whispered into his mind, ‘Try to be less of a condescending asshole.’ He smirked at me and shrugged. I tried not to roll my eyes. 

	The male was worse at making friends than I was. 
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	“Please, sit.” Sofia said, gesturing to the table bursting with food behind her. Conrad rolled Patricia up to the space set with no chair. Sofia sat in the sole chair on the opposite side of the table, while the six of us settled into the seats across from her. The magick folk naturally arranged themselves around Amon and I, so we sat in the middle. I assumed in an effort to show a united front. 

	Conrad, true to form, dug right in, piling a plate high with the delicious spread. He handed a plate first to his grandmother, before making one for himself. He, as always, was happy to make himself at home.

	“Dis food looks delicious thank yuh,” he said to Sofia, as he reached for the coffee, happily pouring a cup for himself and Patricia before handing the pot to me. I felt Sofia’s eyes narrow as I took the pot from him, my fingers brushing against his. He didn’t even seem to notice.

	“You do not fear her touch?” She asked Conrad, and he gave her one of his most charming, lopsided grins.

	“Nah, Raven mi bredren she would noh hurt mi.” 

	“Bredren means ‘friend,’” Amon drawled next to me, his tone dry. He, unlike Conrad, had not touched the food. He was leaning back in his chair, one arm draped over the back of mine. He was watching Sofia as closely as she was watching him. There was clearly no love lost between these two. 

	“I know what bredren means,” Sofia replied coolly. Amon just smirked. 

	This was not going well. 

	“Sorcerer General,” I interjected. She turned to me, raising a perfectly manicured brow. I took this as a sign to continue. “If I may. We have come here today to ask for your help, with a very important matter that affects both this world, and the world beyond The Veil.”

	She watched me with caution and gestured for me to continue.

	“I understand your reservations about us. About Amon.” I said. “If I’m being honest, it wasn’t long ago that I shared the same concerns.” I glanced over at him, but I couldn’t read his expression.

	“It wasn’t until recently, that I learned the truth, about what is happening across The Veil. Amon is not who you think he is. He and his people have been enslaved by the Queen of the Court of Lust, for centuries. He has only recently been able to break his court free. With the chokehold she still holds over the Dominion, we cannot show our hand, and let the world know the truth. That he is loyal to The Origin, and always has been.

	“We have consulted… a, a prophet, of sorts. That has shown us the way forward, to end Ash Nevra’s rule and bring balance back to the Dominion. We are looking to awaken The Origin.” I paused, waiting to see how Sofia would react. 

	“There is no known way to awaken The Origin.” She said, her face a mask and her tone unreadable. 

	“There is.” I said, “But to do it, we need The Lens.” 

	She leaned back in her chair, regarding us with her discerning stare. 

	“You say that Ash Nevra has enslaved the Dominion. How is that possible? Why do the rulers of the courts abide by this?” I felt the air around us cool, and I realized Amon was losing his temper.

	“Would you like me to explain the concept of slavery to you?” He asked, his voice dangerously soft. 

	“Amon, you’re not helping,” I sighed, then immediately jumped as Conrad’s fist hit the table next to me, making the cutlery rattle.

	“Him noh wrong,” Conrad snapped, to my complete and utter shock, coming to Amon’s defense. Sofia, unlike me, had not jumped at Conrad’s outburst, but she turned her gaze to him. She cocked her head to the side, indicating that she was listening.

	“Wi come here tuh tell yuh dat Ash Nevra is enslaving people, and yuh response is ‘how have they allowed it tuh happen?’ Talk abou’ victim blaming.” He snarled. 

	Sofie waited a beat, and when she was sure that he was finished, she spoke.

	“First. Daemons are not people. Second, it is a fair question. This has never happened before, in all the known history of this world and the one across The Veil. How is it that she has enslaved an entire race of beings that are so powerful they have been worshiped as deities for millennia?” 

	I thought of Kasha’s smiling face, and how patient Dossidian had been while training me. I thought of how Amon had held me while I grieved the death of my mother and offered to plant sunflowers with me in her memory. It was my turn to lose my temper.

	“Daemons are people,” I said softly, and my shadows crawled toward me, Sofia’s eyes widened slightly, the only indication that she had noticed my command over the darkness. “They may not be human, but they can love, and they can feel pain. They are people who have been enslaved and you sit there and question how? The question should be how we can end this, and what can I do to help put a stop to this incredible injustice.” 

	Conrad put his hand over mine and squeezed, my shadows receded at his touch. Sofia noticed this as well.

	“Mi spend mi whole life training to be on dis ting yuh call Di Board.” He said, an uncharacteristic undercurrent of rage quivering in his voice. “Mi train fah so long and hard because mi believe in di mission. Me believe in balance and doin’ wha’s right. If yuh dun see dis for di atrocity dat it is, and refuse tuh help us, den mi have trained for nothing. If yuh nuh tink dis matta worth correcting mi want nuttin tuh do with Di Board.” 

	We all sat in silence, waiting for Sofia to respond. I thought for a minute we had fucked it up. There was no way she would give us the chance at a vote for The Lens now. I felt the panic rise in me, my mind began to race, I could fix this, I just had to think…

	“You make a compelling case.” She said finally, and my racing thoughts screeched to a halt.

	“You have reminded me, Conrad, of a younger version of myself.” She allowed a small smile to touch her perfectly lip sticked mouth. “Someone who hoped for a brighter future, where all people could live in peace and harmony. I, like many others, have come to suffer from prejudices.” She turned to face Amon. 

	“I have heard many stories of you, Prince Amon, none of which have been pleasant. So, you must forgive me for being wary. We are not in the business of handing powerful artifacts over to daemons who have several hundred years of murder and torture assigned to their names.” 

	Amon did not smile, or smirk, but he nodded his head minutely.

	“As unpleasant as I’m sure you found those stories to be, I assure you, it caused me greater distress to have to take the action that ultimately led to them being shared as tales.” He said darkly. I reached under the table to rest my hand on his thigh, and he jumped slightly in surprise. He glanced at me, his face softening at my expression.

	I couldn’t imagine the male next to me, who had been so kind and patient as I mourned, forcing himself to kill or hurt someone who did not deserve it. Knowing that he had been ordered to do such things for hundreds of years, against his will, made me feel as if my heart would break into pieces. 

	“Understood, Prince Amon.” Sofia turned to Patricia, “Are you aligned with the daemon’s request to put forward a forgotten vote?”

	“Yea. Mi aligned,” she dipped her head wisely, smiling at Conrad, pride shining in her eyes. 

	Sofia turned to Mr. Abbey. “And you? Are you aligned with the daemon’s request to put forward a forgotten vote.” Mr. Abbey nodded his head as well.

	“Yes. I am aligned.” 

	“Then it is done. I approve your request for an expedited forgotten vote. The Board will meet at sunset in La Cima della Giustizia.

	 ‘The summit of Justice.’ Amon translated into my mind. 

	I supposed we would see about that.
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	La Cima della Giustizia was an imposing and grand courtroom located high in the Dolomites. 

	Sofia suggested we rest before the vote, considering the time difference, but I don’t think any of us felt like sleeping. Patricia dozed on and off in her chair, but she refused to be taken to a bed, much to Conrad’s dismay. 

	We were so close to The Lens, but if we did not come out in favor of this vote, we would need to consider much more extreme measures. Ones that I did not want to entertain, considering how much Amon had already been through. 

	I knew that if this vote did not go through, it would not stop him from taking The Lens from them. I also knew that he did not want to do that, not if he didn’t have too. The minutes seemed to crawl by, until finally, it was time for us to head to the summit.

	Much like we had back in Muir, Amon and I divided up the task of shadow walking our friends to La Cima della Giustizia. I took Mr. Abbey and Meredith again while Amon took Conrad and Patricia. Sofia politely refused our offer to take her as well and informed us she would find her own way. 

	Amon pressed the image of La Cima della Giustizia into my mind, to show my shadows as we got ready to leave.

	“How do you know what all of these places look like?” I asked.

	“I have lived for a very long time, Raven. I have been to many of these places several times before.” He smiled at me wryly. I blushed. I guess he was right. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around how long he had been alive. 

	The building he showed me was constructed of rough-hewn grey stone, emulating the rugged peaks of the surrounding mountains. My eager shadows took us there with very little effort, and we materialized at the top of a long winding staircase, before a large set of heavy wooden doors that stood nearly eleven feet high. 

	The doors were carved with ancient depictions of the scales of justice, a blindfold, and a sword.

	“Do we knock?” I asked, craning my head back to look at the set of doors before us.  Before Mr. Abbey could answer, they began to open, swinging inwards. I felt, more than I saw, Amon, Conrad and Patricia materialize behind us on the landing, as the doors pulled apart. 

	Inside, the space resembled a courtroom. The ceiling was high, and the walls were lined with large gothic windows that offered breathtaking views of the mountains around us. In between the windows, there were three large velvet tapestries, each one featuring one of the symbols that had been on the doors before we entered. 

	“Those are the scales of justice, which represent balance and fairness in decision making,” Mr. Abbey explained to me, pointing to the first tapestry. “That is the blindfold, which symbolizes impartiality and the idea that justice should be blind to a person's social status, race, or any other prejudices. And finally, the sword, which represents the power of the law to enforce and defend the rights of its people.”

	Based on the uphill battle our earlier conversation had been with Sofia, I hoped the rest of the board was more in tune with the symbolism they surrounded themselves with in this courtroom. 

	Amon came up to stand beside me as I took in the majesty of the room before us.

	“It would seem we are early.” He commented, his tone bored. However, I was beginning to understand the various masks that he wore.

	I knew he was nervous, and worried things would not go our way. He worried that he would need to become the daemon that they feared him to be.

	Without looking at him, I reached out with my aura, and caressed his, as he had done for me countless times before. Just like when I had touched him at the table, I felt him jump slightly. After a moment, he tentatively allowed his aura to caress mine back. 

	“Come,” Mr. Abbey said, “Traditionally, the sponsors of the vote sit here, next to the Sorcerer General. We filed in after Mr. Abbey, who was dressed smartly in his usual three-piece tweed suit. I once again wished someone had told me this would have been a formal occasion. I felt silly in my sweater and lambskin pants. 

	Mr. Abbey, Patricia, and Meredith settled in on the left of what I could only describe as the judge's bench. Amon, Conrad, and I filed into the pews on the right of the towering bench where I assumed that the Sorcerer General sat. 

	My suspicions were confirmed as the long slender wooden door behind the Sorcerer’s bench opened and Sofia billowed in, a pleated thick grey robe fastened over her chic outfit. The sunglasses she had been wearing in the chalet were absent. 

	“All rise.” She said to the empty room. I looked around, confused. She picked up her gavel and slammed it down on the sound block. “The Board is now in session.” I gasped as the courtroom burst into life, Witches, Wizards, Shamans, and Spell casters suddenly filled the curved tiered benches of the audience. Magick folk of every shape, size and color appeared in the room. The tables before them displayed the flag of the country they hailed from. 

	Before Meredith and Mr. Abbey, and myself, tiny Canadian flags appeared. Before Conrad and Patricia, small Jamaican flags. As Amon’s flag materialized before him, the audience of the court quieted. I leaned over to look. It was an ouroboros, a depiction of a serpent eating its own tail. 

	‘Is that the flag for the Court of Pride?’ 

	Amon shook his head so minutely; I knew only I would notice.

	‘No. It is the magick folk’s symbol for the Dominion of Sin.’ He sounded annoyed. ‘It is meant to represent the cyclical nature of sin itself.’ Looking at the symbols of justice that surrounded us, I understood his annoyance. The ouroboros wouldn’t win us any friends here.  
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	“Honored members of the Board,” Sofia began. “We gather here today to address a matter of great importance to our magickal community. As we begin this session, I would like to call upon the forces of the earth, nature and the great powers that guide us, that we know and worship in many forms.  

	“May the Keeper of the Elements, the Protector of Balance and Harmony, the Maiden, the Mother and the Crone, bless our proceedings with fairness and impartiality.

	"I call upon the ancestors of our people, those who have gone before us and who have left us their wisdom and knowledge. May they guide us in our decision making, and may they be honored by the actions we take here today.

	"Lastly, I ask that the spirits of nature, the guardians of our land and our home, bless this courtroom and all those who enter it with protection and harmony.

	"May all these entities guide us in our quest for justice and truth, so that we may come to a decision that is fair and just for all."

	“Here, here!” Came the collective agreement from the audience in response to Sofia’s opening ceremony. 

	“I call forward the Honorable Patricia Brown, and the Honorable Walter Abbey, lead representatives of our people, hailing from Canada and Jamaica. Together, they have aligned to request the deliverance of a forgotten vote. Those who agree to the parameters of the forgotten vote say aye, or forever hold your peace.”

	Several magick folk stood to leave. The rest agreed with a synonymous ‘Aye’. Conrad leaned in and whispered to me,

	“Nuh everybody agree with di forgotten vote. Dem worry dat a corrupt person could mess wit der minds and erase more dan di vote.” I nodded my head at this. If I was being honest, I might have had the same reservations, if I was on the receiving end of the forgetting spell that everyone would be conceding too at the end of this session. 

	Patricia spoke next. Despite her weakened physical state, her voice was strong and filled with power as she addressed The Board. I marveled at her, and several of the audience members shifted forward in their seats to hear her speak. She was clearly well liked and respected here.

	“Sorcerer General mi Patricia Brown. Mi have been called forward tuh represent Di Origin’s dawta and di Prince of Pride in dis matta. Howeva mi would like to respectfully request permission tuh defer mi representation duties to Conrad Brown. 

	“Conrad bi a trained and skilled apprentice. He qualified tuh handle di case on behalf of di Origin’s dawta and di Prince of Pride. Mi confident dat Conrad have di necessary knowledge an skills tuh represent di vote wid di same care an attention as me would.” 

	Conrad stiffened next to me, and I could tell that he hadn’t been expecting Patricia to nominate him to come forward on her behalf. I squeezed his hand and smiled at him encouragingly.

	“You’ve got this.” I whispered. Amon dipped his head to Conrad in agreement.

	The Board all waited expectantly, for the Sorcerer General to speak.

	“Walter Abbey, do you concur?” She asked.  Mr. Abbey smiled sagely, leaning back into his seat.

	“Yes. I concur. I stand by, ready to assist Conrad Brown if necessary.” The silence that followed was deafening. Conrad seemed frozen in his seat. I nudged him with my knee.

	“Conrad Brown. You have been called to represent the sponsors of this vote, do you accept?” As if being pulled from a deep state of shock, Conrad suddenly came to life. 

	“Yes, Sorcerer General. Mi accept.” He said. I watched as he gathered himself before me. I was reminded of the night he faced off with Marcus, the fire mage. The control he exhibited seemed to pull from nowhere. He was suddenly calm, composed. I realized, he had burrowed into himself and found his own personal state or Eriene. 

	

	Conrad stepped out from behind our pew and addressed The Board. I noticed he schooled his accent slightly. 

	“Honorable members of Di Board.” He addressed the audience, his voice echoed off of the stone walls of the courtroom.

	“I was sent on a mission, this past May, by di people in dis very room, to collect and protect, di Origin’s Dawta.” He paused, as the audience absorbed his words.

	“When mi sent on dis mission, mi expect to find a daemon, who might be as evil as di rest of dem. We have heard tales of di demons, our whole lives. We have been told dey are cruel, evil creatures, who wish to hurt us, and disturbe di peace.” He paused again, looking back at me and meeting my gaze, before turning back to face The Board.

	“What mi found, was not a cruel, evil being, plotting to disrupt di balance.” He gestured to me. “What mi found, was a friend. A friend who come to care for me, and mi for her. A friend who was scared, and lonely. A friend whose family was destroyed, by Ash Nevra, Queen of di Court of Lust.

	“Since den, mi have travelled across Di Veil.” The audience erupted into nervous chatter. Magick folk volleyed questions and shouts of disbelief rolled through the crowd. The wave of noise grew to a clamor before the Sorcerer General brought her gavel down, calling out ‘Order, Order!’

	The audience settled, and Conrad waited a beat before he continued. 

	“Mi have travelled across Di Veil.” He repeated, more quietly now. “And mi have met more daemons. Daemons who are kind and just, daemons, who are just like us.” 

	The crowd murmured again, but quieted before the Sorcerer General could bring down her gavel a second time. Conrad walked up to the pew that Amon and I sat at and he gestured to the Prince of Pride, who sat quietly, accepting what may come. 

	“Mi met Prince Amon, of di Court of Pride. One of di most feared daemons of dem all. And do you know what mi find?” The audience was silent, waiting on the edges of their seats, for Conrad to continue. Amon arched an elegant brow, and I realized he too, was interested in what Conrad had to say. 

	“Mi find a decent male. A male who come tuh save us, when our own kind had turned against us. Mi find a male who have given up everything, to protect his people, and free di ones he loves from slavery. 

	“Mi find a male, who has helped mi friend through di death of her mother, Clairafine Fisher. The Clairafine Fisher, who’s murder was brought on by di hands of Kieran of di Nightshades. A wizard who sat there, in dis very room, di day I was sent to find Rayven!” He dramatically pointed to the empty seat in the room, where a small white and red flag of England sat, abandoned.

	The audience exploded again into chatter. Witches and wizards from different countries pressed their heads together, deliberating. I could make nothing out of the chatter and the noise. Finally, the Sorcerer General brought down her gavel once more, ordering silence.

	“Der are dark tings going on, beyond Di Veil.” Conrad continued, when silence fell across the court room. “If Ash Nevra has been able to enslave beings as powerful as the daemon Prince who sits before yuh, do yuh tink she will stop der? 

	“Do yuh think that Ash Nevra and di Nightshades will be happy with just the Dominion of Sin? Or do you tink dey will turn their sights on us too?” He paused, but this time there was no eruption of chatter, no exclamations. Just silence, as Conrad’s words echoed around us. 

	“Honorable Members of Di Board, we ask you today, to allow us permission to take Di Lens with us across di Veil. We have consulted a power known as Di Eye, and it has shown us di way. With Di Lens, we might be able tuh awaken Di Origin, and bring balance back to this world, and the world beyond Di Veil. 

	“Di Board’s mission is to keep di balance. Der is no balance, when der are people who live in slavery. Please. Grant us dis small favor, so dat we might ensure yuh children nuh meet di same fate dat Prince Amon’s people have.”

	The silence that followed was deafening. I glanced at Amon, who was watching Conrad intently, as if he had never seen the Obeah Man before. I held my breath, and then finally, the Sorcerer General spoke.

	“All those in favor of granting the daemons request of borrowing The Lens for this mission, say aye.” Time slowed, I felt as if all the air had been sucked from the room. This was it. This was the moment. It was now or never.

	Finally, one witch with a Swedish flag before her raised her hand. “Aye.” 

	 I tried to school my face, but couldn’t help the thrill of excitement that shot through me. Next, a German wizard raised his hand. 

	“Aye,” he said. Then Brazil, followed by Kenya, India, and Japan.

	Conrad glanced back at us, a smile spreading across his face, as more and more hands went up behind him. A series or ‘Ayes’ rolled like a symphony around us, crashing against the stone walls.

	My breath caught in my throat, and I looked at Amon, unable to keep the excitement off of my face.

	“He did it.” I breathed. Amon was watching Conrad, a considering look on his face.

	“He did,” he agreed. As the Sorcerer General slammed her gavel down for the last time.

	“The honored members of The Board have spoken. The vote is passed.”
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	After the meeting, each of the members conceded to a forgetting spell on their way out. It felt a shame that none of them would remember Conrad’s speech. 

	But we would. Sofia asked us to join her in her chambers after she had dismissed the rest of the Board, and we filed behind her. Conrad levitated Patricia’s chair up the stone steps as we settled into the handsome room that sat behind the door Sofia had entered from. 

	Sofia’s chambers were nearly as remarkable as the courtroom. The ceilings were just as high and the arched windows that overlooked the Dolomites were just as formidable. 

	Sofia moved toward a large desk made of exotic wood covered in intricate carvings. Behind the desk, shelves upon shelves of grimoires lined the wall from floor to ceiling. The rest of the room was peppered with interesting artifacts and instruments, most of which I didn’t recognize. 

	The Sorcerer General invited us to sit in the comfortable seating area that was laid out before her desk. Large maroon leather armchairs and a love seat were set around a small mahogany coffee table, boasting several pillar candles, a crystal orb and a skull of a small animal. 

	“That was an impressive presenting case, Mr. Brown,” Sofia said, as she smoothed her robe under her legs to sit in the comfortable high-backed chair that sat behind her desk. 

	“I myself would have been moved to vote in favor of your request.” She turned a shrewd eye to me and Amon, “You are very lucky to have such a charismatic Obeah Man to act as your representative in these matters.”

	“I know,” I agreed, ensuring that Sofia saw that I truly did know, and understood, how lucky I was to have Conrad in my corner. Amon said nothing, but his green eyes were shining, and his aura was light. I could tell he was happy with what the outcome had been. It was all thanks to Conrad. 

	“Now, for the matter of The Lens.” She reached behind her desk, and opened a drawer, pulling out a small, black, velvet sack. She placed it on her desk; it was clear that the contents of the sack were heavy.

	“I can only release this artifact to a certified member of The Board. That person will be responsible for overseeing The Lens, and ensuring that it is used for this task, and this task only.” She paused, looking over to Patricia and Mr. Abbey.

	“It has not escaped my notice that your health is in decline, Patricia.” The scent of salt water exploded through the room and I knew, without looking, that Conrad was upset. 

	“Yeah,” Patricia agreed. “Mi ‘ave been sick fah a long time.”

	“Dun say dat, grandma,” Conrad said, his voice raw. 

	“It is true, mi boy. Mi time tuh serve Di Board is coming tuh an end. It is time fuh new blood, to carry on di task.”  

	“Precisely my thoughts.” Sofia agreed. She turned to Conrad, and I held my breath. 

	“Conrad Brown. This year, you have completed your apprenticeship, serving over one thousand hours toward the task assigned to you by the members of The Board. You have successfully presented a case, and won, before a jury of your peers. 

	“Most impressive of all, when your beliefs were challenged, by myself, no less, you proved to have strong, unshakeable moral fiber. You showed that you were willing to walk away from everything you had worked for, in the interest of maintaining balance for the greater good. 

	“For these reasons, I would like to certify you as not only a member of The Board, but as the official representative for the country of Jamaica, successor to the Honorable Patricia Brown. Do you accept?” The silence that fell was palpable, and Conrad looked as if he were at a loss for words. 

	I waited several breaths, before finally nudging him gently with my knee. ‘Say yes!’ I urged in his mind, and he jumped.

	“Yes, Sorcerer General,” his voice shook, only slightly. “Mi Accept.” As soon as he said the words, a gold signet ring appeared on his middle finger, with a letter ‘B’ engraved into the face, I noticed that Mr. Abbey and Patricia each wore one just like it. 

	“Good. Then I feel even more comfortable giving you The Lens.” She floated the artifact, wrapped in black velvet across the room and into Conrad’s hands. 

	“Welcome, Honorable Conrad Brown, to The Board.”
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	Saying our goodbyes to Sofia, Amon and I shadow walked our magickal friends back to the Abbey house. 

	“You were incredible!” I exclaimed, as we materialized in the living room. “Really Conrad, that was amazing. I swear I saw that witch from Scotland choke up at one point.” 

	Meredith’s eyes were shining. “I think you’re right, I noticed that too.” She agreed, Conrad smiled bashfully and waved us off.

	“It wah nothing.” He laughed humbly, but he held his hand out in front of him to admire his new ring, and I knew, he didn’t think it was nothing.

	Amon, hung back in the shadows of the hallway, allowing us to enjoy the aftermath of our success. I was about to wave him in to join us when Patricia began to cough. Any plans of celebrating fled my mind, as I saw Conrad’s face crumble. His focus immediately shifted to his grandmother. The stress of the journey had clearly taken its toll, and her state seemed to be worsening. 

	It occurred to me that it was not fair to ask Conrad to leave her, not now. He deserved to spend what little time he still had with her, here. I glanced back at Amon, who was watching Patricia cough grimly. 

	‘How much longer do you think she has?’ I asked him. He glanced at me from where he stood.

	‘It is hard for me to say. Daemon’s are not gifted healers. We are very good at taking lives, not so great at saving them.’ I thought I detected a bit of bitterness in his tone at this. ‘But from my experience, a cough like that, with someone who has lived such a full life… it will not be long.’

	I watched Conrad tend to his grandmother, Mr. Abbey hovering behind them. Meredith had left the room, I assumed to brew some sort of draught to help with the cough. Unlike daemons, Meredith was an excellent healer.

	‘I think we should tell them to stay here with her. Until the end.’ I whispered into Amon’s mind. When he didn’t immediately answer, I turned to look at him, and saw his hesitation. 

	‘We need The Lens. Do you think he will allow us to take it across The Veil without his supervision? He seemed to take the Sorcerer General’s order to oversee the use of The Lens very seriously.’ 

	I wasn’t sure. We could ask him. 

	‘Do we need The Lens right now? We have it secure. Could we not just focus on finding the flute and the key, until he’s ready to come back?’

	"What if we need The Lens to find the flute and the key?” He countered. I shrugged.

	‘Then we come back and get him.’ I smirked, ‘It’s just a shadow walk away, and I’m an expert now. Didn’t you notice I shadow walked to Italy and back today?’ 

	A suggestive smile curled on his lips, and his eyes darkened.

	‘When it comes to you, Raven. There is not much I do not notice.’ I shivered as his velvet aura slid across mine, making my skin erupt in goose bumps. 

	‘Stop that,’ I snipped, but his grin just widened.

	‘Alright. The Obeah Man can stay here to say his goodbyes. I owe him that much, after all he has done today to secure The Lens for us.’

	‘Thank you.’ I said, as Meredith came back into the living room. She entered from the second door that led to the kitchen, holding a piping hot cup. It was sure to be full of something from her impressive garden. 

	My chest tightened at the thought of leaving Conrad behind and carrying on across The Veil without him. Since he had come into my life, there hadn’t been a day that I hadn’t seen him. I didn’t realize how much I had come to rely on his support. 

	I told myself that it was only temporary, and we would be back together soon. I tried not to dwell on the fact that when we were together again, it would mean that Patricia had passed on. Conrad, much like myself, would be in a state of mourning. I thought of all he had done to help me and resolved that when the time came. I would be there for him too.

	

	We said our goodbyes to Patricia, Mr. Abbey, and Meredith. Conrad asked if we could step outside with him before we left. We followed him out the front door of the Abbey house in the early evening light. 

	“Mi nuh feel right, ‘bout stayin here. We have work tuh do still.” Conrad said, closing the door to the house behind us.

	“It’s not forever.” I told him. “Trust me. You are going to want to spend whatever time you have left with her.” Despite myself, my eyes welled up with tears. “You can’t get that time back.” I finished, my voice cracking. Conrad nodded, his own eyes shining, letting me know that he understood.

	“If yuh need mi, or Di Lens, yuh come right back an get me? Yuh hear?”

	“We will,” Amon interjected smoothly. I glared at him but he shrugged. He didn’t seem too apologetic. Conrad eyed the Dark Prince, but finally gave him a lopsided grin.

	“Good,” he responded. To my surprise, Amon reached out and grabbed Conrad’s shoulder. I realized this was the first time I had ever seen Amon touch him, and I remembered how Sofia had refused to shake my hand earlier. It made the fact that Conrad did not flinch or shrink away from Amon’s touch even more significant.

	“I am indebted to you, Conrad Brown.” Amon said. 

	Understanding the weighty nature of debts with daemons and magick folk, the statement startled me. His words hung around us like a prayer, and Conrad observed Amon with a seriousness that I had never seen on his face before. 

	“Den I ask dat yuh repay dat debt by taking good care of mi friend.” He gestured to me. “If yuh let her get hurt hell an’ powda house a go let loose pon yuh.” 

	I glanced back and forth between them, the eye contact was… intense. 

	Amon nodded. “I have no intention of allowing Raven to get hurt.”

	Conrad dipped his head before giving the daemon his signature two finger salute. He turned to go back into the house.

	“Make sure yuh nuh di one doin di hurting, neitha.” He called over his shoulder, before the door slammed shut.  
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	We shadow walked back to the Court of Pride, and Amon dropped me off at my door, as was becoming our nightly ritual. It was relatively early to be going to bed, but I had lost track of how many hours straight we had been awake, after shadow walking from Toronto to Italy and back again. I collapsed into bed, before immediately drifting off to sleep. Thankfully, I had a nightmare free night. 

	Amon woke me up with a gentle knock on my door frame the following day. I peeked at him from under the covers, before stretching and sitting up in bed.

	“Good morning,” he greeted me. I noticed he was holding another mug of coffee, which I assumed was for me. I reached out towards him, allowing my hands to make a ‘give me’ motion. He chuckled and slid off the door frame and came to sit on the edge of my bed, handing me the mug.

	I put the cup to my lips and took a deep sip, smiling as the coffee slid down my throat. 

	“You put something else in this today.” I said with delight, and he smiled. 

	“Yes, I thought a pinch of vanilla would be nice.”

	“Mmmm. You thought right.” After a few more sips, I finally noted the quality of light in the room.

	“What time is it?” I asked. Amon smirked at me.

	“Ten.”

	“You let me sleep past seven? What has gotten into you?” I teased, and he chuckled.

	“You needed the sleep, you were up for over forty-eight hours.” 

	I nodded, still feeling like I could curl back up and go to sleep again. “What’s on the agenda for today?” 

	“I figured we would take it easy. You made a lot of progress with shadow walking. I thought if you were up to it, we could explore the town a little and then plant the sunflower seeds for Clair. We could also go to the library later and help the rest of the team research the flute and key.” My chest tightened at the thought of planting the sunflower seeds.

	“That sounds nice,” I said. Amon smiled at me softly and tucked a piece of my hair back away behind my ear, in the tender way he had taken to doing.

	“Great. Why don’t you get ready? I’ll meet you in the common room and we can go exploring.” 

	I was ready for a second coffee by the time I made it to the common room, but my heart sank a little at how empty it felt without Conrad and Meredith there. Amon at least, was waiting in the conversion pit with another cup of steaming coffee ready for me.

	“Where is everyone?” I asked, sliding in the pit to grab a quick bite.

	“They’re in the library. I told them we would meet them there in a bit.” 

	“Great,” I said. I had been wanting to see the library, especially if it was as magnificent as the rest of the palace. I snacked on some fruit and yogurt and finished my coffee before hopping out of the pit. “So where are we going?”

	“I wanted to show you a bit of my court. We can plant the seeds in the palace gardens on the way back and meet the team for a late lunch. Come with me.” 

	I followed him out of the common room, and we made our way towards the West Wing, the same way Dossidian had taken me to train.

	I wondered if we were headed for the training ring, but Amon stopped halfway across the long, vertigo inspiring bridge that made my legs feel like gelatin. He turned to me, a wicked smile on his face.

	“Oh no,” I said, taking a step back. “Don’t look at me like that. Nothing good ever comes out of that look.”

	“What do you mean, Raven?” He purred, stepping closer to me, his green eyes glinted with mischief. “From where I stand, only good things have ever come from this…look.” 

	I took another step back, adrenaline coursing through my veins. This bridge was so high, and there were no railings. It was a long way down. I was not comfortable screwing around next to an edge this high.

	“Amon, do not fuck with me on this bridge.” My voice sounded high, even to me. His devilish smirk only grew, but thankfully, he took a step back. 

	“Suit yourself, it’s a long way down if you plan on taking the stairs.” He took another few steps back, until his heels were hanging off the edge of the bridge. 

	“Amon don’t -” I gasped, before he jumped, doing a perfect backflip off the bridge into a swan dive.  I screamed, before remembering that he could fly. I got low to the ground and crawled, my entire body quivering. I peered over the edge of the bridge to see if I could spot him when I heard him chuckle behind me. I screamed again and whipped around. He had flown under the bridge to hover in the air on the other side, silver hair whipping in the wind. 

	‘Come on, Raven. Give it a try.” I shook my head furiously.

	“No fucken way,” I snarled. My body was violently shaking at the thought of it. He made an exaggerated sad face but shrugged. 

	“I was going to take you to my favorite cafe in town. If you think the coffee here is good…” 

	“Amon, there is no amount of coffee that is going to convince me to leap from this bridge.” 

	He sighed and dropped back down, his feet touching the stone bridge lightly. “Come on, you pulled it off on the way back from The Eye. You made it look easy.” He pressed. 

	“Yeah, until I opened my eyes and fell.” I peeked over the edge of the bridge again and swallowed. I was not interested in falling from this height. 

	“Sure, but I caught you, didn’t I? I won't let you fall.”

	“What happened to taking it easy today?” 

	He laughed. “This is easy. All you have to do is…jump,” he stepped off the ledge again. Despite knowing that he could fly, it still made me squeal. 

	He whipped around under the bridge and appeared on the other side again, still smirking.

	“See?”

	“Stop doing that.” I gasped as I curled closer to the ground, trying to keep my center of gravity as low as possible. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.” He chuckled again before floating closer. 

	“Shall I pick you up? I think we just need to rip off the first leap, like a bandage.” 

	“Amon, I swear to god if you fucking dare,” he ignored me, and before I knew it, he had scooped me into his arms and leapt from the bridge. I screamed like I had never screamed before.

	We plummeted to the ground. He squeezed me tight into his chest, smiling against my ear, before he pulled back and we slowed. Gently, he floated us the rest of the way down. 

	“See, that wasn’t so bad. Was it?” He asked, putting me down on the ground. My knees were wobbling so hard I was sure he could hear them knocking against each other.

	“You’re an asshole,” I snapped, but he just gave me one of his best smirks.

	“You’re not the first, nor will you be the last to think so, my love.” He quipped, holding his hand out to me. I eyed it warily and he laughed. “I promise, your feet can stay on the ground, for now.” 

	I took his hand begrudgingly, and he led the way into town. 
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	The town itself was picturesque and cozy. The streets were cobbled, and wooden homes with steeply pitched roofs wove in between small shops and taverns. The deeper we strolled into the mountain village, the more crowded the streets became. 

	Daemons, young and old waved merrily to greet Amon as we walked past. Some of them looked at me curiously, but for the most part, we blended easily into the crowd and people more or less left us alone. 

	I was delighted when we came to the main square to find an outdoor market. Vendors had tables set up with their bright vegetables, handmade trinkets, and spices. We passed a table owned by the local apothecary, who had soaps and hand lotions of every kind. I picked up a small hand soap that smelled of cinnamon and smiled. It reminded me of Amon. 

	“How much?” Amon asked the merchant, and she held up three fingers. Amon passed her five emerald shards. The merchant tried to push the extra shards back into Amon’s hands, but he shook his head. He closed his hand over her fist gently, pressing the shards back. 

	“Please, keep it. It is worth that much and more if it made her smile. Especially after I made her jump off a bridge to come down here.” He joked to the merchant, winking at me. I blushed as the shopkeeper wrapped up my new soap, handing it to me with a grateful smile.

	“Thank you.” I said, looking up at him. He grinned at me. 

	“Of course.” 

	We passed ‘The Restructium Shoppe’, and I pointed to it excitedly. 

	“Is that where you bought my armor?” I asked him, and he nodded. 

	“The Court of Pride is known for restructium armor. My land is riddled with restructium mines, and my people have been crafting armor from it for a millennia. There are merchants in other courts who can make armor from it, but the quality is not the same.” He dipped his head toward the black-on-black storefront I had pointed too. “That shop specifically makes the best armor in the territory.”

	“Amazing,” I replied. “Dossidian told me that restructium is one of your main exports. He told me your other main export is emerald?”

	“Did he? It would seem Dossidian has been feeling chatty,” he mused dryly, and the corner of his mouth twitched up. “Yes, our other main export is emeralds. Our largest emerald deposits wash up in Aurora’s cove. It’s gated off and not accessible to the public for most of the year. We do open it up for a few weeks around summer solstice for bonfires. There is a large pod of sea drakes that spend several weeks in the cove each summer. 

	You can usually see them playing from the shore.”

	“That sounds… really nice.” I said, trying to imagine it. 

	“It is. After the Quickening, I can take you there if you like.” I grinned at him and nodded. I didn’t know how he always made me feel like surviving the Quickening was never a question. He just spoke as if we would always have all the time in the world. 

	After we had our fill of town, Amon led me back toward the towering stone bridge. 

	“Do you think you would be willing to try flying up?” He asked me. I tilted my head to take in the considerable height of the bridge. “It might be easier starting low and going high,” he smirked. “Just don’t look down.”

	I jabbed him playfully with my elbow. “Asshole.” I muttered. However, the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to try it. I had mastered shadow walking pretty easily. I remembered what I had said about wanting to learn to combine magick skills with hand to hand. Being able to fight from the air seemed like it would be a pretty good way to stay alive. 

	“Fine. Hold my soap.” I demanded, holding it out to him without taking my eyes off the bridge. He chuckled and took the small package from me, slipping it into his pocket. I glanced at him, before turning back to the bridge.

	“If you let me fall, I will never forgive you.” 

	He slid up behind me, as he had at The Eye, and rested his hands on my hips.

	“I will not let you fall.” He promised into my ear. I shuddered. 

	“Here goes nothing.” I closed my eyes and focused on my aura, the way I did when I called to my shadows. I found the edges easier this time, and quickly connected with the matter that made up the universe. The atoms around me buzzed and hummed with excitement. They wanted to help me, I realized. They were made of the same stuff I was. We were a team. 

	 I barely needed to think ‘up’ before they gathered around and lifted me off the ground. I felt Amon rise up too, hands barely touching my hips.

	“Look at you,” he whispered huskily into my ear, and my blood thrilled. I felt Amon’s hands lightly leave my waist, but my atoms kept pushing me forward and up. He twisted around in the air as we rose, to float before me, face to face. 

	  I set my sights on the bridge and allowed my body to tilt in the air a bit, almost as if I were going to swim toward it.

	“Yes, Raven, just like that,” he purred, floating closer to me as we continued to rise, his hands resting on my hips again. He flew backward, gently guiding me towards the bridge. 

	We overshot the top of the bridge slightly, so I asked my atoms to slow us down and Amon deftly guided us the rest of the way, until our feet landed on the solid stone. 

	I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. I was shaking with adrenaline, and I was also grinning from ear to ear. Amon gripped my shoulders, his smile nearly as wide as mine.

	“Excellent work, Raven.” His eyes were dancing with pride. “I knew you could do it.” 
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	“The gardens are in the West Wing, and so is the library.” Amon informed me. I practiced alternating between walking and flying the rest of the way to the ancient stone structure. Instead of following the outdoor staircase I had taken with Dossidian to the training ring, we went down another small set of steps that led us into the building itself.

	Inside, this part of the palace was much more refined than the East Wing. There was still a natural beauty to it, and the green moss was ever-present. However, the walls here were made of smooth stone slabs that had been rendered by daemon magic. Large arching windows filled the stone walls, engulfing the space with natural light. There were three floors from what I could see in the main intersection of this wing, and a large throne room in the center. 

	The cathedral ceilings made me feel as if I were in an ancient church. There was an air of magick and reverence that filled the space. The stone details and accents that had been painstakingly carved by the architect depicted what I could only assume were scenes from daemon history. A history, that I realized, I knew very little about. Outside of the story of The Origin. 

	Our footsteps echoed through the large, empty space. Amon led me down one of the banister lined walkways that curved around the main intersection, overlooking the throne room. He turned left, down a hallway that took us outside, to a large sprawling landing that was bursting with plants. He paused to allow me to take it all in.

	The open landing overlooked the village we had just come from. We were greeted with a nearly three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the crescent moon-shaped mountain range that surrounded us. I could see all the way to Mt. Frira, and I thought that whoever’s job it was to maintain these gardens, had one of the best jobs in all the worlds. 

	The gardens themselves were filled with plants I both recognized and didn’t. There were fruit and olive trees, kale, carrots, and every variety of tomato. There was rosemary, thyme, and tarragon. Everything you could imagine from squat acorn squash, to tangled brambles of blackberries. The energy of the garden tickled my aura, and I felt a wave of peace wash over me.

	“Amon, it’s beautiful,” I gasped. He gave me a soft smile. 

	“Yes. Though, I will admit, Meredith has spent a great deal of time out here since you have come to stay with us. It had been impressive before, but she has somehow made it even better.” I smiled at that. Meredith did have a special way with plants. Much like Clair had. The sadness that was never too far away crept in at the thought of Clair. 

	Amon sensed my shift in mood and reached out to tug my sleeve.

	“Come on, there’s a plot over here we can use. Meredith has informed me that sunflowers need space.” He led me through the sprawling mountain garden to a large plot of rich soil that looked freshly tilled and watered. He reached into his pocket and handed me the small sack of seeds he had taken from my home in Toronto. With a gentle wave of his hand, he produced some small trowels.

	“Here,” he said, handing me a trowel, “Meredith says they need to be planted at least six inches apart.” 

	I nodded. I was familiar with the procedure. I planted sunflowers every year with Clair, usually earlier in the spring than this. But now I could control the environment for myself. I didn’t see why I couldn’t use my powers to surround this little plot with the perfect growing conditions to ensure the flowers grew big and tall.

	I knelt down and got to work. To my utter delight, so did Amon. He didn’t seem to care that he was kneeling in the dirt in his pristine slacks. He just fastidiously went about digging holes roughly a half inch in depth. 

	I suppose we could have used magick to plant the seeds, but there was something about doing it by hand that made it feel like we were truly honoring Clair.

	When we were finished, we stood back to take stock of the work we had done, standing in silence together.

	Amon manifested a smooth flat obsidian stone with a shining surface and placed it down in front of the plot. With another wave of his hand, I watched as he called the stone to carve out an inscription into itself.

	‘These sunflowers were planted in memory of Clairafine ‘Clair’ Fisher. Survived by her husband Jeremy and her daughter Raven.’ 

	His face was somber, and a muscle in his jaw pulsed. I remembered that he had called her Clairafine, the day he had come to save us on the docks. 

	“Did you know her?” 

	He glanced at me. I watched his throat bob, and he cleared his voice before speaking.

	“I did. That is a story for another day. Would you like to say a few words?” He asked me. I thought for a moment. What could I possibly say, that would do Clair justice?

	Finally, I dropped to my knees before the stone Amon had carved for her and rested my hand on the face of the marker. I allowed my fingers to trace the letters of her name. 

	“Mom,” I began. The moment I said the word, I felt my throat close up, and I struggled to compose myself so that I could continue.

	“I wish you were here,” I whispered, my shoulders shaking.  “I know, now, that I was not born in the world you raised me in.” 

	I had always existed as a drop of soap in a pool of oil during my time in the human world. I remembered the countless days coming home from school, hurt, and crying because the other kids at school would torment me, or refuse to sit near me. 

	At times it had been unbearably lonely. I had grown up to be impossibly angry. But I had always come home to Clair, and she had always gathered me up in her arms and wiped away my tears. She had always told me that I was strong and that none of those other kids had even one drop of what I had inside me.

	A mean voice in my head had always written her words off as pandering. Of course, she would say those things. She’s your mother. Those things couldn’t possibly be true. 

	Now I knew that she had meant it. The reason the other kids had run from me, was because they could sense the unchecked power that dwelled within me. The power that Clair had always known was there. She had never run from me. She had always run towards me. Holding out her arms, to catch me each time I fell.

	I squeezed my eyes shut, as hot tears slid down my cheeks. My fingers gripped the surface of the stone marker, and I took a deep breath.

	“You told me, when you died, that I was a fighter. That I was the balance the world needed.” I opened my eyes and looked up at the sky. Hoping that wherever her spirit was, she could hear me now. 

	“You were right. I am a fighter. I will not stop fighting until I fix this. I will not stop until Jeremy is safe. I will fight, with every last ounce of strength I have, to free this world and protect the world you raised me in. I will make you proud.” I promised fiercely. 

	As my promise hung around us, the wind slipped past me, brushing back my hair. I imagined that it wasn’t the wind, but Clair, letting me know that she had heard me and expected nothing less from me, her daughter. Whom she had always told was strong, fearless, and brave.

	I would not let her down. 
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	When we were done, Amon magicked our clothes clean before leading the way back into the castle. 

	“Let’s check on the team,” he said as he steered me back into the main hall of the West Wing. I followed him down a curving flight of stone stairs covered in thick phthalo green carpet that led to the throne room.

	Two thrones sat in the middle, on a raised dais. They were made of stone, much like the rest of the castle, but there were emeralds embedded into the arms and across the backs. Some of the precious stones, to my amazement, were as large as my fist. 

	The natural light that swept in through the large windows reflected off the gemstones and cast viridian-tinted specs of light across the floor. I once again found myself in a state of awe. I imagined Amon sitting on one of the thrones, holding court, and I nearly smiled. He would make a good king. 

	My eyes caught another staircase that seemed to lead deeper into the volcano, away from the bright windows on the north-facing walls. The light didn’t seem to quite reach the stairs. It was almost as if the architect had intentionally designed the room so that those stairs largely went unnoticed.

	“Where do those go?” I asked, pointing to the shadowy staircase tucked discreetly into the back of the room. 

	“To the dungeons,” Amon said flatly. I almost laughed, until I caught the look on his face. He was serious. I don’t know why it surprised me that there were dungeons. When he had first told me he would be taking me across The Veil, I had imagined that he would throw me in one. 

	“Do you… do you use them often?” I asked, his eyes flashed.

	“Yes.” 

	Amon continued to lead me away from the shadowy staircase, but I couldn’t help but look over my shoulder one last time. 

	I could feel a dark inky presence, crouching like a spider in the shadows. It was calling to me from somewhere beyond those stairs. I shook my head and pushed the feeling away.

	

	I followed Amon out of the throne room and down another hall. This one was brightly lit and spilled into one of the most spectacular libraries I had ever seen. 

	It was huge. The cathedral ceilings carried on in this space, and much like the main intersection of the East and West Wings, you could walk around the circular space on multiple levels. Shelves upon shelves of books lined the outer walls, but stacks of books filled the floors on each level, lined up to smoothly follow the curved shape of the room. 

	I looked over the banister, and I could see one floor down, that the heart of the space was filled with cozy areas to read. There was an impossibly large fireplace on the far wall of the main floor. 

	Cozy armchairs and couches crowded together in several sets of seating arrangements, designed for comfortable reading. From where I stood, I thought I could see Kasha’s blue hair surrounded by piles of books in one of the comfy reading nooks before the fire.

	Woven in between the stacks on all levels, I could see there were more secluded tables for visitors who needed to focus to study or write.

	“Hello, welcome to the library.” I yelped and almost jumped out of my skin. The female who had approached us frowned and held a finger up to her mouth. She was a stern looking daemon with her hair pulled back in a severe bun. Physically, she did not appear to be much older than I. Although, from the feel of her aura, I knew she was much older, even older than Amon. 

	“Shhh.” She scolded me and I blushed.

	“Sorry,” I whispered.

	“As I was saying, welcome to the library. Please, no food or drink in the stacks, though you may eat in the common reading area, provided you are respectful of the books.” 

	I nodded, eyes wide. Amon chuckled softly. 

	“Thank you, Prophet Margaret.” He said smoothly, putting his palm on the small of my back. “I will make sure she doesn’t leave you any crumbs.” 

	I glowered at him, but Prophet Margaret nodded at him sternly. 

	“Who was that?” I hissed as we slid away from her and toward a curving staircase so that we could join Kasha in the common reading area. 

	“She’s my high prophet.” He glanced at me with an amused expression on his face. “I keep forgetting how new everything is to you.” He smiled. “As you know, some daemons have very specialized skills. You and I can shadow walk and fly whereas Kasha can change her appearance at will. Prophets are daemons who are gifted with The Sight. They often receive visions and tend to find themselves drawn to places like this, where they can record what they see for later use, if necessary.

	“Margaret wrote the prophecy predicting your birth, and Clair’s emancipation from the Nightshades.” His face grew grim. “She wrote it while serving as a slave in Ash Nevra’s archives. She was punished severely for leaking it to The Dominion.” I gaped at him.

	“Did you save her too? With Bond-Breaker?” I asked. He nodded. 

	“I did. It took a great deal of effort to get Ash Nevra to agree to allow me to take her here. I had to convince her that I would keep Margaret in my dungeons and continue to punish her.” 

	His expression darkened further. “When Ash Nevra visits, she often insists on seeing Margaret. So I must lock her away when she is here. It is… difficult for Margaret to be enclosed in dark spaces. Largely due to the torture she endured in the Court of Lust. Locking her away during Ash Nevra’s visits is one of the many horrifying things I find myself having to do.” 

	His expression was tight, and I realized just how much it cost him each day to keep up this ruse, that he was still under Ash Nevra’s thumb.

	“I try to tell myself that it is better for her here. At least here, she spends most of her time in the sunlight. Around the books that she loves. Though it does not feel like it is better, when I need to put her back in her cell.”

	My daemon, who had been more relaxed during my time in Amon’s court than it had been my entire life, tensed up. My hatred for Ash Nevra made my blood boil. I glanced back at the proud, stern female who had scolded me without a second thought as I entered her sacred space. 

	The idea of her being forced to cower in a cold, dark cell, just to appease Ash Nevra, made me want to burn the world to the ground. Power crackled and sparked at my fingertips and Prophet Margaret’s stern voice called out after us immediately.

	“No powers in the library!” She chided and I worked to stifle the embers that had flown from my fingers in my rage. Amon frowned at the sparks.

	“Your powers are beginning to manifest.” He observed. 

	“Beginning? I feel like they’ve been manifesting for some time already.” I replied, looking down at my hands. 

	“Yes, but the closer we get to the Quickening, the more diligent you will need to be in exercising control. You have done great so far but when you fully come into your own, you will likely experience a large influx. It will be important that you are ready for it and able to keep it from consuming you.” 

	I remembered what it had been like at the docks. When I had lost all control over my powers. I had known my own energy would devour me alive, and there would be nothing left. Only Amon’s intervention, at the end, had spared me from that fate. 

	“Make sure you keep practicing finding that state of mind we talked about. Even when you’re not with me.” I nodded firmly. 

	“Ok. I will.” 
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	We approached the fireplace, and Kasha’s blue head tilted up from the ancient book she had been examining.

	“Hey, hey!” She greeted, though she kept her voice low to avoid a scolding from Prophet Margaret. 

	“Hey,” I grinned at her as I fell into one of the cozy green armchairs set around a table piled high with books. “Any luck?” I asked as Amon slid effortlessly into the chair next to me. 

	Kasha shrugged. “Not nearly as much luck as you guys seem to have had. I heard you were able to secure The Lens.” 

	I nodded, still smiling broadly. “Yeah. I wish you could have been there. Conrad was amazing.” 

	“I bet.” She agreed. “We still have our work cut out for us though, looking for this damned flute and key.” She gestured to the considerably large pile of literature she had been pouring over.

	I turned my attention to the books on the table and listened to the words they were whispering to me. Each of them seemed to tell me, ‘No, not me; I do not have the information you seek.’ 

	I frowned. “None of these books have what we need.” 

	Kasha and Amon exchanged a glance. 

	“Care to explain how it is you know that just by looking at them?” Amon asked, looking amused.

	I frowned, confused. “What do you mean? Can’t you hear them?” 

	Kasha gave Amon a ‘Is she crazy?’ look, and the corner of his mouth twitched. I suddenly felt embarrassed.

	“What? You mean… you mean books don't talk to you?” 

	“Do they talk to you?” I jumped at Rycon’s voice as he appeared behind me, holding a tall, precarious stack of tomes. Dossidian wasn’t far behind, but instead of books, he was carrying what looked like small cardboard takeout boxes.

	“Yeah, I thought everyone could hear them,” I said, still feeling bewildered. 

	“You mean, you thought all daemons could hear books talk?” Rycon asked incredulously. I thought about it, and realized that even before I had known about daemons, shifters and magic folk, I had thought hearing books whisper was normal. 

	Having witnessed humans arbitrarily select books off of shelves, I had just assumed that the book had spoken to them the same way they talked to me. How else would they know they would like it? Just from reading the title on the spine? Now that I was thinking about the phenomenon more carefully, I felt silly. Of course, people couldn’t hear books talk. 

	“So, that’s not normal, even for daemons?” I asked, still feeling self-conscious. 

	“No, it’s not normal,” Amon said, and I felt myself deflate. He brushed his aura against mine. “That does not mean it is unheard of. You must be a bibliomancer. If I recall, The Origin was a bibliomancer. You likely inherited the trait from him.” 

	Rycon dropped the large heavy stack of tomes unceremoniously on the table. Prophet Margaret’s loud ‘SHHH’ echoed from where she sat at the library’s entrance. He glared in her direction, though I noticed his voice was considerably quieter when he spoke next.

	“Do you mean to tell me that we have been spending days going through every single book we can find that even mentions the word key… and you’ve been a bibliomancer this whole time?” He flopped down on the couch next to Kasha, throwing his head back dramatically. 

	“Fucking perfect.”

	 Dossidian chuckled at Rycon’s outburst before taking the last remaining armchair and carefully making space on the table for the snacks he had brought. The boxes he had been carrying were filled with fruit, cheese, crackers, and cold meats. 

	“Well, now that we know, why don’t we have lunch and then follow Raven around the library until she finds the right books?” He suggested. 

	Kasha grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

	 

	After lunch, I led the way through the stacks. I suggested the team wait for me to return with what we needed, but Kasha insisted they all come along.

	“What if you need help carrying books? How else is Rycon going to earn his keep?” She chirped, much to Rycon’s annoyance. 

	I had always just idly wandered libraries and bookstores, allowing the books to tell me whatever it was they wanted me to know. Now that I knew it was magick, I wondered if the whispers went both ways.

	 I wondered if I could ask them a question. Would they point me in the direction of the answer? I found Eriene even quicker than I ever had before and focused on the whispers. When I narrowed my mind down to the voices, I noticed it was loud in here. 

	With so much literature stacking the shelves, it felt as if I were in a large stadium, but every person in the crowd was using their quietest voices. The resulting sensation felt like an onslaught of rolling waves made up of rustling pages. 

	‘Um, hi,” I tried tentatively, pushing my metaphysical voice through to the same magickal plane the book’s voices seemed to play in. The whispering instantly stopped. I glanced back at the small team of people waiting behind me. Amon gave me an encouraging nod. Nodding back at him, I turned to face the books and tried again.

	‘Sorry to bother you,’ I bulldozed on, in the now deafening silence, ‘I’m looking for information on a flute and a key. The Eye showed it to us, and we need it to wake The Origin. Can you help me?’ 

	There was a long pause, and for a moment, I thought to myself how stupid this was. Of course, the books couldn’t understand me. I didn’t know what I was thinking. But then…

	‘Here, over here. Here is what you need. Come here.’ The chorus of whispers erupted around me, moving in waves down the nearest stack. I followed the whispers. They grew louder when I stepped in the right direction and grew quieter when I made a wrong turn. Before I knew it, we were deep in the stacks, and the whispers finally came to a crescendo. I reached my hand up, towards one book, whose voice was louder than the rest.

	‘Me, I have it, choose me, page 93, I have what you seek.’ It whispered to me. I gently pulled it off the shelf and ran my hand over the cover. It sighed gently before going quiet in my hand. The title read ‘Origin’s Court, (1645-1663), Prophets Selena, Mathias, and Johelion.’

	“I think this is it.” I breathed. Looking back at the team that had followed me silently and without question. “Page 93,” I said, handing it to Amon. He flipped it open and read out loud.

	When the daemon that shaped,

	all things with grace

	Is petrified, then in his place,

	The daughter shall find what's been concealed,

	And peace she brings, as prophesied real.

	The Lens to the magic folk shall be cast,

	So hidden truths their eyes surpass.

	The Flute, a song with power untold,

	Shall be the shifter’s, to guard and hold.

	It holds the key to slumber's release,

	Or stills the motion, with deadly peace.

	The daemons bring the Omnikey

	Which is kept close, where the heart should be.

	For it opens doors, locks, and more,

	A treasure to guard, forever more.

	Amon looked up at me as he finished, his eyes dancing with an emotion I couldn’t place.

	“Amazing,” he breathed, and Kasha grabbed the book from him.

	“This is it! You found it Raven! There was an origindamned prophecy on this the whole time. The Lens to the magick folk shall be cast…yes, we have that. Next is the flute. Sorry, The Flute. It’s capitalized.” She winked. “That usually means it’s a big deal.” 

	“The Flute, a song with power untold, shall be the shifter’s, to guard and hold.” We all turned to look at Rycon, who was examining his blunt fingernails, and clearly hadn’t been paying attention. After a beat, he looked up at us, and realized we were all staring at him.

	“What?” He asked.

	“This prophecy says that the shifters have The Flute. Know anything about that?” I asked suspiciously. 

	“What? No!” He said, looking around at us. I wasn’t the only one who had gone straight to the conclusion that he had been intentionally withholding this information.

	“Rycon…” I said dangerously, and Amon stepped forward. I think he was looking for an excuse to get into it with the shifter again.

	“I swear! Listen, I’m not exactly in the loop, ok? I left my leap as soon as I could. I was like, fourteen, when I ran away to train to become a mercenary. Do you know how many shifters there are in the world? Your stupid Flute could be anywhere.”

	Dossidian shrugged. “He has a point.”

	I narrowed my eyes at Rycon. I reached for our bond, which was still blocked from the day Amon had cracked his windpipe. Since then, I had gotten a little more comfortable with my powers. Amon hadn’t taught me how to unblock it yet, but I wondered if I could figure it out on my own. I squeezed my aura down the line that connected us. I could feel the pinch, where the energy flow was blocked. 

	Remembering how Clair had unblocked it in my cell on the docks, I imagined a cool gust of wind blowing against the blocked bond. I blew until it wiggled, then popped free, releasing a burst of energy like a gush of champagne. Amon’s eyebrows rose.

	‘Clever girl,’ He purred into my mind. 

	I riffled through Rycon’s thoughts without remorse. I learned quickly that he was not lying. He had no idea what The Flute was. I pulled back out from the bond, sealing it up behind me as I went. Amon was smirking in that wicked way of his and Rycon looked pale.

	“What did you just do?” He asked, his voice shaking. “That was…uncomfortable.” 

	“I just unblocked the bond to check and see if you were lying.”

	“When did you learn to do that?”

	“Just now. Figured I would give it a go.” 

	“You just went for it? What if you fucked it up? You shouldn’t go shuffling through people’s heads like that. You could have given me brain damage or something.”

	“At least then you would have an excuse,” Kasha sniggered, and he snarled at her.

	I held up my hands.

	“Ok, ok, settle down before we get in trouble with Prophet Margaret. I believe you Rycon. Do you think your sister might know something? We need to find it as soon as possible.” My birthday was getting closer, and I hadn’t forgotten what Amon had said on the way back from The Eye. 

	We had to prove to Ash Nevra after the Quickening that I was either dead or broken, or she would kill me herself. Hopefully, we could awaken The Origin before that. It was starting to feel less and less likely, the more time went by. 

	Rycon seemed to mull it over, then shrugged.

	“Wouldn’t hurt to ask. She’s always taken her duties as Rhiannon seriously. If shifters are guarding The Flute, I wouldn’t be shocked if she knew about it. Gods… I really hope it’s not the lions. If you think I’m bad you're going to hate the lions.” 

	‘Rhiannon means princess or chiefess.’ Amon explained into my mind. ‘The male counterpart for the word is Rhoan.’ I had almost forgotten that Rycon was technically meant to be chief of his leap. He had abandoned his birthright after his parents had been murdered by the Nightshades when he was a small child. 

	I remembered the state I had been in, after Clair had died. It would have been easy to spiral and live forever in that dark place I had gone. If Amon hadn’t forced me to go with him to The Eye that day, who knew what would have become of me. 

	I looked at Rycon and felt a small pang in my chest. Was that who I would have become, if left unchecked?

	“Alright Kitty Cat.” Kasha purred, stalking toward him. “You’re up. Looks like we’re going to visit that sister of yours. I have half a mind to ask her if she dropped you on your head as a baby. It would explain a lot.” 

	“For fucks sakes, you’re the most irritating female I have ever met, you know that?” He snapped, but she just looped her arm through his and led him back the way we came. 

	“Where does she live anyway? Do I need to pack a swimsuit?”
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	After dinner that night, Amon dropped me off at my door.

	“You really impressed me today, Raven.” He said softly, touching a hand gently to my chin. “Finding that prophecy… I was not expecting that.” 

	I looked up at him and offered him a small smile.

	“Like I said before, I’ve had a good teacher.” 

	He brushed his thumb over the trace he had planted on my chin. I was reminded, briefly, that I should check in on Jeremy before going to sleep. I was about to say good night and slip into my room, when Amon slid his hand from my chin to the back of my neck. 

	Before I knew what was happening, he was pulling me toward him. Placing a gentle kiss on my forehead, he pressed the small soap he had bought for me into my hand, before sliding away.

	“Good night, Raven. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

	Clutching the small soap, my heart pounded as I watched him go. I looked down at the tiny treasure before bringing it up to my nose. The smell of cinnamon was warm and comforting, and I immediately put it by the sink in my bathroom. 

	I took a cold shower. Which I told myself had nothing to do with snapping me out of the daze I had seemed to have succumbed to after Amon’s gentle kiss. 

	Crawling into bed, I closed my eyes and found Eriene. As I called out to the small piece of aura I had planted on Jeremy, it blinked in the darkness. It acted as a beacon in a hailstorm of atoms and stardust, leading my consciousness to him through time and space. 

	Allowing my mind to follow the metaphysical beacon, I found myself peering through the folds of reality into the messy kitchen of our small house in Toronto. I frowned.  Jeremy was surrounded with notepads, filled with scribbles of what looked like… math. Books and newspaper clippings covered the table and the floor around him as he worked. 

	I had never seen Jeremy show an interest in math before, at least not like this. For a moment, I tried to make sense of the strange symbols interwoven between letters and numbers, before giving up. Whatever he was up to, I didn’t understand it. 

	I allowed my consciousness to flow back to my body across The Veil and sighed. At least I knew that he was safe. 

	I dreamt that night that I was in Amon’s dungeons. Prophet Margaret was curled in on herself, sobbing. Her arms were coated in blood from gashes that had long since healed. An inky presence crawled through the shadows, I could feel it there, spider-like, waiting.

	“Help me,” the prophet was whispering as she rocked herself back and forth. I reached out to her, but my fingers seemed to catch fire. Suddenly, I was no longer in the dungeon, but surrounded by molten rock. Black magma splashed around me. I realized I had been thrown into the mouth of a volcano. 

	I tried to remember how to fly, but my limbs were like lead, and my thoughts were too slow. The magma bubbled and swelled, and I knew I would not make it. I was going to die here. I was going to burn, and I knew that the whole world would burn with me. 

	

	Having tossed and turned all night from the nightmares, I woke up earlier than usual feeling tired. I made my way to the bathroom where my armor hung on the door and pulled it on. 

	 I was debating what to pack when Amon’s soft tap sounded on the frame of my door. He didn’t wait for me to invite him in. He slid up to me and pressed my daily coffee into my hand from behind. 

	“Good morning,” he purred into my ear, and I shivered at how intimate it felt, before taking a sip of the hot heavenly goodness.

	“Mmmm. Good morning.” I replied. “What did you put in here today? It’s delicious.”

	“I went with cinnamon, since you seem to have a liking for it.” 

	I swatted him over my shoulder and pulled away. “What should I pack? No one told me on our last trip how painfully under dressed I was going to be.” 

	“Definitely some of those silk slips you always wear to bed.” He replied smoothly, and I threw him a look. I thought of the scars that now laced my body and was suddenly glad I was covered head to toe in armor. 

	“Seriously, what do I need to bring?”

	“I was being serious,” he smirked, wandering over to the bed to peek into my bag to see what I had already packed. “Though, if I were going to make another suggestion, it would be to aim for utility over style for this particular trip. Sounds like we’re going to the jungle. After the Nightshades burnt down the Olkuyrbe village, it seems the leap moved deep into the Amazon, so they would be more difficult to find.” 

	“Wow. Serving out this life debt has had some pretty cool travel perks.” I commented mildly as I sorted through my options in the armoire. I turned with a few pairs of lambskin pants, long and short sleeve tops, and my leather boots. All precariously held in one hand while balancing my coffee in the other. 

	Amon had a strange look on his face.

	“What?” I asked, and he frowned.

	“Is that why you are helping us?” His voice was darker than I liked. “So, you can be free of the debt that you owe me?” 

	I paused, confused. I had meant that as a joke, but it was technically true. I did owe him a life debt, and it would not be fulfilled until we had woken The Origin. I cared about the mission, and I was invested in its success outside of the debt itself. But it didn’t change the fact that at it’s core, that debt was the reason I was here in the first place. Wasn’t it? He searched my face and when I didn’t have an answer for him, he gave me a curt nod. 

	“I see.” His voice was quiet. “Good to know that’s where we stand.” 

	“Amon-” I started to say, but he was already gone. A flicker of shadow was the only hint that he had ever been in my room at all. 
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	When I arrived in the common room several minutes later, the daemons had gathered, all clad in restructium armor. Amon wouldn’t meet my gaze. He was clearly pissed with me. Rycon, on the other hand, was nearly bouncing off the walls. 

	“There she is! Let’s GO!” He hollered as I arrived. “First thing I’m doing, is buying a carton of cigarettes.” He looked me up and down. “You’re in armor too? Is that because the Prince of Pricks thinks we’re going to get attacked?” His face lit up as if getting attacked was the best-case scenario.

	“Man, I really hope I get to kill something on this trip.” He rubbed his hands together eagerly. I glanced at Kasha who rolled her eyes although I could tell she was trying not to smile. Say what you would about Rycon. He was far from perfect, but the shifter did have a certain passion for living that was undeniably contagious.

	“Show Raven where we need to go through the bond.” Amon ordered, “Dossidian and Kasha, you’re with me.” Both Dossidian and Kasha looked taken aback at his tone. 

	‘What’s up with him?’ Kasha asked into my mind, and I shrugged. I honestly wasn’t really sure why he was so angry. She gave me a bewildered look before joining Dossidian next to the Dark Prince. 

	I reached out to Amon with my aura, but he brushed me off. Sighing, I turned to Rycon. Shifters were pretty much null when it came to magick. If anything, they were resistant to it. So, any mind-to-mind metaphysical stuff was sometimes a challenge without the bond intact. 

	I unblocked the bond and asked Rycon to imagine where we needed to go. What he showed me was a very specific spot in the middle of the rainforest. I wondered vaguely how he could differentiate this one spot from any of the other seemingly identical spots in the Amazon. I decided not to worry too much about it. If we got lost, we could just shadow walk back.

	I pressed the image into Amon’s mind. He allowed me in just enough to accept it, before slamming his barriers shut on me.

	“We’ll meet you there.” He said coolly, before his shadows crowded forward and the daemons disappeared. 

	Unlike Kasha, Rycon didn’t seem to notice anything was amiss. I sighed and stepped close to him, calling my happy, bouncy shadows to pull us through space.

	

	I felt the humidity before my body had even had a chance to rematerialize. I had never been so grateful for the lesson I’d had on regulating my environment as I did in that moment. As my corporeal form manifested, I found myself surrounded by lush green vegetation, towering trees, and vibrant flowers. 

	The air was thick with the sound of insects, the call of exotic birds, and the rush of water from nearby streams. Everything was cast in a dappled green light, as the sun struggled to filter through the rich forest canopy. Sharp shafts of light managed to break through in places, illuminating small pockets of the forest floor. 

	The loamy scent of decaying vegetation filled my nose. If I hadn’t known any better, I would not have guessed we had travelled back to the human world. The jungle was alien enough that I felt we had shadow walked to another magickal territory on Amon’s side of The Veil. 

	Amon, Kasha and Dossidian were already walking ahead. I scowled. They could have waited. I moved to catch up with them and Rycon followed while giving an exaggerated stretch. 

	He inhaled deeply. “Gods I’ve missed this world.” He said, coming up to match my pace. His skin rippled and tiny pin pricks rubbed from the inside, as if fur was trying to burst through his hair follicles. I noticed he hadn’t worn his leather jacket. I wondered if it was because he expected to shift frequently. 

	He didn’t seem to sweat either. His white cotton t-shirt stayed pristine as we walked through the jungle. I assumed the team knew where we were going because I didn’t have a clue. They were far enough ahead now that I could barely make out their forms through the brush. 

	“Do you know where we’re going?” I asked him incredulously. Our bond was still wide open, so I would know if he was lying.

	“Of course, I do. The location of the Olkuyrbe leap’s resting place is in our DNA. Any panther can find it with a blind fold on from anywhere in the world. We only moved out of here to be closer to civilization so we could have a bit more sway with The Board.”

	This surprised me, I wondered if that was how they had ended up getting tangled up with the Nightshades.

	“Your father moved your leap out of the jungle so that shifters could have better relations with the magick folk?” I asked. Rycon nodded.  

	“My father dreamed of a world where shifters had a real seat at the table.” For a moment, he looked sad at the mention of his father. I remembered the memory I had accidentally seen in the early days of our bond. The burning pastel colored home, and a tiny Rycon, reaching towards the burning building, screaming for his dead parents.  

	With the bond open, Rycon could see where my thoughts had gone, and he wiped the sad look off his face, replacing it with a sneer.

	“Exactly. Look at where that kind of thinking got him. Shifters are wild, primal beings. We don’t belong in board rooms. We belong out here, where we can hunt, dance and fuck.” 

	I made a face. “So eloquently put,” I muttered. He bumped me with his elbow. 

	“Don’t be such a prude. You could honestly use a little bit of fucking. Maybe it would loosen you up.” 

	I glared at him. “You’re disgusting.” 

	He shrugged, throwing his hands behind his head, before nodding towards Amon. 

	“If you and Prince Stick Up His Ass stopped tiptoeing around each other and finally got busy it would make things a lot easier for everyone.” 

	My face flushed red, and it had nothing to do with the humidity.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I snipped, and he rolled his eyes.

	“Sure, you don’t, just like you guys haven't been making moon eyes at each other since we got to his godsforsaken court. You know I can literally smell pheromones, right?”  Yes, I did know, and yes, it did make me uncomfortable. I sighed.

	“I don’t know, he’s not sending any moon eyes my way right now.” I grumbled. Rycon inhaled deeply and I cringed. “Ew! Don’t smell him.” I hissed.

	“His delicate daemon feelings are hurt over something.” He mused. I rolled my eyes.

	“There’s no way you can tell that from smelling him.” 

	Rycon smiled at me. “No, but I have eyes, Kitten. I’m sure you just need to say sorry for whatever it is you said to hurt his little baby feelings and he’ll happily kiss you and make up.” 

	My face flushed again at the thought of Amon kissing me, and Rycon’s grin widened as he read my thoughts.

	“I’m sure he’d be willing to do much more than that.” He purred, “Just make sure you block the bond when it finally happens. I don’t really have any interest in seeing the Prince of Pride’s cock.”

	“Rycon!” I exclaimed, slapping him in the arm. “You’re disgusting.” 

	“So you’ve said.”  

	I was about to snap back with a retort when suddenly he threw his arm out in front of me. His nostrils flared again, and I rolled my eyes.

	“Would you stop smel-” 

	“Shut up.” He hissed at me, and his skin rippled. I froze. 

	Something was wrong.
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	An arrow whizzed by my face and burrowed directly into Rycon’s shoulder. Red blood exploded from the wound and spilled down his white T-shirt. I barely had time to react before he wrapped his hand around the shaft and ripped it out of his chest, without a second thought. 

	A normal person would have gone into shock, or been at the very least, a little worried that they had just been shot in the chest. Rycon looked like his birthday had come a day early. 

	“Oh, fuck yeah!”  He roared. I followed his line of sight and saw several dark figures crouched in the trees above, each one with a bow. The top halves of their faces were covered in wooden masks that looked to have been hand carved. Their mouths and noses were exposed, but had been painted red. The resulting effect was terrifying.

	Rycon glanced back at me, almost as an afterthought.

	“I’m going to go kill those guys. Try not to die while I’m gone.” Faster than I could blink, he was up the nearest tree and leaping through the branches. The figures launched another volley of arrows at him and Rycon evaded them effortlessly. He took out the first figure in a matter of seconds with his bare hands. I watched him twist the assailant’s head so hard I was surprised it didn’t snap right off of its body.

	I heard another arrow come for me before I saw it. It whizzed through the air and hit me square in the chest. The force of the arrow threw me to the forest floor, and I let out a blood curdling scream. I was dead. I was dead for sure. I kept thinking, until I realized that though it had hurt, it should have hurt a great deal more if I was going to bleed out. I looked down and thanked The Origin for restructium. 

	The arrow hadn’t even made a dent in my armor. It must have glanced right off when it hit me. The majority of the pain I was feeling was from the sheer force of the impact. Ok. Not dead. That was good. I just needed to think.

	Another arrow came whizzing by, and burrowed into the tree behind me, a centimeter from where my head had been. Fuck. The restructium wouldn’t save me from a head shot. 

	Masked figures started dropping from the branches above. Three of them surrounded me. I pushed myself up from the ground to face them. My mind was racing. The bleating panic that filled me took control and I couldn’t get a grip on myself. 

	I was outnumbered. I realized quickly that these were shifters. I could tell by their auras, and the way they moved. They were incredibly fast. The masked shifters began to circle me. I tried to keep them from getting behind me but couldn’t, there were too many of them.

	I yelped as one of them grabbed me from behind, holding a very sharp knife to my throat. The other two crept in closer, as the shifter who had grabbed me buried his face into my neck inhaling deeply. 

	My entire body convulsed, and I bucked against my attacker, trying to break free. I had to do something. But my mind was blank, wiped clean with panic and terror. 

	I felt the sharp graze of teeth, as the shifter opened his mouth against my neck. His hot, slimy tongue licked up the length of my throat to my chin. He chuckled softly as I struggled against him.

	“The blood in this one has power.” He growled, nuzzling deeper into my jaw. I bucked again, and fought against him, but he was impossibly strong. The other two shifters crept closer.

	“Let us have a taste.” One of them said, nearly crawling on all fours. I would not beg. I would not -

	Abruptly, I found myself free. The shifter that had been holding me was simply not there anymore. I turned confused, just in time to watch a body with no skin drop screaming to its knees before its head exploded. 

	Brain matter splattered across the clearing, and I turned away instinctively to avoid getting sprayed in the face. I whipped around just in time to find Amon, holding something that looked like a human spine in one hand, his other hand buried deep in a shifter’s chest. I was sure he had his fingers wrapped around his heart. 

	I watched in horror as he tore the shifter’s heart out before my eyes and the body fell to the ground. The corpse toppled onto the body of his dead comrade that just so happened to be missing a spinal column. Amon threw the bloody string of vertebrae on top of the dead shifters in disgust before turning to me. 

	He was furious.

	In a moment, he was in front of me, bloody hands on both sides of my head, scanning my face for any signs of injury.

	“Are you ok?” His voice was shaking, as he continued his examination, moving lower, and checking that my armor was still intact.

	“Yes… I’m, I’m fine.” I stammered.

	“Why didn’t you shadow walk?” He snarled at me. “Or fly? Or draw energy from Rycon?” 

	I gaped at him. “I - I - I didn’t think - it just happened so fast.” 

	He gripped me by my shoulders and shook me. 

	“You could have been killed, Raven.” I had never seen him so angry before. Especially not with me. 

	“I’m sorry.” I said softly, my voice broke. We stood frozen for a second, his hands still gripping my shoulders. I didn’t know what he was going to do. Then suddenly, all the anger seemed to melt from him, and he pulled me in close, wrapping his arms around me. I stood there while he held me, still in shock. I couldn’t keep up with his mood swings today.

	“We’re going to need to work on combat training.” He sighed, finally pulling away. I could still hear the sounds of Rycon, Kasha and Dossidian fighting around us, but Amon did not seem concerned. He stepped away from me and magicked the blood off of his hands. 

	Before I could respond, a very large black panther dropped out from the tree above us. The enormous cat slammed Amon into the forest floor in a rush of black fur and teeth.

	I gasped as the great cat reared back, claws out and ready. Amon rolled his eyes from where he lay, and I braced myself for what was sure to be another brutally violent attack. I wondered briefly if the panther’s spine was about to make a bloody appearance.

	At the last second, Rycon swung down from a low hanging branch and booted the cat off of Amon with both feet.

	“Not that one, Rhyalla,” Rycon said to the panther. 

	The cat screamed the way panthers do and launched itself at Rycon, who just chuckled and stepped out of the way.

	“It’s nice to see you too. I see you still have useless idiots manning the perimeter. How many did you kill, Amon?” He asked nonchalantly, picking at his chipped black nail polish. 

	Amon, who was already back on his feet, didn’t respond. He just watched Rycon taunt the panther wryly. 

	“I think I killed six of them in the first thirty seconds. You’re going to need some new recruits for your K'aalpa-kah.” Rycon continued, deftly keeping the panther in his line of sight as it tried to circle around behind him. The great cat snarled, and Rycon grinned.

	“Come on Rhyalla. You can’t say you’re not a little glad to see me.” The panther finally stopped trying to circle Rycon. I watched in awe as the cat’s fur began to ripple, as if its flesh was made of liquid and someone had dropped a pebble onto its back. 

	The fur peeled back away to reveal smooth olive skin, and long, thick black hair. A human shaped female stood, naked as the day she was born, where the large feline had once been. 

	Her entire body was lean and corded with muscle. Red cuffs of ink had been tattooed around her forearms. Two red pointed stripes had also been tattooed on her face, starting under her jaw, and curving up to her cheek bones. 

	Her nakedness didn’t seem to bother her at all, and the way she held herself made me feel strangely comfortable with her nudity as well. It did not feel like I was seeing body parts that should be hidden, but just a body that was strong and existing in its natural state. 

	“Where the fuck have you been, Rycon.” She snarled, and I realized with a start that this must be his sister. 
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	I could see the resemblance, especially in the eyes. Not only were they the same eerie yellow, but the shape of them was the same. He smirked at her and shrugged.

	“Out and about.” 

	She responded with a roundhouse that caught him in the side of the face. Amon and I exchanged a look. She was fast.

	“You abandoned your people!” She snarled at Rycon as she moved forward, I think to hit him again. He grabbed her wrist with one hand, while rubbing his jaw with the other. 

	“I came back though. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 

	She moved to bring her knee up into his groin, but he twisted to block it with his hip, laughing.

	“Come on Rhyalla. Let me in. I’ll tell you what I’ve been up too. It’s a good story.” She paused for a moment, and her nostrils flared. Turning suddenly, she looked directly at me. Kasha and Dossidian chose that moment to melt out of the trees. Both covered in shifter blood. Rhyalla stared the four of us up and down, clearly sniffing the air around us.

	“These are daemons,” she gasped. She took a cautious step closer to me and sniffed again. “And you are… you are bonded to this one!” I gave her an awkward smile and a small wave.

	“Hi, I’m Raven,” I said. She staggered away from me as if she had been slapped. Turning back to Rycon, eyes wide, she gaped at him. He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly and gave her a shrug.

	“Like I said, it’s a good story.” 

	We stood in the clearing in silence for a beat. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Then, Rhyalla threw her head back and laughed. She laughed so hard her stomach muscles convulsed and she physically curled into herself.

	Rycon rolled his eyes and strolled over to one of the corpses Amon had left on the forest floor, nudging it with his boot. I noticed that the dead shifters were wearing what looked like loin cloths held together with thick leather belts. Knives and small travel sacks had been threaded through the leather. 

	Rycon went to work raiding the travel sacks of the dead panthers until he found what he was looking for. A pack of Camels and some matches. I wrinkled my nose. He really was disgusting sometimes. 

	“Yeah, yeah,” he said, putting a cigarette to his lips and lighting it deftly with a match. He took a deep inhale and closed his eyes, savoring the smoke before letting it out through his nose. “Laugh it up, it’s all very funny.” 

	“You left us, because you did not want to be burdened with your responsibilities as Rhoan... and now you’re bonded to a daemon!” Her laughter had slowed, but she brushed a tear from her eyes, and seemed to still be suffering from a case of the giggles. “You’re such a fucking idiot.” 

	“Not just any daemon.” Kasha butted in, grinning. “Raven is The Origin’s daughter.” 

	Rhyalla’s eyes flashed, and she looked me over again. This time a little more carefully. 

	“You don’t say?” She asked, creeping forward to sniff me. Amon stepped closer to me, his face stony. Rhyalla turned her attention to him, before glancing back at Kasha and Dossidian. 

	“And who are you three?” She asked, taking Amon’s hint, and backing away to give us more space. 

	Dossidian stepped forward, sketching a bow. “I am Dossidian, Commander of the Court of Pride’s armies, and this is Kasha.” He said, gesturing to the blue haired daemon. 

	She smiled, dipping into a small bow of her own. “Spymaster for the Court of Pride. This is Prince Amon. Not sure he needs much of an introduction. I’m sure his name precedes him.”  

	Rhyalla nodded, watching Amon closely. “Yes. I have heard of you Prince Amon. You’re a mean one, if what the stories say are true.” She looked down at the ruined corpses of her fallen and the corner of her mouth turned upward.  I think she was impressed. What an odd species, shifters were.

	“Judging from the work you have done on my K'aalpa-kah, the stories are very much true.” She slid her gaze back to us, as Rycon lit up a second cigarette behind her. 

	“I am intrigued.” She admitted, looking back over at her brother. “Do you speak for this party? If I allow you and this team of daemons into Olkuyrbe, will you take responsibility for their actions? We all know responsibility isn’t exactly your strong suit.” 

	Kasha snorted. Rhyalla glanced at her, and they exchanged a smirk. I had a feeling Kasha and Rhyalla were going to get along well. Rycon waved his hand at his sister lazily.

	“Yeah, sure. I speak for them.” He said without much concern. Rhyalla nodded and gestured for us to follow her deeper into the jungle, where the green mossy trees grew impossibly thick. 

	“Good. You are just in time for the Yal'duun-kala. Guests as powerful as you four will be… in high demand.” 

	“Yal'duun-kala? Who’s getting mated?” Rycon asked lightly. She glanced at him with a mischievous smile on her face.

	“I am. To K’yen.” 

	Rycon choked on his cigarette.

	“Fuck off!” He snarled, grabbing Rhyalla by the arm and turning her around to face him. “You are not mating with that asshole.” 

	“I am.” She smirked. “And when I do, the Olkuyrbe leap will finally have a Rhoan, once more.”
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	We followed Rhyalla through a thick wall of large Kapok trees. More K'aalpa-kah warriors stood watch high up in the branches, and they drew their bows as we approached. Rhyalla made a chattering sound in the back of her throat, and they immediately stood down. 

	One of them tossed down a bundle of what looked like animal hide. Rhyalla caught the bundle before unfurling what I realized was a rudimentary skirt and bandeau set. She stepped into the roughly stitched outfit and buckled the thick leather belt over the sensual curve of her hips. As we passed through the thick natural wall of trees, Rhyalla opened her arms and turned to face us with a smile.

	“Welcome,” she purred, “to Olkuyrbe.” 

	I tried not to gape, as I took in the bustling community around me. The settlement was inspired by the natural environment it had been built in. Tree houses had been constructed from wood in circular patterns around the massive Kapok trees they clung too. 

	Ladders and pulley systems made of thick vines hung around us as we moved deeper into the panther community. Beneath the canopy of tree homes, fire pits peppered the forest floor. Drying racks covered with fish, animal hides and leathers were gathered in areas where the thick canopy had been cleared to allow the hot sun in. 

	The settlement was filled with shifters of all ages. Many of them bore the same red ink that Rhyalla wore but all of them were dressed in loose fitting animal hides. They seemed to have been fashioned in such a way that they would not tear or rip during a shift. 

	Several shifters chose to remain in their panther forms, sharpening their claws on tree trunks, or bathing in patches of sunlight. Kasha elbowed me and pointed to a particularly large panther, who was doing just that. 

	“Told you kitty cats love sunbeams.” She joked and I bit back a laugh.

	Around many of the firepits, I noticed females weaving together long garlands of foraged leaves and jungle flowers. As we pressed further, Rhyalla brought us to the center of the settlement, where a large pyre had been built and covered in florals. There was an arch made from woven vines placed before it, and two females were weaving white orchids through the vine. 

	“This is where the ceremony will be held.” Rhyalla informed us “Tonight is the second night of Yal'duun-kala, the final ceremony will be tomorrow at sunset. I am very glad that you are here, Rycon. 

	“I sent several K'aalpa-kah to try to find you, but no one was able to. They tracked your scent to a dock in Toronto, Canada. However, they reported that your scent pattern just disappeared from there.” Rycon’s good humor had evaporated. Since he had heard the news that his sister was to be mated, his mood had turned murderous. 

	“Yeah, because I had to cross The Veil with these assholes.” Rycon grumbled, gesturing back to us. 

	“Interesting,” Rhyalla looked thoughtful. “So you truly did not know I was mating K’yen tomorrow? When I first realized it was you at the border, I assumed you had heard the news and that was why you were here.”

	“No. I didn’t know,” Rycon snapped. His anger was so palpable, I considered blocking the bond.

	“So why are you here, then?” She asked, cocking her head to the side. Amon stepped forward. 

	“Is there somewhere more… private that we may speak?” He asked, nodding to the females working behind Rhyalla on the Yal'duun-kala arch.  Rhyalla rose her eyebrows.

	“We have come to ask for your help with something urgent but also…  delicate. It is imperative that the information we share with you does not leave this group.” Dossidian said. 

	“Now I am even more intrigued. Come, we can speak in my private rooms.” 

	

	Rhyalla led us to a long ladder that flowed up to one of the larger tree structures set deep within the settlement. Amon took my hand and pointed towards the sky. I knew he wanted me to practice flying. I floated up to the wooden landing with him, while our party followed us using the ladders and vines provided. 

	“If I make you practice every day, maybe the next time someone is trying to slit your throat, you will think to fly away.” His tone was still moodier than I was used to. 

	Once everyone else had made it to the landing, Rhyalla invited us in. The tree house was spacious and sprawling. It had multiple rooms, and even what resembled a small kitchen, with a wooden table and shelves stocked with dried venison and fruits. Beyond the kitchen was a large bedroom. The bed was made of polished Kapok wood. It was set with a large stuffed mattress covered in hand woven blankets. 

	Rhyalla gestured for us to sit at the table and went about gathering some fruits and nuts from her cupboards to serve to us before sitting down herself.

	“So, tell me, Amon, Prince of Pride. Why have you come to Olkuyrbe? And how has The Origin’s daughter come to bond herself to my brother?”

	I looked to Amon, and he raised a brow to me. 

	‘Would you like to start, or should I?’ He asked in my mind, and I smiled. 

	‘Why don’t you go ahead? I don’t want to say too much.’ 

	He nodded, and, to my surprise, he told her almost everything. He told her how Ash Nevra had hired Rycon to try to kidnap me, so she could eliminate me as a threat to her throne. He explained how I had been untrained. In my attempt to defend myself from Rycon, I had accidentally bound him to me while trying to escape. 

	He told her how Ash Nevra had been enslaving the other courts behind The Veil, and how we were working to put a stop to her tyranny by awakening The Origin. 

	He did not tell her about The Lens, or the Omnikey. He only mentioned The Flute, and how we were on a mission to secure it. He explained that we had learned that it was currently under the protection of shifters, though we did not know what breed had it. 

	Rhyalla listened attentively and did not interrupt once. When Amon was done, she turned to look at Rycon. Her gaze was not impressed.

	“Serves you right.” She said, “You deserve to be bound. Working as some sort of low-life mercenary for whoever will pay you. Father would be disgusted.” 

	Rycon snarled, but she ignored him. “You are Rhoan, and you have behaved as a common criminal. It is beneath you.” 

	“I never wanted to be Rhoan.” Rycon snapped. Rhyalla hissed at him.

	“Too fucking bad. I didn’t want to have to pick up the pieces after Mother and Father died but I did because it was my responsibility to do so. Because of your selfishness I was left to lead Olkuyrbe too. I had to move us back here, without you. I had to ensure everyone was fed, and clothed, and that our borders were secure alone.” 

	Rycon tried to retort, but she held up a hand, dismissing him with disgust, before turning to face us. 

	“I know of The Flute you speak of. I have both good and bad news for you.” Amon sat forward and I felt as if my heart would beat right out of my chest.

	“Come with me,” she stood abruptly and led us out through a different door than the one we had entered from. Outside, high up in the trees, she took us through a myriad of rope bridges made of wood and vine, until we came to another structure. 

	This one was much smaller than Rhyalla’s home. It was set well back from the hustle and bustle of the settlement. Inside, there was no furniture. The walls were painted with crude depictions of what looked like devils, but I imagined they were meant to be daemons. 

	In the center of the small room, hovered what looked like a black, wooden brick. It spun idly on an axis in midair. There was something strange about it. I felt like I had in the library. When I focused, I could hear whispers coming from inside the wooden brick, though I could not understand the words that they spoke.  I realized it was a box, not a brick. There was something inside that was whispering to me, though there was no seal or clasp to open it. 

	“The good news is The Flute is here,” Rhyalla said, gesturing to the strange floating object. “The bad news is no one has been able to touch it since it was placed here by a daemon, over three hundred and sixty years ago.”
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	“Nothing can ever just be easy, can it?” Dossidian muttered, moving forward to examine the floating box. I noticed he did not try to touch it.

	“Legend has it that only a true Rhoan, who is brutal but fair, will be able to pluck The Flute from its resting place.” Rhyalla continued. Kasha snorted, glaring at Rycon.

	“Well I guess we’re fresh out of luck, our Rhoan is a mercenary who would rather drink and smoke than lead his people.” She said, Rhyalla nodded.

	“He also will not be Rhoan for much longer. When Rycon abandoned us, his position was left open to be challenged. When I am mated tomorrow to K’yen, he will petition Olkuyrbe to allow him to challenge for the title of Rhoan.” She looked down her nose at her brother. “Neither of us have expected much of a fight from Rycon on this matter.”

	“There is no way I am letting that piece of shit call himself Rhoan.” Rycon snapped. Rhyalla raised an eyebrow.

	“And why not? You said yourself you have no interest in the position. Why not give it to someone who wants it? At least then our people will have someone who cares about them to lead them.” I could feel Rycon’s rage coursing through the bond. 

	It was violent and he was having difficulty controlling it. Knowing how little interest he seemed to have in being inhibited by responsibility, I felt the emotion was misplaced. I examined his anger more closely and realized, with a start, that the rage came from a deep-seated place of self-hatred and a sense of failure. 

	Rycon did care about his people. It was because he cared about them, that he had left them. He did not think himself worthy of the title of Rhoan. He blamed himself for his parent’s death. 

	Seeing how his sister had risen up in the face of their shared trauma, he felt she would be a better fit to lead. He had watched her rally the community and make quick and smart decisions for the greater good. He had seen her do all that, when he himself had been so engulfed with his feelings of shame, grief, and guilt, that he felt he would drown. 

	He had thought that by leaving and giving Rhyalla the space she needed to lead the Olkuyrbe leap, he was making a decision that would be best for his people. Now, she was mating with a shifter who he did not like and handing her crown over to him without a second thought. 

	I wasn’t sure if he was aware of the complex nature of the battle that was raging inside of him. All he could do was interpret these feelings as anger and rage. He turned and put his fist directly through one of the walls. 

	The wood splintered and lacerated his bare arm. I winced and blocked the pain from coming through the bond as he pulled his arm through the wood, before turning on his heel and leaving us standing there. We watched him go in silence for a moment before Kasha spoke.

	“I’m going to go see if I can talk to him.” She said, before following him down the rope bridge. As she left, I sent a tendril of my aura to her, knocking politely on her barriers. She paused on the bridge.

	‘What’s up?’ She asked into my mind. I sent her a summary of what I had just learned, and she glanced back at me, frowning. 

	‘How could he blame himself for his parent’s death? He was just a child.’ 

	I shrugged. ‘Maybe you should ask him?’ I suggested. 

	She nodded. ‘Thanks,’ she smiled at me before continuing her pursuit. 

	“It would seem we have reached an impasse,” Amon observed, as he stepped forward to examine the floating box.

	“I suppose once we get the box, we'll have to figure out how to open it. I don’t see a latch or anything,” Dossidian commented.

	“There’s also something with writing on it inside, it's whispering to me.” 

	“Interesting,” Amon said, looking back at me, his mouth twitching up. “What’s it saying?”

	I shrugged. “I don’t know. It's in a language I don’t understand; it has a bit of a melody to it, almost like a song.” 

	“Well, we can’t leave here without it.” Dossidian said, drawing one of his sabers from behind his back. “Should we just try to take it by force?”

	“I wouldn’t recommend that.” Rhyalla said. “Though, I’m sure it would be entertaining to watch you try. You are not the first to come looking for The Flute. Even among our own people, children make it a bit of a game. They dare each other to try to pull it free. It never ends well.”

	Dossidian and Amon smirked at each other.

	“Pass me a saber,” Amon said, and Dossidian tossed him one with a mischievous grin on his face. 

	“If I get it first, you have to take over handling supply manifests for the army for a month.” Dossidian challenged and Amon grinned.

	“Fine. What do I get if I get it first?”

	“I’ll cover you for your next six trade meetings. I know how they bore you.” 

	“Deal,” Amon agreed. He pulled back the saber and brought it down on the box so quickly I barely saw him move. For a second, I thought he would hit it, but it seemed there was a force field of some kind around the box. It flashed as the saber struck it. Amon was blasted away so hard he slammed into the wall. 

	“Shit, Amon are you ok?” I asked, rushing to him, but when he looked up, he was laughing.

	“Pathetic,” Dossidian tutted his tongue and drew his own saber back before charging the box. He met the same fate as Amon. However, when he was blown back away by the force field, he went right through the wall. My eyes widened as I watched him disappear into the thick canopy of the trees that surrounded us. Amon cracked up laughing. He approached the Dossidian sized hole in the wall and called out into the trees.

	“What were you saying about me being pathetic?”

	“Origin smite you!” Dossidian cursed from somewhere in the distance. I rolled my eyes.

	“You both are acting like children,” I scolded them. Amon looked back at me, unable to stop himself from laughing as Dossidian climbed back up to the structure from a nearby tree. 

	Rhyalla came up next to me. For a moment, I was embarrassed that we had hurt her tree house. However, she was grinning as Amon and Dossidian squared up to attack the box again.

	“Boys will be boys. I suppose it doesn’t matter where they hail from,” she said. I nodded, beginning to feel amused myself.

	Rhyalla turned to me. “Would you like a tour of Olkuyrbe? It looks like your friends will be occupied for quite some time.” She gestured to Amon and Dossidian as they continued to circle the box, examining it to see if they could find a better angle.

	“Sure, that sounds nice.” I replied, smiling at her. 

	“Meet us at the pyre when you are finished… playing.” Rhyalla said over her shoulder. Amon looked up briefly, from his inspection of the force field.

	“Keep her safe,” he said. His tone was light, but it had clearly been an order and not a request.

	“No harm will come to your party while you are here. You are my guests.” 

	Amon nodded curtly, and we left them to their game. 
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	I walked with Rhyalla through the settlement. She showed me where they got their water from, their community gathering places and also told me what life was like living in the rainforest. 

	“I’m sorry about the hole in your wall, and also about killing so many of your K'aalpa-kah.” I grimace. Although, I really wasn’t sorry about the three that Amon had killed. I was almost certain they had been about to eat me. 

	“That is the way of the K'aalpa-kah. You know that you might die when you agree to take up that post. It is not personal. We attacked you and you defended your lives. They lost theirs. That is the way of things.” She smiled at me, her yellow cat-like eyes flashing in the shade cast from the trees above. “Our generals will gather the dead and hold a ceremony to honor them for their bravery and sacrifice.”

	She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I am grateful, however, that Rycon stopped me from attacking your Prince. Knowing who you are now, I do believe I would have joined the many that had fallen.” I remembered Amon ripping the heart out of the chest of the shifter that had threatened me. 

	“Uh, yeah,” I said awkwardly. “He definitely would have killed you.” 

	“He will certainly be in high demand tonight. As will the rest of you, I am sure.” She mused. My head snapped to look at her.

	“What do you mean… high demand?” I asked suspiciously.

	“It is a Yal'duun-kala.” She explained. “I believe the human equivalent of the term is a wedding. Daemons have something similar, though I believe they just refer to it as a mating ceremony. 

	“Yal’duun-kala is traditionally a three day event. Much like human weddings, it is not just the two being mated that enjoy the romance of such an occasion. It is expected that guests pair up for the three days of dancing, among other things.” She smirked seductively at me.

	“Because of our way of life, strength and power are highly coveted traits in shifter mates. All four of you reek of power. That will likely make you all very attractive to the other guests attending this evening’s celebrations.” 

	I frowned. “We are daemons though. How does that work?” I asked. Rhyalla shrugged.

	“Are you not a half daemon? Cross breeding between magick folk, daemons, shifters, and humans is not unheard off. The heart wants what the heart wants.” 

	I wasn’t sure how I felt about this. I wasn’t sure I was interested in dancing and flirting with strange shifters all night.

	“I don’t know if that’s for me.” I said out loud, and she smiled at me patiently.

	“You are of course within your right to refuse any who may approach you. You should still come to the bonfire though. There are not many daemons who can say they have attended a Yal'duun-kala. It is a one-of-a-kind experience.” 

	“Ok.” I nodded. “I will.” Two young shifters ran by laughing; their round faces and chubby fingers made me smile. 

	“Silly cubs,” Rhyalla grinned after them as they chased each other across a nearby stream. They reminded me of the tiny Rycon from the memory I had seen, and I suddenly felt sad.

	“Why does Rycon hate K’yen so much? That’s the male you’re mating with, right?” I asked. Rhyalla pursed her lips.

	“Rycon and K’yen used to be close friends,” Rhyalla watched the young cubs splash in the stream, her face falling.

	“We all moved out of the rainforest when we were children, proudly following our father. We believed in his vision for what life could be like for us if we secured positions on The Board. Our father was extremely charismatic. He had built relations with shifters from all over the world. He had really made some headway and we were in negotiations with the magick folk when the Nightshades attacked. 

	“After that, Rycon was not the same. He was young, but there was a dark hatred in his heart that he could not overcome. As he grew older, he became obsessed with getting even with the magick folk. He wanted to hurt them, for what they had done to our leap.

	“Rycon asked K’yen to help him in his mission to deliver vengeance in a planned attack against The Board. They were only thirteen at the time. K’yen refused and made it clear that he had different opinions on how the betrayal of the Nightshades should be handled. He asked Rycon to go with him to petition the Sorcerer General to put the Nightshade’s punishment to a vote to The Board.

	“Rycon saw this as weakness and a betrayal from K’yen. I told him that I agreed with K’yen. If we attacked The Board, it would mean war between both the shifters and the magick folk. A war that would hurt both of us and do nothing to punish the Nightshades for murdering our parents. Rycon left shortly after that. We haven't seen him since. Until today.” She turned to me, and gave me a warm, sad smile.

	“Regardless of the past, I am so grateful that Rycon is here, for my Yal'duun-kala. He is the only family I have left. I know that it was not your intention, and you came for different reasons, but I am indebted to you, Raven of The Origin. Thank you for bringing my brother home to me.” 

	My chest felt tight at her thanks. I decided I really liked Rhyalla.

	“There is nothing to thank me for. You owe us nothing,” I said, putting my hand on her arm. “As you said, we did not intentionally come here for your Yal'duun-kala. But, if I had known, I would have dragged him here kicking and screaming. Whether he liked it or not.” I assured her, and her smile widened.

	“I believe you,” she said.  
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	After our tour, we approached the Yal'duun-kala pyre and arch, to find Kasha arguing with Rycon.

	“Just fuck off, ok? You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t even know me.” Rycon was snapping at her over his shoulder as he stormed by.

	“I do know you, asshole.” She was yelling as she chased him down. “You can cut the tough guy bullshit. If you think that’s all it takes to scare me off then you don’t know me.” She snapped right back at him. 

	Rycon spun around, putting his finger in her face. “You listen to me. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. Back. The. Fuck. Off.” They were inches away from each other, both so angry their faces were white. 

	I was wondering how long it would be before one of them threw a punch, when someone I didn’t recognize came up to join us. He slipped his hands around Rhyalla’s waist and planted a kiss on her cheek. 

	“So, you found him?” Asked the male shifter, whom I could only assume was K’yen. Rhyalla sighed. 

	“Kind of. He had no idea we were being mated tomorrow. He came with some daemon friends,” she gestured to Kasha, and then to me. K’yen turned to me. We eyed each other, both equally curious of the other. 

	Looking at K’yen, it shocked me how similar he and Rycon were. 

	They both had raven black hair and olive skin. They both had the yellow cat-like eyes that I was beginning to realize were a dominant trait in panther shifters. They both had athletic builds and chiseled features. However, that was where the similarities ended.

	Rycon was the quintessential embodiment of traits that I had come to associate with panther shifters. He was lean and angular. His loose, confident swagger permeated everything he did. There was a wildness to him, and his actions were largely driven by instinct. 

	Even now, arguing with Kasha in his motorcycle boots, shredded jeans, and bloody t-shirt; he felt unpredictable. He was dangerous and there was no way to know what he would do next.

	K’yen, on the other hand, was all right angles. Bare chested and dressed in loose pants made from animal hyde, he still somehow gave off the energy of a diplomat. His demeanor was measured and precise. 

	He moved deliberately and with purpose. The way he observed me was calculated and I got the impression that he was the type of male to think before he spoke, which was more than I could say for Rycon. 

	Taking in the very large machete that he had strapped across his broad shoulders; I was not under the impression that this shifter was any less deadly. 

	K’yen reached out his hand to which I raised my eyebrows. I was surprised the shifter would be willing to shake hands with a daemon. Especially with a bonded Rycon arguing loudly before us, clear evidence of what could happen if you got too close to one of my kind.

	“Welcome,” he greeted me. “I am K’yen.” I took his hand and squeezed. It was warm and dry, and his aura felt even and calm. 

	“Hi,” I replied. “I’m Raven.” 

	He smiled at me, and I caught a glimpse of his pointed canines.

	“Raven is The Origin’s daughter,” Rhyalla informed him, and his eyes widened.

	“You don’t say?” He replied, echoing what Rhyalla’s response had been, when she had learned the same information. 

	I felt more than saw, Rycon’s fist come flying for K’yen’s jaw. I took a reflexive step back to avoid the punch. K'yen grabbed Rycon’s fist faster than my eyes could register. I would never get over how fast shifters were.

	K’yen turned his head slowly, still holding Rycon’s fist in his hand. Their gazes met, and it felt as if the entire settlement were holding its breath.

	“Hello, Rycon,” K’yen said evenly. “Welcome home.”
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	Kasha came up to stand next to me, shaking her head.

	“He’s impossible.” She muttered, and I nodded.

	“Tell me about it,” I sighed. 

	Rhyalla pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. “I forgot how much of a pain he is.” 

	The three of us watched the two males stare each other down.

	“How the fuck dare you,” Rycon snarled at K’yen. “I knew it. You always were a power-hungry bastard. I leave for ten seconds and next thing I know you’re trying to fuck my sister to steal my throne.” 

	K’yen chuckled, shoving Rycon away from him. “I would hardly say it’s been ten seconds, Rycon. You’ve been gone for ten years.” 

	“He has a point.” I rationed. Kasha and Rhyalla nodded in agreement. 

	“Rycon logic,” Rhyalla said blandly. “It’s always been somewhat flawed.”  

	“It doesn’t matter how long I have been gone. I am Rhoan. This is my leap. I will not allow a weak, traitorous piece of shit like you to take it from me. I will fucking kill you before I let that happen.” Rycon’s skin rippled the way it did when he was about to shift. 

	“Is that a threat?” K’yen asked evenly. Rhyalla pulled some nuts from her travel sack and offered some to Kasha and I. 

	“This should be good,” she murmured. Kasha nodded, tossing a Brazil nut into her mouth, a small, amused smile blooming on her face.

	“Think they’re going to fight?” She asked the shifter. 

	Rhyalla nodded. “It is likely.”

	“You can bet your ass it’s a threat,” Rycon spat. K’yen’s mild expression turned razor sharp, and I knew, that Rycon had just walked into a trap.

	“Well, that saves me from officially challenging you.” K’yen sneered. “You have just declared K'alpa-Rhoan.”

	“What’s that?” I asked Rhyalla, who was still munching her Brazil nuts. 

	“Rycon just made a mistake. To officially challenge him for his title, K’yen would have had to mate me, then put his request for challenge to a vote within the Olkuyrbe community.  Despite Rycon’s absence, there is no guarantee his request for challenge would have passed. 

	“The titles of Rhoan and Rhiannon are inherited, and it is rare for the leap to agree to allow the title to be assigned to someone who is not part of the blood line. If K’yen and I had cubs, they would be entitled to inherit the throne because I am Rhiannon. However, K’yen would have always been acting consort, until he beat Rycon in a community sanctioned K’alpa-Rhoan.”

	 She sighed. “I was just goading Rycon earlier about K’yen taking his title. It’s usually not that easy unless you’re stupid enough to officially acknowledge a threat yourself. A Rhoan can accept and eliminate a challenger without a community vote if they so choose. However, there is no going back. If you acknowledge the threat, you must beat them in a K’alpa-Rhoan, or your title is immediately forfeit.”

	Kasha groaned and it was her turn to pinch the bridge of her nose in frustration. 

	“It really is too easy to get him all worked up.” She sighed. I nodded. Rhyalla shrugged.

	“Guess tomorrow is going to be a big day. We’ll have a K’alpa-Rhoan at dawn then Yal'duun-kala in the evening. Assuming, of course, that Rycon doesn’t kill my mate before we can exchange bones.” Despite the lightness of her tone, I could tell she was upset.

	“Does K’alpa-Rhoan always end in death?’ I asked softly. Looking at the strong K’yen and the vibrant Rycon, the loss of either of their lives seemed like it would be a waste. 

	“No. Either Rhoan or challenger can yield at any time. Though, it is up to the opponent whether or not they will accept a yield or kill the challenger. Historically, when a Rhoan is challenged it is by a true threat, usually from another leap. 

	“Takeovers like that can be violent. Conquerors will often kill the children of the leap to secure a new blood reign. In those cases, accepting a yield can be dangerous for the community. Death is the only safe option.” She eyed her brother warily, her mouth set in a firm line.

	“However, Rycon is Rycon. There is a very good chance that if K’yen is not able to force him to yield, Rycon will kill him.”

	Kasha let out a low whistle.

	“You shifters really know how to bring the drama,” she grimaced. Rhyalla shrugged.

	“Perhaps. However, Rycon tends to be a bit of a catalyst. Things have been relatively peaceful here for the past ten years. Trust my brother to show up on the second day of my Yal'duun-kala and try to kill my mate.” She looked, understandably, angry. I touched her arm.

	“Let me try to talk to him,” I offered. “Maybe we can get him to call it off.” 

	She shook her head. “It is done. He cannot take it back now. Even if he wanted to.” She eyed her brother warily. I followed her line of sight and sighed again.

	It looked like Rycon had no intentions of trying to get out of the challenge. The K’alpa-Rhoan would be happening, whether we liked it or not. 

	

	Amon and Dossidian approached empty handed, however they both seemed to be in a good mood. Amon was smiling roguishly as he stepped up to join us by the pyre. I was struck again by how ridiculously good looking he was. 

	“Hello, Raven,” he briefly touched a thumb to my chin in greeting. “What have you been up to?” 

	I smiled at him, before gesturing to Rycon and K’yen. “Rhyalla was showing me around. Until Rycon challenged K’yen to a K’alpa-Rhoan. They’re going to fight for the title of Rhoan tomorrow morning.” The smile fell from Amon’s face, and a muscle in his jaw twitched.

	“Of course he did.”  

	“Well, nothing we can do about it now.” Rhyalla sighed. She turned to Amon and Dossidian. “I suppose you will be staying the night. I will set you all up with some sleeping arrangements.” She offered. “I will need to begin preparations soon for tonight's festivities.” 

	I wasn’t sure why I was surprised that the evening of celebrations would carry on as scheduled. Maybe it was my human upbringing, but the way shifters seemed to regard life and death situations with such callousness was foreign to me. 

	“That would be great,” Amon said, dipping his head politely. “Please, lead the way.”

	Rhyalla took us back into the settlement. “We’re a little tight on space. We have several other guests staying with us for the Yal'duun-kala. I only have three rooms available. I am afraid you will need to partner up. 

	“That’s fine. Raven and I can bunk together,” Kasha said winking at me. 

	“No,” said Amon, “Raven will stay with me.” His tone did not leave room for argument. I glanced over at him, frowning.

	“That is… presumptuous of you,” I remarked. Especially considering how snippy he had been with me that morning.  I wasn’t sure I was feeling particularly interested in sleeping in the same room as him. 

	“We will sleep in separate beds if that is what you are worried about. I don’t feel comfortable leaving your safety in anyone else's hands overnight. I don’t need someone coming to slit your throat while you're sleeping.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him, before I could argue, Kasha piped up. 

	“Who’s getting stuck with Rycon, then?” She asked. Dossidian sighed.

	“I suppose I should be the gentleman here and offer you a room to yourself.” He didn’t sound particularly thrilled about it. Kasha beamed at him.

	“You’re the best.” 

	“I know. You are all very lucky to have me.” Dossidian smirked back.

	“Alright, your rooms are this way.” Rhyalla glanced back at me and Kasha. “If the two of you would like to borrow something to wear tonight, come to my rooms before the sun sets.” 

	Kasha glanced at me excitedly. 

	“Ooh! I never get to dress up.” She beamed. 

	I, on the other hand, wasn’t so thrilled. Rhyalla’s current outfit didn’t leave much to the imagination. If what she planned to dress us in was anything similar, I wasn’t sure how comfortable I would be. I didn’t love the idea of wearing something in public that put my scars on full display. 

	However, Kasha looked so excited, I kept my reservations to myself.
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	Rhyalla showed us a large tree that branched out from the center, enough that there had been space to build three separate structures. They were accessible to each other by rope bridges that had been tied together with vines.

	“This is the only one with two beds, it’s a little tight,” Rhyalla apologized, showing Amon and I to our room. Kasha elbowed Dossidian.

	“I guess you and Rycon are cuddling tonight.” She joked. He glared at her, before making his way across the bridge to drop his bag in his room.

	“He can sleep on the floor,” Dossidian called through the open door. 

	Rhyalla wasn’t kidding when she said it was tight. The two beds were small and crammed against each wall. There was maybe four feet of space between the two. I was grateful suddenly we had been invited to participate in the night’s events. Using this room to do anything but sleep would not have been fun.

	“Which one do you want?” Amon asked, and I glanced back out the door to see Kasha enter her treehouse. I could see she had a much larger bed all to herself. I felt a pang of jealousy. Sighing, I threw my bag on the bed on the right side of the room.

	

	Soft notes of music began to drift through the trees, and I noticed the change in quality of the light around us. Kasha bounded over the bridge adjoining our tree houses and grabbed my arm. 

	“Let’s go to Rhyalla’s to get changed,” she said excitedly. “Are you guys going to dress up too?” She asked, looking at Amon, who was still standing in the small room, eyeing his tiny bed critically. 

	“No,” he said, with an amused look on his face. “But you two have fun. Can’t wait to see what she puts you in.” There was a suggestive tone in his voice that made my face flush. If I hadn’t been thrilled about the idea of dressing up before, now I definitely wasn’t. 

	“Ok, we’ll meet you guys at the pyre!” Kasha chirped. 

	Before I could make up an excuse, Kasha grabbed my arm and dragged me off.

	I had been right to be worried. When Rhyalla greeted us at the door my heart sank. She was absolutely stunning, but again, there was great deal of skin. 

	A delicate gold chain hung over the gentle curve of her hips. It was the only thing that held up two sheets of white linen that covered the front and back of her body. More gold chains with feathers and thick wooden beads draped over the linen, swishing and dancing every time she moved. 

	She had swapped the animal hide bandeau for a white linen one that was embroidered with tiny beads that sparkled in the setting sunlight. She had also woven feathers throughout her long dark hair and painted her body with whorls of red paint. The paint traced up the long uninterrupted line of flesh from her ankle to her bandeau. 

	“You look stunning!” Kasha beamed, and Rhyalla smiled back at her, cheeks turning slightly pink.

	“Thank you,” she said, moving aside to let us in. “I have a few options for you two laid out as well. Raven, for you I went with black. Kasha, I wish I had blue for you, but most of our dyes are made from ingredients we gather from the forest. Blue is particularly difficult to find. I thought this sunset color would look nice though.” She led us to her bedroom and gestured to two nearly identical outfits laid out on the bed.

	“I’ll let you get changed, then help you with the paint.”

	“Eeek! This is so fun!” Kasha trilled, nearly skipping to the sunset orange pieces that had been laid out on the bed for her. I tried to shove down my anxiety. I had never had girlfriends. If I was being honest, I had never had any friends at all. I didn’t want to put a damper on Kasha’s mood and refuse to participate, no matter how uncomfortable I felt. I gathered up the black pieces of linen and turned my back to Kasha while I changed.

	“Turn around, let me see!” Kasha begged after I had finished. I turned to look at her, doing my best to school my expression into one of excitement.

	“Holy shit, you are fucking gorgeous.” She gasped. “How do you feel?” 

	I looked down at my body, and my scars, which were very exposed. 

	“Naked.” I responded honestly, and Rhyalla laughed as she appeared in the door frame with a small pot of paint. 

	“That is more or less the point.” She said, dipping her finger in and getting to work painting Kasha’s body. 

	“The first night of Yal'duun-kala is a large feast, where we all come together to eat. It represents the importance of family and community. The second night of Yal'duun-kala is all about sex appeal. It is about mating and pleasure and fertility. The final night is about commitment, promise and loyalty.”

	“That’s beautiful.” Kasha said as Rhyalla traced the paint over her skin.

	I agreed, though I wasn't sure I was ready for what a night that was supposed to be all about sex appeal might entail. Rhyalla finished with Kasha and moved on to me. 

	As she went to mark my body with the paint, she paused when she saw the scars. She ran her finger over the thin white lines that traced up my arms. She pursed her lips and went to work adding the paint. I felt that she strategically traced the paint in such a way, that they almost accented the scars, instead of covering them up. 

	“Our people believe that marks on the body tell the stories of our lives. Some even practice scarification, and intentionally mark their bodies to honor events that they consider to be significant. This reminds me of that.” She finished her work and looked up at me, smiling. 

	“There,” she stood back and smiled proudly at her work. “Now you are both ready to truly participate in the Yal'duun-kala. In the time it had taken us to get ready, it had gotten significantly darker outside. We followed Rhyalla out of the treehouse and down to the heart of the settlement, where I could already see the hot glow of the lit pyre.

	The music was louder now, and the beat was deep and primal. Shifters had already begun to gather, wooden cups in their hands. At first glance, it looked like any other gathering. As I looked closer, I realized that there was a great deal of touching going on. 

	We were almost immediately approached by two males, dressed in a similar manner, but without the bandeau. Paint covered their chests and the linen of their loin cloths left little to the imagination.

	“Who have you brought tonight, Rhyalla?” One of them purred, eyeing Kasha and I closely. 

	“They smell, delicious,” the other one crept closer to Kasha, and she smiled at him coyly. “Would you like to dance?” He asked her. She glanced over at me and winked.

	“Not right now, I’m here with my friend.” She replied politely. The shifter circled us, he crept in close to me and inhaled. What was with shifters and smelling people? 

	“Your friend can come too,” his voice was a low growl. “She smells of power.” He came to stand in front of me, a sensual smile curling on his lips. “I wonder if you taste as good as you smell.” 

	“Um…” I stammered. I had never had a male be so forward with me, or frankly, come onto me at all. I had no idea how to respond. My heart was pounding, and my face was flushed, but I felt excited. This was a very new experience for me.

	“Maybe later,” I said, smiling sheepishly at the male. His eyes darkened as he watched us go.

	“I’ll hold you to it,” he called after us. Kasha pulled me away, shaking her head.

	“Maybe later?” She laughed. “You going to meet up with that guy and make out?” I blushed laughing with her. 

	“I don’t know! I didn’t know what to say.” 

	“I told you, you will all be in very high demand tonight,” Rhyalla smiled.
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	We approached the pyre, and the music intensified. Shifters were already beginning to dance around the fire as the sun disappeared for the night. Their bodies moved languidly and as they rubbed up against each other. 

	Many of them were participating in very public displays of affection. I realized suddenly that the lack of clothes in many cases, was to make the physical act of pairing up as accessible as possible. 

	“This is wild,” I breathed to Kasha. I had never seen anything so erotic in my life. My whole body felt like it was buzzing and on fire. Kasha laughed.

	“It’s fun for sure, but it’s mild compared to some of the things that go on in the Court of Lust.” I glanced at her. Knowing what I did about her past, I wasn’t sure I wanted to dig further and ask what she meant. 

	“I see K’yen,” Rhyalla said. “Are you both ok on your own from here?” We nodded at her, and she left to find her mate. 

	I noticed Kasha scanning the crowd. 

	“Do you see Amon and Dossidian anywhere?” I asked.

	“Hmm?” She seemed distracted. “Oh, no. I wasn’t looking for them.”

	“Who were you looking for, then?” I asked, and she looked at me with a strange expression on her face.

	“No one. Anyway, I think I see them - over there,” and there they were. The moment my eyes realized what I was seeing, my blood froze. There, on the other side of the space was Amon.

	He stood next to Dossidian, smiling at the most beautiful female I had ever seen. She stalked around him, her hips swaying sensually from side to side. He eyed her as she circled him. How could he not? She was everything that I would never be. Long, toned legs, perfect, unmarred olive skin that reflected the light from the fire. She exuded a confidence that I would never have. As if she loved every inch of herself and knew he would too. 

	 I watched her reach toward him, curling her finger, inviting him to dance. I felt like I was going to be sick. 

	“Let’s go see if they want to dance.” Kasha suggested, but I shook my head. From where I stood, it looked like Amon already had a dance partner. And it wasn’t me. 

	“I’m good.” I replied. “I’m going to go see if I can find something to eat.” Kasha frowned. 

	“Ok, I’ll come with you.”

	“No, I’m fine. I’ll meet you over there in a bit.” 

	Kasha pursed her lips. “Ok, full disclosure. Amon is not going to be happy if I let you wander off on your own.” 

	I scowled and gestured to him, as he leaned forward to say something to the female. 

	“Seems to me like he’s not too concerned about what I’m up to at all.” 

	She glanced back at Amon and Dossidian and I took the opportunity to shadow walk away. 

	

	I rematerialized back at the rooms Rhyalla had given to us for the night. I immediately regretted the decision as my feet hit the landing. I wasn’t alone.

	Rycon, was sitting on the landing, booted feet hanging over the edge, smoking a cigarette. He glanced back at me and rose an eyebrow.

	“I see Rhyalla got her claws into you,” he muttered. I shrugged, not really in the mood to discuss my outfit, which I now felt ridiculous in. What had I been thinking? I didn’t belong in something like this. No one wanted someone who looked like me. 

	“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be down at the pyre, drinking and fucking?” I tried to mock him with my tone, but my heart wasn’t in it. He shrugged.

	“You would think.” 

	I realized that he sounded almost sad.  I had never heard him sound so down before. Despite my foul mood, it caused me to pause.

	“Are you… are you ok?” I asked, coming to sit next to him. 

	“What do you think, Kitten?” He took a deep drag from his smoke. “Everything is shit.”

	“What do you mean? Rhyalla is awesome, she seems to really love K’yen. You should be happy for them.” 

	He snorted. “How can I be happy for them? They think I’m a joke. Honestly, I think they might be right.” Woah. I had never in my life heard Rycon speak like this. His cocky I don’t give a fuck attitude was nowhere to be found. He seemed broken.

	“I thought I was doing the right thing, leaving. Maybe it was. Maybe I should just let K’yen be Rhoan.” 

	I frowned. “Is that what you want?”

	“I don't know. I know I don't want to feel like this.” He confided. “Like every decision I make is wrong. At least when I’m on my own, my decisions only affect me.” He looked at me, his yellow eyes reflecting the light of the moon back at me. 

	“Look at what my stupid ass decisions did to you.” He gestured to the scars that coated my body. I knew he had said he was sorry for what he had done to me. It wasn’t until that moment that I actually believed him. He sighed and flicked the butt of his cigarette into the night, the red streak of the ember disappearing into the darkness. 

	“I should just yield tomorrow.”  

	I looked at him, really looked at him. I thought of the small child, screaming as he reached for the burning home that his parents had been locked in. I thought of young Rycon, growing up with the burden of filling his charismatic well-loved father’s shoes. 

	I remembered how angry I was and how broken I had been, after Clair had been killed. He had been only fourteen, when he left this place. I could understand, why he was the way he was. It had always felt that there was no room for growth with him. Until this moment, I hadn’t believed he was capable of self-reflection. Seeing him like this now, I felt a spark of hope. Maybe he could change.

	“Rycon… I’m going to tell you what Meredith said to me, when she first told me I was a daemon. I had asked her if I was evil. She told me, that no one is inherently evil. We are made up of the choices we make.” 

	He looked at me, scowling. “You're shit at this, you know that? I just told you I make bad choices and you’re telling me that makes me a shitty person.” 

	I almost laughed. “Ok, fair, but let me finish. What I’m trying to say is that yes, you have made bad choices up until now. Exhibit A,” I said, gesturing to myself and he rolled his eyes. “But you can make the choice to do better, now. It’s not too late, Rycon, to make a change. 

	“The fact that you’re even sitting here, telling me that you realize you make shitty decisions is a good indicator to me that you have the potential to do better. So, choose to do better. I don’t think you should yield tomorrow. That would just be another version of the same shitty choice you have been making over and over again. It would just be you running, as you always do, from your responsibilities.

	“Fight K’yen, prove to him and Rhyalla that you deserve to be Rhoan. But then, be Rhoan. Make decisions based on the well-being of the people that you are responsible for. Stop making them based on what gives you immediate gratification.” 

	Rycon was staring at me, and I could tell he was really thinking about what I had said. After a few moments, he finally nodded.

	“I take it back, Kitten. Maybe you are good at this.”

	I smiled at him. “Not just a hat rack my friend,” I joked, tapping the side of my head. He rolled his eyes. 

	“That was lame as fuck.” Though he was smiling now. I shrugged.

	“What are you doing here anyway?” He asked. “Shouldn’t you be dancing with your daemon friends at the pyre?” 

	I scowled. “I didn’t feel like dancing.” It was a waste of time trying to lie to him, especially with the bond open. 

	“I see,” he said, his mouth twitched. “Well, you’re being an idiot. I don’t personally understand why, but the Prince of Pricks is obsessed with you. I could parade a whole army of sexy female shifters in front of him and he would only have eyes for you.” 

	I snorted. “Shut up.” 

	He shrugged. “You know it’s true. I can’t lie to you.” 

	As if summoned by our conversation, the hot scent of cinnamon filled the air. I turned, to see Amon manifest behind us, his face a stony mask. Rycon glanced over his shoulder at Amon and rolled his eyes again.

	“And… that’s my cue,” he said by way of parting. He dropped the considerable distance out of the tree, landing deftly on the ground, before strolling off towards the pyre, leaving me alone with Amon. 

	“Hello, Raven.” The Dark Prince greeted me, and my heart skipped a beat. 
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	I stood up and pushed past him. I didn’t really have a plan of where I intended to go. I just wanted to get away from him. He grabbed my arm and spun me around.

	“Would you like to explain to me, why you shadow walked away from Kasha without telling anyone where you were going?” His voice was dangerously soft. He was pissed. 

	Well. So was I. 

	I yanked my arm out of his grip.

	“It’s not like you care. Why don’t you go back to dance with your new girlfriend?” I snapped, my temper getting the better of me. He frowned. 

	“What are you talking about?” 

	“I saw you with that female.” I growled at him. “You looked like you were enjoying the view. I figured I would just get out of your way so you two could…dance. And do whatever else it was she was inviting you to do.” 

	His eyebrows rose. “That’s why you left? You were jealous of that shifter that asked me to dance?” 

	“I was not jealous,” I seethed, but his entire demeanor had shifted from angry, to amused.

	“It sounds like you were jealous.” His mouth curled up at the corner and his gaze darkened. He allowed his eyes to slowly roam down my body, taking in the vast amount exposed skin. “Which is interesting, considering Kasha told me that you both were approached by some males on your way in.”

	Fuck. I would have to give Kasha shit later for snitching us out. Amon stepped closer to me, that small smile on his face growing increasingly devilish, the more his eyes roamed. 

	“I can’t say I blame them. How could they not? When you’re looking like that.” His voice was low and full of dark intention. I took a step back for every step forward he took. Next thing I knew, my back was against the large trunk of the Kapok tree, and I had nowhere else to go. 

	“I look stupid,” I said, and his eyes flashed.

	“Now, why would you say something like that?”

	“I’m covered in scars. No one wants to see that. I don’t know why I even agreed to this. I feel stupid. I look stupid,” My self-doubt and insecurities mounted. 

	Hurtful memories of how boys at school had teased me chose that moment to surface. I remembered how they had called me an ugly witch. Or my personal favorite, dared each other to invite me to a dance, just to laugh in my face when I gave a hopeful ‘yes’. All of that had happened before I even had the scars. If I had been ugly then I must certainly be hideous now.

	Amon’s eyes softened, and he pressed even closer. He ran his fingers up my arm, smearing the paint Rhyalla had traced over me. He put his hand to my chin and tilted my face up, to look at him.

	“Have I not made it clear that I think you are beautiful?” He asked me, his voice was rough, almost a growl. My eyes welled with tears.

	“I don’t understand how you could think so, when I look like this,” I whispered. He rested his forehead against mine briefly, before tracing his fingers over the intricate lines of the scars on my collar bone.

	“These,” he said softly, pulling his head away to watch his own fingers as they followed the thin lines of raised flesh that had been carved into my skin. “Are evidence that you are fierce and strong,” his fingers followed the scars lower, to where they disappeared beneath my bandeau. “When I look at these, I am reminded that you are a force. That you are a survivor.” 

	I looked down to where he traced his fingers even lower. He slid them over the bandeau and down my side. Exploring the long line of exposed flesh, pausing on my bare hip. My skin erupted in goose flesh as he leaned in, pressing his mouth against my ear. 

	“I often find myself wondering what it would feel like, to run my tongue over them.” He whispered, and my entire body contracted. I felt my breasts peak and my core tighten. 

	He pulled away, smirking at me. His eyes did not miss the effect he had, as he raked his gaze over my chest.

	“I am not interested in that female, Raven. I refused her advances, just as you refused the advances of the males that approached you.” He touched his thumb to my chin. “Do you understand?” He asked. I nodded minutely.

	“I have been trying to give you space, to mourn, and to train. We have a difficult road ahead of us and the Quickening is coming. But do not make the mistake of thinking that these scars make me think less of you. On the contrary. When I look at you, I see a fierce female who is powerful enough to survive the spell that caused these scars.”

	He glanced down at my mouth, and I thought that he might kiss me. Instead, he leaned in close to whisper in my ear again.

	“And Raven… there is nothing that excites me more than the thought of watching, as you bring those responsible to their knees.”

	

	Amon took me back to the pyre. We passed the shifters who had approached Kasha and I earlier on our way in. They took one look at Amon, whose fingers were laced through mine, and backed away into the shadows. 

	At the pyre, we found Dossidian laughing and dancing with three shifter females. He was ruddy faced and drinking something from one of the wooden cups that were being passed around. 

	“Ladies, I’m telling you, I was taking them down ten at a time in the battle of The Origin. Amon, tell them!” Amon smirked. He drew me close to him, his arm sliding casually around my waist.

	“Yes. Dossidian is the strongest warrior in my Court. I’ve seen him take down entire armies on his own.” 

	I raised an eyebrow. ‘Entire armies?’ I asked Amon into his mind. 

	‘Perhaps not entire armies. However, I am an excellent wing man,’ he replied, looking pleased with himself.

	I laughed. The females went wild for this piece of information. One of them boldly stroked her hand down Dossidian’s chest, while the other tugged his hand, pulling him to dance by the fire.

	“Such a strong daemon,” They cooed. He glanced back at us and winked.

	“Shall we dance ladies?” Dossidian bellowed and allowed them to pull him away.  

	Kasha was dancing by the fire as well. Several males circled her, and she teased them with the sensual sway of her hips. I watched her dance and wished I knew how to move the way she did. She was sex personified. 

	Every step, every twist she made, was alluring, and filled with confidence. Even her expressions were sultry. The males around her were nearly climbing over each other, just to get closer to her. 

	Suddenly, out of the shadows, Rycon appeared. He was watching Kasha as well, and I could not read the look on his face at first. Through the bond, he felt hungry.

	‘This should be interesting,’ I whispered into Amon’s mind.

	‘What do you mean?’ He asked. I twisted in his arms to look back at him. 

	‘You haven’t noticed that Kasha and Rycon are kind of into each other?’ 

	He rose an eyebrow. ‘I assumed they drove each other crazy. They’re always bickering. Sometimes I worry they will end up in a full-blown fist fight.’

	‘Exactly.’ I responded. ‘I went to a human high school. I saw this all the time. Boy and girl argue constantly. They tease each other, get into fights. Then next thing you know, they’re shoving their tongues in each other’s mouths at prom.’ 

	Amon let out a surprised bark of laughter. ‘Interesting.’  

	Kasha, who had not yet noticed Rycon watching her, seemed to have found a suitable dance partner. She invited one shifter forward from the crowd of males that had gathered around her. Rocking her hips back and forth, she allowed the male to come close enough to touch. 

	The shifter slid behind her, pulling her into him, matching her movements with his body. She leaned back into him laughing, when suddenly Rycon was there. She blinked at him in surprise. He grabbed her arm, pulling her away from the other shifter. 

	The male snarled at first as Rycon stepped menacingly toward him. I had never seen him look so serious. It took a moment, but the other male suddenly realized who Rycon was. Rycon hadn’t even lifted a finger. 

	The male abased himself before Rycon, bowing and sliding away. The rest of the shifters who had been gathered, quickly followed suit, leaving Rycon and Kasha alone by the pyre. 

	Amon and I watched as Rycon and Kasha stared at each other for a moment, neither of them saying a word. Then Rycon spun Kasha around and pulled her hips against his. A sultry smile spread across her face as she leaned back into his chest. She allowed him to move her body against him, in rhythm to the beat of the primal music of Yal'duun-kala. 

	Maybe Rycon wouldn’t be sleeping on Dossidian’s floor that night, after all. 
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	I woke up the next morning to Amon sitting on the edge of my bed, stroking my hair away from my face.

	“Good morning,” he greeted me, as I rubbed my eyes and sat up. He passed me a small wooden cup filled with strong smelling coffee. “No milk, unfortunately. I figured you would still want a cup anyway.”  I smiled at him gratefully, taking a sip of the bitter black coffee. 

	“What time is it?” I asked, looking out the crude window that had been built into the treehouse. The sunlight was weak, and I was more tired than usual. It had been a late night, and an early start.

	“It’s not quite six am, but our favorite shifter is about to fight to keep his title of Rhoan. I didn’t think you would want to miss that.” That woke me up. 

	“Oh my god. I need to change.” I said, pushing myself out of bed. Amon chuckled.

	“I’ll meet you outside, I still need to wake up Dossidian. He’s uh… a little hung over.” I laughed and Amon left me to get ready.

	I slid into my armor as quickly as I could and slipped outside. Kasha was just coming out of her room, looking as tired as I felt. I smirked at her.

	“How was the rest of your night,” I asked, and she made a face. 

	“Anti-climactic,” she grumbled, clearly a little put out. Hmm, I guess Rycon didn’t go back with her to her room.

	“Ready to watch the fight?” I asked, and Kasha shrugged. I realized that she was concerned.

	“Rycon is going to win,” I assured her. 

	“I don’t know, that K’yen guy seems like he would be a worthy opponent. I really hope he doesn’t kill Rycon before I get to sleep with him.” She mused and I almost spat out a mouthful of coffee. 

	“Kasha!” I exclaimed and she grinned at me. 

	“What? He’s a good dancer. I bet he’s just as good in bed,”

	“Origin spare us,” Dossidian grumbled as he dragged himself out of his room, looking rough. “I have a splitting headache. Listening to you talk about how good Rycon would be in bed is not helping.” 

	Amon followed Dossidian out of the room and looked like he very much agreed with the sentiment. Kasha laughed and shrugged, before hopping out of the tree. 

	

	We weren’t the only ones interested in watching the fight. It seemed the entire community was on their way to the center of the settlement, where the pyre had been set up the night before. 

	The pyre was now gone, and a crowd of shifters had formed a perfect circle around the clearing.

	Standing on each side of the circle, were Rycon and K’yen. K’yen was in the same loose-fitting animal hide pants as he had been the day before and nothing else. His machete was also missing. Similarly, Rycon was barefoot and bare-chested. He wore only his shredded jeans, and a determined look on his face.

	Our team pushed through the crowd, to join Rycon on his side of the ring. He glanced back as we approached, and his eyebrows rose.

	“You came,” he said, sounding surprised. I nodded.

	“Of course, we came,” I said, and he gave me a small smile. 

	Rhyalla appeared and walked into the middle of the space. 

	“Olkuyrbe!” She screamed, and the audience fell silent. The power of her voice carried through the trees and sent several birds of paradise into a frenzied flight.

	“Today, we gather to witness K'alpa-Rhoan, for the first time in over two hundred and forty moons!” The crowd cheered and began to stomp their feet and clap their hands.

	“Our Rhoan, Rycon, has returned,” There were more cheers. Shifters that were watching in their panther forms screamed. “Rycon has acknowledged K’yen’s challenge to his throne.” 

	Many audience members also chanted and clapped for K’yen. Several small children ran to him on his side of the ring. They presented him with small flowers and pebbles. He smiled down at them kindly, accepting each offering, before handing them to another young shifter for safe keeping. 

	K’yen was clearly well liked here. Which I guess made sense, since he had essentially been acting as Rhoan for the last ten years. 

	Rycon observed this quietly. I felt him take notice of how loved K’yen was by his people. I could feel the twinge of jealousy in his chest. However, I could feel something else too. Something that felt like respect. 

	“I will ask that Rycon’s bonded guest block the bond for the duration of the challenge.” She turned to me. “Raven, of The Origin, do we have your word that you will not offer additional support by sharing your power with Rycon during this challenge?’ 

	I nodded. “You have my word,” I said, as loudly as I could manage, and sealed the bond between us. The shifters roared in approval, and I knew they could smell the truth in my words. 

	“Rycon and K’yen, the ancient and sacred terms of K'alpa-Rhoan forbid the use of weapons. You may use only teeth, claw and the might of your own strength. Do you both give your word that you are unarmed?”

	“I do.” They said in unison. 

	“You may yield at any time, though there is no law that demands a yield be honored. Do you understand?”

	“Yes,” they both said again, staring at each other.  

	“Then, the K'alpa-Rhoan may begin. May the best panther win.” Rhyalla stepped out of the clearing. Immediately, the two males began to slowly circle each other. 

	Rycon moved like the panther he was. He stalked and slinked. Every muscle in his body seemed somehow loose, but taut at the same time. K’yen’s movements were more measured and precise, though still somehow cat-like. The crowd was dead quiet, as the two shifters continued to prowl around the ring, looking for an opportunity to strike. 

	“Why did you come back, Rycon?” K’yen asked. Rycon said nothing, he just continued his deadly smooth pace around the ring. “We have been doing well, in your absence. The leap is thriving and has been well cared for. What do you hope to gain by coming here? You do your people a disservice.” K’yen continued.

	Rycon’s lips pulled back in a snarl. It should have looked silly on a human face, but it somehow did not. 

	“I am Rhoan,” he growled, “You have led this leap only because I have allowed you to do so.” 

	It was K’yen’s turn to snarl. His flesh started to ripple and black fur erupted from beneath his skin. His panther form exploded from his human body, and I took a step back. He was huge. I had only ever seen Rycon’s panther form once, and I was almost certain K’yen was bigger. Suddenly, I felt nervous. 

	K’yen immediately rushed Rycon, but he leapt out of the way. K’yen had missed him by a hair. The challenger whipped around so quickly, all I saw was a black streak, as he came for Rycon again. Rycon was ready and kicked the large cat in the side of the head, hard enough that K’yen slid to the edge of the ring. 

	“It was easy for you,” Rycon said, stalking around K’yen, bare feet making no sound on the forest floor as he circled the large cat. “To look down your nose at me, after my parents were murdered.” K’yen attacked again, claws out. Rycon side stepped him and booted the cat in the ribs, sending him several feet back again.  

	“I had just lost everything, and you had lost nothing.” 

	K’yen screamed and launched himself at Rycon. This time, Rycon wasn’t quick enough. K’yen took Rycon to the ground, pinning him with his massive paws. Impossibly large claws unsheathed and dug into Rycon’s chest. I gasped as red blood exploded from the deep wounds and poured out into the dirt. 

	“Shift, Rycon! Fuck him up!” Kasha screamed next to me. The blood had drained from her face, and both her fists were clenched at her side. The wounds on Rycon’s chest healed as K’yen unsheathed his claws, rearing back. K’yen opened his massive mouth, and I knew he would go straight for Rycon’s throat. 

	I wasn’t sure if Rycon could regenerate from something as serious as having his throat eaten out. Remembering how Amon had killed the shifters in the forest, I shuddered. I grabbed Kasha’s arm. This was it. He was going to kill him. Why wasn’t he shifting? 

	Rycon glanced back at Kasha, that cocky smirk of his touching his lips.

	“I don’t need to shift to beat this fucken prick,” he grunted.

	 As K’yen came down, jaws wide, Rycon pulled back a fist and threw a punch directly into the panther’s mouth, hitting him so hard in the back of the throat that I heard a sickening crack. K’yen’s body went limp, and he fell. Rycon’s arm, which had shredded on the cat’s teeth, was slick with blood, but the wounds healed quickly as he stood up. 

	K’yen twitched on the ground, and Rycon circled him. Whatever he had broken in the cat’s neck was likely already healing. K’yen tried to get back up on his paws, but Rycon kicked him in the head again, forcing him back down. 

	He pressed his foot into K’yen’s throat, looking down at him as blood dripped down his arm into the great cat’s fur.

	“I will not apologize for the way I chose to heal from that loss,” he pressed his foot into K’yen’s throat harder, until there was another nauseating crunching sound. “And I will kill anyone who questions my authority again.” 

	K’yen beat his tail into the ground and the crowd gasped.

	“Yield! He yields!” Shouts rippled through the crowd.

	Rycon looked up at Rhyalla, whose face was grave. A triumphant smile curled across his face. He allowed claws to bloom from the bloody tips of his fingers. I realized with horror, that Rycon was going to kill him anyway.

	My heart twinged and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Rhyalla. She was going to lose her mate before their life together had even started. But she held her head up high, and held K’yen’s gaze, as her brother readied himself to deliver the killing blow.  

	Rycon brought his clawed hand down and I winced, then gasped, as he suddenly stopped. It seemed, at the last moment, Rycon had changed his mind. Inches from K’yen’s throat, Rycon pulled back and took his foot off of the great cat’s neck. His claws receded back into his fingers, and the entire audience held its breath.

	“You have cared for my people in my absence. You have supported my sister in her responsibilities as Rhiannon. For these reasons, I honor your request to yield.” 

	I gaped. Rhyalla’s mouth fell open and Kasha whooped. 

	“But I am Rhoan. If you challenge me again, I will kill you.” The threat in Rycon’s tone rang through the clearing. K’yen slowly got up on his paws. He bowed his head before Rycon, accepting his loss with honor.

	The audience went wild. Cheers and panther screams erupted around us; Kasha joined in enthusiastically.

	“Yeah! Way to go, Kitty Cat!” She cheered, and Rycon’s head snapped up. She froze, as his eyes met hers. 

	Raising his bloody hand to his mouth, he made eye contact with Kasha, before slowly running his tongue up his fingers. Kasha’s face flushed with heat at the implication, as he sucked the blood off the tips.

	Suddenly, Rycon was in front of her. His hand was in her hair, and he pulled her head back, forcing her to look him in the eye.

	“Do not call me that again,” words that should have been snarled, were delivered softly. His mouth was only inches from hers. “I am Rhoan.” He purred, and her eyes widened. “But… you, Kasha, can call me Rycon.” 

	She nodded her head once. “Rycon,” she murmured, a sultry smile spreading across her lips.

	He gave her one of his signature cocky smirks and released her. Her neck and hair now streaked with his blood. Rycon turned back to the crowd. He threw up his hands, signaling for them to cheer louder for him.

	“Rhoan, Rhoan, Rhoan,” they chanted and began to rush forward. They rubbed against him, leaving their scents on his body. 

	“He did it,” I whispered, turning to Amon. Amon nodded and I think, even the dark Prince was impressed. Behind Amon, on the outskirts of the settlement, I felt a trill of power in my bones. A beam of blue light shot out of the tree structure Rhyalla had taken us to the day before. The one that housed The Flute.

	I pointed to it, as Amon turned, a triumphant smile of his own touching his lips. “Looks like we have a true Rhoan on our team. One that is brutal, but fair.” He looked back at Rycon, observing the panther was celebrated by his people. I opened the bond and let Rycon feel how proud I was of him. He met my gaze and grinned.

	‘Thank you,’ he said into my mind. 

	I had a feeling that might have been the first time he had ever uttered those words and meant them. 




	46

	

	Once the crowd had their fill of their Rhoan, we made our way to the tree structure that housed The Flute. K’yen came with us, after shaking Rycon’s hand. A tentative camaraderie seemed to have been established between them. 

	“You are an impressive opponent, Rycon,” K’yen said, a quiet smile on his face as we moved through the settlement.

	“I guess all those years away training to be a mercenary weren't a total waste,” Rycon responded, throwing his hand over his head, and stretching lazily. “You should try to get out more, maybe you’ll learn something.” He smirked at K’yen, who just shook his head, still smiling. I rolled my eyes. I would never understand males. 

	We filed into the tree house and stood around the floating box. It was now bathed in bright blue light, and the whispers coming from whatever was written on the inside were louder than ever. 

	“I don’t get how you didn’t know this was here,” I mused out loud to Rycon. 

	He shrugged, “I vaguely remember screwing around as a kid, trying to get close to it. But I didn’t know there was a flute inside.” 

	Rhyalla interjected, “Usually the full story isn’t told to children. We’ve learned to keep it secret. It is a highly coveted item and attracts unwanted visitors.” Rhyalla explained. She smiled at us, “present company excluded.” 

	“Alright, enough talking. Rycon, try to grab it!” Dossidian urged, rubbing his hands together excitedly. Rycon nodded and stepped forward. We all held our breath as he reached out to grab the box. His hand passed easily through the light, and he plucked it from the air. The light shuddered then went out. 

	“You did it!” I exclaimed, and Rycon smirked. 

	“Yeah, I guess I did.” He said, examining the wooden box. “What do we do with it now? I don’t see where it opens.” 

	Dossidian drew one of his sabers again, grinning.

	“Let’s smash it,” he suggested, and I rolled my eyes, but bit back a laugh.

	“Yeah, because that went so well last time,” I teased. 

	Amon chuckled. “Let’s take it back to court with us and see if we can figure out what to do next. Maybe it has something to do with The Lens that Conrad has,” he reasoned. 

	I nodded. “Agree.”

	“Will you stay for the ceremony before you go?” Rhyalla asked, taking K’yen’s hand. 

	K’yen frowned. “Will our Rhoan be leaving with the daemons?” 

	I froze. I hadn’t thought of that. I guess after all the fuss Rycon had just made about keeping his title, he would likely want to stay with his people. We all turned and looked at him, as he examined the wooden box. 

	Finally, he looked up at us, and I could tell he was thinking it over. I tried not to smile, as I realized he was taking the time to consider his options, in an effort to make the right decision. Look at that. Rycon, using his head.

	“We need to talk,” Rycon said to K’yen. “I’m not sure how much Rhyalla told you, but there’s some fucked up shit going on beyond The Veil. It needs to be dealt with or none of us will be safe.” 

	K’yen cocked his head to the side, indicating that he was listening. Rycon told him about the slavery bonds and how Ash Nevra had taken over the Dominion of Sin.

	“That is… concerning,” K’yen said carefully when Rycon was finished. Rycon nodded. 

	“I have already signed a blood oath, promising I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize this mission. Considering the fact that I’m trying this new thing where I don’t fuck my friends and family over, I think I need to see this through.” He smirked at me.    

	“And let’s be serious, without me, you guys would be helpless. I’m not interested in suffering that painful and untimely death Kasha promised me if I bail now.” 

	I thought K’yen might scowl or make a comment about how Rycon was abandoning his people, but he nodded, pulling Rhyalla in close to him.

	“I think that is a wise choice,” he said, and Rycon looked taken aback by the praise. 

	“That being said, someone will need to run the show while I’m gone,” Rycon smirked at his sister and soon to be brother-in-law. “Know anyone who has experience running a leap?” 

	Rhyalla beamed at him and looked over her shoulder at K’yen.

	“I think I might have someone in mind,” she replied, kissing her mate on the cheek. 

	

	We all agreed to stay for the ceremony before heading back to Court. Rhyalla was beautiful as ever, in a crown of white orchids and a breezy linen dress that floated around her as she moved. K’yen, still shirtless, had swapped his animal hide pants for white linen. He wore a belt made of twined leather, laced with feathers and wooden beads.

	They stood before each other under the arch that the females of the community had been building when we first arrived. The couple exchanged what looked like delicately carved rib bones from some kind of animal before kissing each other. 

	‘What do the bones mean?” I whispered, and Amon leaned in close as we watched. 

	“Shifters exchange bones when they are mated. It is usually a rib bone of an animal they have hunted together, as the rib cage is where the heart resides. They carve the bones with symbols that they feel best represents their partners. They are usually worn as jewelry afterwards, as a symbol to others that they are mated for life.”

	“That’s beautiful,” I said, watching Rhyalla smile up at her mate. “What do daemon’s do when they are mated?” I asked. Amon smiled at me.

	“We exchange mating stones. It is usually two halves on the same stone. We fashion them into rings, or necklaces, so that we may wear them too.” 

	“Do daemons mate for life?” I asked, as K’yen led Rhyalla away from the arch, and shifters began to shower them with flowers. 

	“Much like humans, it depends,” he said, “Though, if you find your true life mate, it usually is very… intense, and a life-long commitment. When The Origin created us, he made us so that we are each half of one whole. Our souls are not complete, until we find the other half. Many daemons never find their true mates. Some die before the other is born, some are just born in different courts and never cross paths. However, once we do find and mate with our other half, it is forever. 

	“Some believe, our true mates are sometimes born as magick folk, humans, or shifters. Many stories say that Elvira was The Origin’s life mate. That is why he risked everything, to make her his Queen, despite the backlash from his courts.” 

	“That sounds… really romantic,” I whispered.  Amon looked at me, and I couldn’t read the expression on his face. 

	“It can be. It can also be seen by many as a trap, or a cage. If your life mate is abusive, or has more power than you, it is very difficult to escape them. My father always told my mother that she was his life mate, and she would never be free of him.” His eyes darkened. “I did not believe him, but she did, and that was enough to keep her from leaving.” I slid my hand into his and gave his fingers a squeeze.

	“I am sorry that you had to live through that,” I said to him. He gave me a sad smile and brushed a strand of hair away from my face. 

	“She is at peace now,” he told me.

	The crowd began to disperse, and Amon touched my chin gently. 

	“Shall we go home?” He asked. My heart sank, and I frowned. Home? My home was in Toronto, with Jeremy. I didn’t know how to respond.

	“Amon, you know that after everything is done, I have to go back, right? I can’t leave Jeremy alone.” We stood in silence for a long moment before he finally nodded.

	“Of course, Raven,” he said softly, giving me that same small, sad smile again. 

	“Let’s go back to Court. We still have a lot of work to do to prepare you for the Quickening.” He dropped my hand, and left me, I assumed, to go find our friends. 
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	It was nice to have room to spread out to sleep. I woke up the next morning surrounded by the lush green silken sheets of my bed in the Court of Pride. I looked up at the soft tap on my door frame expecting to see Amon. I was surprised to see that it was Kasha.

	“Hey, hey,” she said, smiling at me. 

	“Hey yourself,” I greeted her, sliding out from under the blankets and stretching. “Where’s Amon?” I asked, peering behind her to see if he was there.

	“He went across The Veil to check in on Conrad and Meredith, now that we have the box, Amon wants to see if we can use The Lens to figure out how to open it to get to The Flute. 

	“Oh.” That made sense. I wished he had asked if I had wanted to come. 

	“Yeah! So, in the meantime, while he’s gone, I thought you and I could do some training. I heard you got a bit of stage fright when we were attacked by the K'aalpa-kah in the jungle.” 

	I blushed. Right. I had almost forgotten about that. 

	“Get ready and meet me in the training ring,” she chirped. I nodded, oddly excited to train with Kasha. I felt like it was going to be fun. 

	I got ready quickly then grabbed a muffin and a cup of coffee in the common room, before heading to meet Kasha in the ring. When I got there, I was surprised to see both Dossidian and Rycon waiting as well. 

	“There she is!” Dossidian greeted me jovially. I smiled and waved.

	“What’s up guys? What are you all doing here?”

	“We thought we would train too,” Dossidian said. “I’ve been wanting to have a go at the almighty Rhoan.” He joked, and Rycon rolled his eyes.

	“Yeah, yeah. Put your money where your mouth is,” Rycon said as he sauntered up to the weapons rack. He grabbed what looked like a very long, very deadly whip. He cracked it a few times to test it out, before turning back to Dossidian. 

	“First or third blood?” He asked, smirking. Dossidian laughed, grabbing a whip for himself.

	“Let’s start with first, I doubt you’ll be up for a second or third after I’m done with you.” 

	Kasha looked at me grinning, before rolling her eyes. 

	“Males,” she said, as they began to circle each other. “Let’s go over here, so we have space,” she led me to the other side of the ring. I could see the billowing smoke stream that always seemed to be erupting from Mount Frira in the distance and shuddered. 

	

	“Ok,” Kasha said, “Let’s get into some more advanced stuff. You have shadow walking and flying down. You can regulate the temperature around you, which is great. Now let's kick it up a notch.” She fell back into a loose fighting stance, facing out into the beautiful scenery around us. 

	Holding up her hand in the shape of a gun, she put her focus to the tips of her fingers, before releasing a white-hot blast of energy. She shot the burning white light through the air, and into the distance. She turned to me, grinning.

	“Now you try,” she said, and I nodded. I let myself fall into a state of Eriene and held my hand out, the way Kasha had done. 

	“It’s the same concept as regulating your environment. Heat is just energy; you are the master of energy. Build heat and focus it, then tell it where to go.” I put my consciousness on the tips of my fingers and willed the energy from the environment around me to gather. A small spark started to form, before fizzling out and dying. 

	“Hmm,” Kasha said thoughtfully. “You’re doing the technique correctly. I literally saw you vaporize a bunch of daemons and magick folk on the docks. I wonder why it’s not working now?”

	“It’s because you need to piss her off!” Rycon called from where he and Dossidian were training. I noticed neither of them were bleeding yet.

	“Yeah, I guess you were in a pretty bad place emotionally at the time, but that’s not sustainable. Every time you’re in a life or death situation you can’t just hope you're going to be pissed off enough to generate power.” She reasoned. 

	I nodded. “I agree, and I honestly don’t want to have to think about things that make me angry all the time to do this. It’s been nice since I’ve been here. I feel like I haven't been angry or irritable. I don’t want to go back to how I always felt before.” I confided. Kasha nodded.

	“I don’t blame you. Ok, so we need to find a new source for you to draw your energy from. What drives you now? Why do you want to help us fight Ash Nevra?” She asked.

	I really thought about it. What was driving me now? Amon was upset when I had joked that it was because of the life debt that I owed him. I shouldn’t have said that; it wasn’t really true. I was beyond that now. I had seen Conrad stand up for what was right in front of an entire board of people that he respected. He did it because he truly felt that what Ash Nevra was doing was wrong.

	Rycon had just left his leap after literally fighting tooth and nail to keep his place as Rhoan. Not because he wanted to, but because he too, was disturbed by what was happening here. He wanted to protect his people. Why was I here? 

	I wasn’t a Queen, or a Rhiannon. I didn’t have a leap that I needed to defend or protect for the greater good. In fact, most humans I had met hated me… well, that wasn’t true. I had Jeremy. I wanted to protect him. 

	I looked at Kasha and remembered that Ash Nevra had forced her to serve in her sex trade, for who knew how long. Dossidian, who she had enslaved and forced to kill and hurt innocent daemons in her name. Then of course, Amon, whom she had forced to serve her for hundreds of years, threatening the lives and well-being of those he cared about as punishment, should he not comply. 

	I realized suddenly, I did have people that I needed to protect, that I cared about. If the rest of the daemons that Ash Nevra had enslaved were even half as impressive, kind and welcoming as the ones I had met here, then I was here for them too. I felt a burning passion build in me. It was a need. I needed to be their protector. To save them. Save them the way I couldn’t save Clair. A roll of emotion snaked through my chest.

	I held onto that feeling, and suddenly, the energy around me pooled and gathered at my fingertips. With little more than a thought, a quasar of light erupted from me. Skittering out into the distance.

	Kasha beamed at me. “You got it!” She shouted, and I grinned. 

	“Great, now let's bring it all together. Dossidian tells me you’re a pretty good boxer. Let’s mix hand to hand with the magick. I’m going to come at you with all I’ve got. Do your best to evade me first. 

	“If you never land a hit on me that’s fine. Your primary goal should be to avoid getting hit at all costs. When you have an opening or an opportunity, that is when you strike. Don’t rush it. You’ll never get a hit if you’re dead. Defense should always be your number one priority.” She fell back into that same stance, just this time facing me. 

	“You ready?”

	I swallowed but nodded. 

	Then, she was coming for me. Before I could even think, I called my shadows, and they shadow walked me behind her. She spun around and I did it again, her blazing fist flying through the air, where my face should have been. 

	The more I bounced from space to space, the better and quicker I got. She was grinning wildly, encouraging me, each time I successfully evaded her. After some time, I realized I could shadow walk into the air, and hover there, before shooting a beam of energy back at her. She deflected most of them easily, but because she couldn’t fly, it was an effective evasive maneuver.

	“This is why Amon was so angry that I didn’t think to fly,” I said out loud, and she nodded, grinning.

	“Yes. You would have likely been pretty safe in the air,” she replied. Well, I certainly wouldn’t be making that mistake again. 

	We stayed at it for what felt like hours, before suddenly, Amon appeared, with both Conrad and Meredith in tow. 

	I had been midair, powering up a deadly blast aimed directly at Kasha, when Conrad’s eyes met mine and my heart sank. The power died from my palms, and I twisted around in the air to face him.

	“Conrad?” I asked, immediately floating down to them. His eyes were glassy, and his mouth was set in a grim line. I glanced over at Meredith, and she shook her head.

	“Patricia passed away shortly after you both left. She has been cremated, and we had a small ceremony yesterday.” Meredith said gently, taking Conrad’s hand in hers. “We took her ashes to the Brown family in Jamaica.”

	“Conrad,” I said softly, stepping forward, “I’m so sorry. She was an incredible woman.”

	“Thank yuh, Raven. She is wi di ancestors now. I am glad she nuh feel nuh more pain.” 

	“How can I be there for you?” I asked softly. I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to hug him or give him space. He gave me a solemn smile and pulled me in for a hug.

	“Mi just need time, yuh know?” He murmured, and I nodded my head against him.

	“Yeah, I know,” if anyone understood, it was me. We stood in silence for a moment before he pulled away.

	“Mi hear yuh had quite di adventure.” 

	I looked up at him and nodded. “Yeah, we got The Flute,” I told him. 

	“Why don’t we all head back to the common room. We can tell Conrad and Meredith everything.” Amon suggested, his voice was soft. He seemed to be keeping his distance from me. I frowned but nodded. 

	“Ok, let’s go,” I agreed and the seven of us headed back to the East Wing. 




	48

	

	Back in the common room, Rycon put the wooden box in the center of the table of the conversion pit. Conrad pulled out the black velvet bag Sofia had given him and slid The Lens out of it, placing it next to the box. 

	I examined The Lens without touching it. It was beautifully crafted. It looked like a thick monofocal, framed in gilding. The convex dome of the glass was radiant. It was flecked with color and had an opalesque hue to it. I could feel it’s magick from where I stood. 

	“Have you tried to use it?” I asked Conrad, leaning in closer. I was hesitant to touch it.

	“Just a likkle bit. Mi look around di Abbey house with it tuh see if der was anything hidden,” he gave me a small smile, “Di house has been hiding trinkets and socks, but nothing too exciting.” 

	Meredith laughed. “The house always likes to keep us on our toes.” 

	“We think The Flute is in this box, but we can't get into it. Do you think The Lens would show us how to access it?” I asked, watching Rycon flick away a small spider that had been crawling on the lip of the conversion pit. 

	Conrad shrugged, “Can’t hurt to try.” 

	“Would you mind if I gave it a shot?” 

	Sofia’s warning that Conrad and Conrad alone were responsible for The Lens rang through my mind. I didn’t want to overstep.

	“Of course. Please, go ahead,” he gestured to The Lens on the table. I nodded and moved to pick it up. Suddenly, Amon had my wrist in his hand. He glanced back at Conrad.

	“You’re sure it is safe?” He asked, and I rolled my eyes. Mother hen. 

	Conrad gave him a lopsided smile, and chuckled.

	“Yes, Prince Amon. It a safe.” Amon nodded and let my hand go. I picked up The Lens gingerly, running my fingers over the golden frame. It was beautiful, and heavy. It was quite a bit heavier than you would have expected, for something so small. It was about the width of my palm, and a half inch thick at the widest part of the convex.

	Carefully, I held it up to my eye, and peered through it. The world, through the eye of The Lens was black and white. Which shocked me, considering the myriad of color that was reflected in the glass. As I looked around the room, I noticed, that the box that held The Flute, was glowing a bright red. It was striking against the black and white backdrop of the common room. I got closer, and gasped.

	“Woah,” I said, and the others gathered in around me as I peered through the glass at the box. I could see the seam, and a large keyhole, that had not been visible before. I sighed and leaned back, pulling The Lens away from my eye.

	“Well, I guess that explains why we need the Omnikey. There’s a hidden keyhole here,” I said, pointing to the box in the general area I had seen the hole.

	“Where is that prophecy?” Amon asked. Kasha waved her hand to summon the book I had found in the library.

	“Here,” she said, and began to recite the poem once more:

	“When the daemon that shaped,

	all things with grace

	Is petrified, then in his place,

	The daughter shall find what's been concealed,

	And peace she brings, as prophesied real.”

	“Fascinating, “Meredith said, sliding in closer to Kasha to read over her shoulder. “That verse is clearly about Raven and The Origin.” 

	“Yes,” Kasha nodded, “The next two parts are about The Lens and The Flute. That's how we ended up at Olkuyrbe, because of the fourth verse of the prophecy. The next bit is about the Omnikey. Which seems to be tied up with daemons somehow.

	The daemons bring the Omnikey

	Which is kept close, where the heart should be.

	For it opens doors, locks, and more,

	A treasure to guard, forever more.”

	“Kept close, where the heart should be…” I fiddled with my ring of ravens as I thought out loud. “Do we think that could be a metaphor? Heart could mean love.” I was remembering what Amon had told me about shifters exchanging rib bones when they mated as a symbol of love. Because the rib bones are close to the heart.

	“Could it have something to do with Elvira? She was The Origin’s life mate, or true love, right? Is that what the poem could mean by where the heart should be?”

	Amon looked thoughtful. 

	“Elvira is frozen in stone next to The Origin in the throne room of Ash Nevra’s palace,” he said. I tried not to outwardly wince. I’m sure it caused him pain to refer to it as Ash Nevra’s palace, when he knew deep down that it was The Origin’s castle. 

	“I have stood before them both many times and have not seen any key.”

	“Maybe, yuh need to look wid di Lens” Conrad reasoned. “Maybe wi need tuh bring di lens tuh Elvira tuh see if di key is hidden close to har heart?” 

	Meredith nodded. “It’s possible. We can’t see the keyhole in the box of The Flute without The Lens, maybe the Omnikey is hidden in a similar manner on Elvira.” 

	Amon came forward and took the book from Kasha, reviewing the cover.

	“The cover says that these prophecies were written in The Origin’s Court, between 1645 and 1663. 

	This was before he was frozen into stone. I’m beginning to think that he was the daemon who collected these objects and distributed them to these resting places. So that we might find them. He knew he was going to be petrified.”

	“Den dat makes it even more likely, dat he would hide di Omnikey with Elvira. Him heart,” Conrad mused out loud. Amon nodded. 

	“Amazing,” he said, looking at me. “Great work team.” 

	“Hold up,” Rycon interjected, “That’s all fine, well and good, but you all just seemed to glaze over the fact that Elvira is frozen in stone in Ash Nevra’s fucken castle. How exactly are we supposed to get it from there without getting barbequed?” 

	Amon looked at him, and for a moment, I was worried they were going to get into it again.

	“That… is an excellent point,” Amon said, his voice serious. “You are Rhoan, what do you think we should do?” Amon might as well have slapped Rycon. He gaped for moment, before quickly recovering. 

	“Kasha is a chameleon; can she not slip in disguised as someone else with The Lens and check out the statues?” He asked.

	“It is not that easy for me to infiltrate Ash Nevra’s palace. I was a slave there for centuries, they would recognize my aura at the security check point, even if I dampen it. Besides, since Raven disappeared from Elvira’s stone womb, the statues are closely watched. I think the only time they are not guarded is when Ash Nevra is holding court.” Kasha explained.

	“Is there a way that we can appear to be visiting for sanctioned reasons, and keep her distracted while someone creeps in to examine Elvira with The Lens?” Rycon wondered.

	“Dat is… a good idea, Rycon,” Conrad said, as if he were surprised the words were leaving his own mouth. 

	Rycon snorted. “Don’t look so shocked, Obeah Man. I was a mercenary for years. That gig comes with a lot of problem solving.” 

	Conrad just shrugged, grinning. Suddenly, I had an idea. 

	“While I was healing after the battle at the docks, Amon told me that he went to Ash Nevra’s Court to smooth things over. She said he would have to prove I was dead or broken after the Quickening. She’s going to call for me to come anyway in a few days. Why don’t we use that as our excuse?” I suggested. Everyone went silent.

	“We can go under the pretense that I am Amon’s prisoner. You’ve convinced her to let you take Kasha and Dossidian, and to allow you to release all the slaves in your court. We can make the meeting about you requesting to ‘keep me’, too.” Still, no one said a word. The temperature in the room dropped, and everyone looked at Amon.

	“No.” he said. I frowned.

	“What do you mean, no? We have to do something, and this feels like an opportunity to get in there and do what we need to do.”

	Amon was suddenly in front of me, and it was as if we were the only two people in the room. His hands were on either side of my face. He met my eyes with such a fierce intensity, I tried to look away.

	“Look at me,” he growled, and I forced myself to meet his eyes. “I said, no. You are not going to the Court of Lust, under any circumstances.” I felt a twinge of anger and stepped away from him.

	“I don’t think we’re going to have a choice, Amon. She is going to summon us one way or another after the Quickening. We might as well use it to our advantage.” He stepped closer to me again; his aura was cold. So cold that mine shivered against him. 

	“I would burn this world to the ground, before I parade you in front of her as some sort of broken slave.” His tone was deadly and laced with the promise of violence. I felt myself soften, and I reached out and touched the side of his face. He jerked at my touch, eyes flashing.

	“It is just a show. It will not be real. If we get the Omnikey, we can free this world, and end her. It’s not ideal, but it’s worth the risk if we can finally wake The Origin. No?” I asked. He simmered before me, and I could tell he was going to refuse again. I turned to the group.

	“All in favor, say aye!” I chirped, channeling Kasha. Amon looked murderous. 

	Neither Kasha nor Dossidian raised their hands. I met Conrad’s gaze, pleading. He eyed Amon warily, but raised his hand, albeit a little half-heartedly. Meredith followed suit, and so did Rycon. Finally, I raised my hand. The daemons were outnumbered.

	“This is not a democracy,” Amon seethed. I narrowed my eyes at him.

	“No, but as long as Ash Nevra is in power, you are not a King.”

	His eyes burned. 

	“We will go to the Court of Lust,” I said, “after the Quickening. Together.” 

	He knew he had lost. He looked around the room briefly, his face white with rage. Finally, he shadow walked away, in a fit of darkness. 
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	I woke up the next morning to Kasha tapping on my door frame, her face grave. A part of me wasn’t surprised that Amon hadn’t come after what I had said last night. I had still hoped, though.

	“Morning,” Kasha said, her usual upbeat attitude was damper than usual.

	“Hey,” I said, getting up. I made my way to the bathroom to put on my armor. I assumed we were training again today, and every other day until the Quickening.

	When I came out, Kasha was out on the balcony, overlooking the Court of Pride. I frowned and came to join her.

	“What’s up?” I asked. She looked at me, more serious than I had ever seen her.

	“Do you know, about my background? Have Amon and Dossidian told you, about what my life was like, before I came to live here?” She asked. My heart sank, and I suddenly felt like all the breath had been pulled from my lungs.

	“They mentioned that you were in Ash Nevra’s sex trade for a very long time. They didn’t go into details.” I said, and she nodded, before turning to look out at the mountain town that sprawled out beneath us. 

	“I respect what you are trying to do. I will even participate and help you do it, if you ask me. But Raven, you do not know what it is like. Amon… it killed Amon, every day, to see her torture me. It took me a very long time to recover, after he freed me from her. I am still not fully recovered. I may never be.

	“Going back there, with you, without Bond-Breaker… She will hurt you, Raven. She will hurt you and make him watch.” 

	I felt like I was going to be sick. I shook my head, “If she summons us, we can’t refuse. Wouldn’t that basically be declaring all-out war?” I asked. Kasha looked at me again, her face set. 

	“There are some things worth going to war over, Raven. I think for Amon, your safety is a deal breaker. He would rather go to war today, right now, than bring you there.” 

	“I don’t understand. I thought this was always the plan. To go there after the Quickening,” I said. Kasha shook her head.

	“That plan was to go there after the Quickening, with all the things we needed to wake The Origin while we were there. This is different. There is no guarantee we will find the Omnikey while we are there. If that happens, there will be no awakening of The Origin to save us if things go wrong. Amon does not have Bond-Breaker anymore. Do not think Ash Nevra will miss that.”

	“This feels like an impossible situation.” I said in frustration, “We might as well just declare war right now, if we are not willing to go there to try. Even if we do go to war, she could still enslave all of us. We are running out of time. I know that it is dangerous, and that I will likely get hurt. I think it is worth it, if we can free everyone who is enslaved.” 

	Kasha nodded. “It does seem like those are our only options,” she conceded, though she didn’t sound like she agreed it would be worth it.

	“Kasha, Clair died, because of Ash Nevra. I made a promise to myself, that I was going to kill her. Not just for that, but for what she has done to you, to Dossidian and to Amon. I don’t have proof, but I am sure she had something to do with the Nightshades killing Rycon’s parents as well. She has enslaved the entire Dominion, and may enslave the world beyond The Veil as well. 

	“I made a promise that I was going to kill her, and that is what I plan to do. I will kill her or die trying. I can’t do that by hiding here in this palace.” 

	Kasha’s eyes were swimming, and she brushed a tear away from her eye before pulling me in for a hug.

	“You… are very brave, Raven,” she said softly as she hugged me. I hugged her back. 

	“Not as brave as you,” I told her, and she laughed. 

	“Well, let’s go then. If you’re going to kill Ash Nevra, we need to make sure that you’re ready.” She was right. My birthday was only a few days away. We were running out of time. If I was going to stand a chance against the Titan Frira during the Quickening, I needed to get back to work.

	

	The next three days passed, and I did not see Amon once. By the end of the fourth day, I wondered if he was ever going to speak to me again. Maybe I shouldn’t have made that comment about him not being a king.

	After a particularly rewarding day of training, I took a hot shower. I remembered walking through the jungle on our way to Olkuyrbe. Amon had been upset with me about some stupid comment I had made then, too. Rycon had told me that his feelings had been hurt, and if I apologized, he would likely be willing to kiss and make up. My face flushed as I got out of the shower. Maybe I should apologize to him or try to at least.

	I padded into the bedroom and slipped on a matching black lace panty and bra set. Suddenly I had an idea, and heat rose to my face again. I fingered one of the silk slips in the top drawer of my armoire. He seemed to like it when I wore these.

	I pulled one out and slipped it on. With my hair still damp, I poked my head out of my bedroom and peered down the hall to where his room was. I had never gone to his room before. Curiosity flooded through me, and my heart rate sped up. 

	I was actually going to do this. Taking a deep breath, I willed my face to cool, before stepping out into the hall. I made my way the few feet to his closed door and paused.

	He was inside, I could tell by the way my aura arched and pressed against the metaphysical barriers I kept it contained in. It tried to get to Amon, through the thick wooden door. His aura froze on the other side, and I realized he knew I was there.  No going back now.

	Softly, I knocked on the wood, and waited. There was a long beat of silence, before the door opened on it’s own, revealing the room beyond. It was very similar in size and design to mine. 

	His bed was as large as mine, though his was a four poster, made from wood as black as obsidian. He also had a large desk, where my settee was. It was covered in prophecies. He must have been looking for more information on the Omnikey, to find another solution. 

	In the center of the room, instead of the table and chairs I had, he had two large luxurious armchairs with a small end table between them. They were facing the opening in the wall that led out to the balcony, so you could enjoy the view while you sat.

	Amon was sitting in one now, drinking from a crystal glass with a dark amber liquid in it. He glanced over at me as I entered, eyeing me warily.

	“Good evening, Raven,” his voice was like ice. I came further into the room and moved to stand before him. Though I gave him several feet of space. His mood felt dangerous. 

	“We need to talk,” I said. He watched me for a moment, before nodding his head once.

	“Yes. We do.” 
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	We stared at each other in silence for a long moment. The tension continued to build. Finally, I realized, that he was not going to speak first. I gathered up my nerve and went for it.

	“I’m sorry, that I made that comment, about you not being a king,” I blurted, and he arched a perfect brow. Putting his glass down on the table next to him, he leaned back, crossing his ankle over his knee. Fuck, he was attractive. The silver moon reflected off his black shirt and slacks, his nearly white hair burning in the darkness. 

	“That is not why I am upset, Raven.” He said quietly. “I am upset, because you seem to think this is a game. Or an adventure of some kind. You seem to think that we can just pop over to the Court of Lust for a visit, collect the Omnikey, and all will be well.”

	“I don’t think this is a game.” I said, frowning. “I am not a child.” His gaze raked over my body and I shivered. 

	“No. You are not,” he agreed. “But you do not understand what it is you are suggesting. What bringing you to her Court as a prisoner would mean.” 

	“I have a pretty good idea,” I snapped back. His expression darkened, and suddenly, he was in front of me.

	“Do you?” He asked, and he began to circle me. My heart rate sped up and I felt my breath quicken. His entire demeanor changed. This was not the Amon I had come to know and care for. 

	This was Amon, the Dark Prince of the Court of Pride. This was the daemon prince that people told horrible stories about. The daemon who tortured, and killed innocent people, with a cold smile on his deadly, alabaster face. 

	“Shall I give you a small taste?” He whispered from behind, against my neck. Even his breath was cold. “Let’s see if you have what it takes, to pretend that you are truly broken.” 

	“Amon, I-”

	“It is Prince Amon,” he snarled, circling around to face me now. He grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at him. The gentle way he normally touched his hand to my chin was a ghost of what this felt like. This was authoritative, dominant. 

	“Ash Nevra might even demand that you call me master.” His face was inches from mine, and I quivered. 

	He let go of my chin and prowled back to his chair. He lounged in his seat, legs spread wide in front of him.

	“Strip,” he demanded, and I gaped. This had not been what I had been expecting when I had come to his room.

	“Amon…”

	“I told you to address me as Prince Amon, Raven, do not make me tell you again.” His face was a cold mask. There was no room for argument. “Do you think Ash Nevra’s slaves get a say in what they wear to Court? Strip. Now. To your underthings.”

	He was trying to scare me. It wasn’t going to work. If he wanted to play this game then I would play. I would play and I would win. I would show him I had what it took to pull this off.

	I hooked a thumb under the spaghetti strap of my slip, and let it slide off my shoulders. It pooled on the ground around me in a liquid puddle. I stepped out of it, and glared at him defiantly. 

	He took a sip from his drink and let his eyes roam. 

	“Good. Now, get on your knees,” he ordered. My heart was slamming against my chest. I would not cave. I did what he said, albeit slowly. I waited for him to give me a playful smirk, or any indication that the male I had come to know was still in there. 

	He gave me nothing.

	“Crawl over here,” he pointed to the space on the ground between his legs. The command cracked through the air like a whip. 

	My blood felt like ice in my veins. I did as I was told and crawled until I was kneeling before him. I knew what he was doing. If I couldn’t do this here, in front of him, how could I hope to pretend in front of Ash Nevra? Once I was nestled between his thighs, I looked up and waited, unsure of what he would do next. He reached forward and ran his thumb over my lips, watching the play of his own fingers as he did so. 

	“Open,” he ordered. I parted my mouth for him, but it wasn’t enough. “Wider,” he growled.

	I opened my mouth all the way, and he slid his index finger in, to the back of my throat. My eyes widened and he purred.

	“Good. Now suck.” Closing my lips around his finger I sucked gently. I made eye contact with him while I did it, to let him see that I was not afraid of him.

	“Your eyes betray you,” he said, and I paused my work on his finger. He growled again. “I did not say to stop.” 

	My body was so cold it burned. I resumed.

	“I can see the challenge in your eyes when you look at me. Someone who is broken, would not look at their master in such a way. Do not think Ash Nevra will miss that.” He said, as I continued to gently suck on him. 

	“Have you found this to be easy, Raven?” He pulled his finger out of my mouth. I held my breath, unable to speak. He wrapped his hand around my chin again, forcing me to look up at him again. 

	“You will answer me when I ask you a question. Have you found this to be easy?” Angry now, and wanting to spite him, I nodded. A smile curved across his mouth, but there was no joy in it. 

	“What if I asked you to do these things publicly, in a room full of daemons? Would that be easy, too?” 

	My heart stopped. He continued, his voice quieter now. 

	“What if I asked you to service me, in that same room? Would that be easy?” He had been right. I had been treating it like a game. My throat suddenly felt tight. He leaned forward, putting his lips to my ear. 

	“What if Ash Nevra ordered you to service someone else, in front of me, while I was forced to watch?” 

	I pulled back, looking at him. There was no challenge in my eyes now, only tears. His cold mask was gone, and he looked at me the way I had come to expect from him. There was a soft tenderness in his eyes, and he cupped the side of my face. 

	His voice broke. “That would not be easy, for either of us.” He said, and a tear slid down my cheek. He brushed it away with his thumb, before pulling me up into his lap. He curled me into him and buried his face in my neck. I felt him shake slightly, and I wondered if he was holding back tears, as well.

	“It is not because I do not think you are strong enough to do this, Raven. It is because I am not strong enough. I cannot watch someone I care about suffer at her hands again, especially you.”  His voice was rough. “I do not have Bond-Breaker. She could enslave you while we are there and I would not be able to undo it. No one wants to wake The Origin more than I do, but I will not risk your safety and freedom to do so.” 

	I understood, now. I pulled back and held his face in my hands, the way he always did for me, when he wanted me to really hear what he was saying.

	“Ok, Amon. We won’t go. We will find another way,” I said. He gave me a sad smile, and pulled me forward, kissing me softly on each tear stained cheek.

	“My brave, brave Raven,” he whispered. 

	We sat there together, holding each other, for a very long time. 
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	I must have fallen asleep in Amon’s lap. I wasn’t sure when he had moved me to the bed, but I woke up curled under his arm. My head was resting on his chest when I opened my eyes, to him gently stroking my hair.

	“Good morning,” he said, and I looked up at him. I gave him a small smile, and he kissed the top of my head gently.

	“Good morning.”

	“Raven…” Amon started, then paused. I glanced at him. 

	“Yes?”

	“I need to tell you something,” he continued, his voice soft but serious. I sat up so I could face him better. 

	“Sure, what is it?” I asked. He hesitated. He looked like he was nervous, and I reached forward to push a small piece of silver hair away from his eyes. “You can tell me anything,” I told him.

	“I’ve been wanting too -” He stopped abruptly, and glanced to the door, moments before Kasha burst into the room, panicked.

	“Amon, Raven’s missing, she's not - Oh. Hi Raven!” She grinned. She took in the two of us cuddled in bed and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “What’s going on in here?” She smirked. “Looks cozy.” 

	“We’ll be out in a minute, Kasha,” Amon said, sitting up. Though I noticed he seemed a little relieved.

	“Ok, don’t take too long. The Quickening is tomorrow. Dossidian and I want to put our girl here through her paces,” Kasha quipped, before turning on her heel to leave. I turned back to Amon.

	“What was it you were going to say?” I asked, and he smiled shaking his head.

	“Never mind. Let’s get you ready to train. I want to see what you’ve got.” 

	I grinned and nodded. “Not to brag, but I’m getting pretty good,” I said, getting out of bed to stretch. He smirked at me as he followed suit.

	“Is that a fact?” He asked and I nodded, before making my way to his door.

	“Mhmm, I landed two punches on Rycon yesterday. Got him right in his smug little face.” 

	Amon let out a burst of surprised laugher. “Now that, I would love to see.”

	

	After a quick stop in the common room, Amon and I made our way to the training ring. I paused on the bridge and grinned at him.

	“Check it out,” I said, before taking a running start and leaping off the bridge into the air. I did a few summersaults before hovering to face him, beaming. “Remember when I couldn’t even peel myself off the ground?” I asked. He nodded, an equally large grin on his face.

	He floated off the bridge to join me in the air. 

	“Well, you certainly weren't kidding. You’ve clearly been hard at work,” he smiled. I nodded.

	“Yep, and check this out,” I spun away from him and shot one of my burning quasars off into the distance. I glanced back excitedly. “Cool, right?” 

	He nodded, unable to keep the smile from blooming across his face. 

	“Very cool.” 

	I couldn’t put my finger on why, but hearing Amon, the Dark Prince of the Court of Pride say ‘very cool,’ made me laugh. His grin suddenly turned to a devilish smirk.

	“Let’s race to the ring,” he challenged, and my heart skipped a beat. I was learning, the more I trained with my own kind, that I had a bit of a competitive streak. 

	“You’re on,” I said, turning to face the ring. “What do I get if I win?” I asked. He glanced over at me, suggestively. 

	“How about, I’ll owe you a favor?” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “What kind of favor?” 

	He glided closer to me, leaning into whisper in my ear, his breath making my skin pebble underneath my restructium. 

	“How about, if you win, I will kiss you anywhere you want… for as long as you want?” Heat rushed from my face to my core at the thought. I let out a shaky breath.

	“Fine. And if you win?” I asked, he smirked against my ear, and traced a finger down the front of my armor. I suddenly wished I was wearing something a little less… protective.

	“Then I get to kiss you anywhere that I want… for as long as I want,” The heat that had began to grow in my core intensified and I shuddered. I nodded. 

	“One,” he began to count, lips still impossibly close to my ear, “Two…”

	“Three!” I blurted and shot off towards the ring. His surprised bark of laughter erupted behind me, but it wasn’t long until he caught up. We were neck and neck, shooting for the ring like two streaks of midnight. I was almost there; I was going to beat him. Suddenly, he gathered his shadows, and shadow walked the rest of the way, appearing in the center of the ring before me. 

	“You cheated!” I laughed. I tried to pull back to slow down but wasn’t quick enough and crashed right into him. We rolled across the ring, before finally coming to a stop. He was lying on top of me, his face inches from mine. Grinning like a cat with a mouse. 

	“I’m sorry. I couldn’t let you win; the prize was too tempting.” 

	I rolled my eyes and pushed him off. “It’s basically the same prize,” I teased, but his eyes were darker than I had ever seen them. 

	“Believe me, they are not,” he touched my chin gently, before standing up. I shuddered, in the most pleasant way. 

	“Ok you two, enough playing around. We have work to do,” Dossidian bellowed, though he was grinning as he approached. 

	“He started it.” 

	“Yeah, well, I’m about to finish it,” Dossidian joked. “Get up and grab a saber. You’re with me first.”
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	The team had set up a series of stations, each one tested a different skill and was led by a different member of the team. Conrad and Meredith watched from the side lines. Magick folk were deadly opponents, but because their magick was a gift from their deities, all magick for them came at a price. They used it for self-defense and in most cases, only when necessary.

	Daemons on the other hand, were power sources themselves. Their biggest risk was generating too much power or losing control. It could consume you, if you weren't careful, or put the general public at risk. 

	Dossidian’s station was first. It was a weapons-focused task. I was asked to start with a saber but was allowed to use other various objects that were available to challenge him.

	“This will teach you resourcefulness,” he told me, “Anything can be a weapon, if you’re creative enough.” Thanks to my ability to shadow walk and fly, I was able to get him to yield. Albeit he managed to get me to yield first a few times. 

	Next was Rycon’s station. No weapons were allowed here, no shadow walking, no flying. No magick at all. Only hand to hand. I was allowed to draw from our bond. I noticed that my natural speed had begun to increase as we approached the day of the Quickening. 

	The first person to land three hits won this station. I remembered Kasha’s advice. Prioritize defense. You can’t land a hit if you’re dead. So, I took my time with Rycon. I landed three hits, and he landed two. He smirked at me, giving me a nod.

	“Good job, Kitten. Maybe you won’t be the death of us both.” I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him. 

	Finally, was Kasha’s station. This one was almost all magick and was the most deadly. Meredith was on standby for medical support if necessary. Both Amon and Conrad’s expressions were a little bit strained, as we faced off. 

	This one was about staying alive. Kasha would come at me, with a series of energy blasts, and she would not let up. The only way to end the attack was for me to get her to yield. I could use anything in my arsenal to do so. My strategy here was to end the fight as quickly as possible, without getting hurt. Kasha’s offensive attacks were deadly and relentless. She had an impossibly large well of internal power to draw from, and she was incredibly fast. 

	I gathered my shadows around me. They came to me eager and obedient, like well trained guard dogs. Kasha fired her first blast, but I was already gone. I had barely reappeared when then next blast was already screeching by. My shadows swallowed me up again, and I appeared above her in the air. She pivoted, another beam of light already coming for me. She seemed to know where I was going to rematerialize before I did. 

	I dissolved into shadow again, and stayed there for a moment, so I could think. Suddenly, I had an idea. I bid my shadows to surround Kasha as well and opened the ground up beneath her feet. She glanced down, shocked, as her feet began to sink into a black hole. I resolidified the ground around her waist, effectively preventing her from twisting and pivoting. 

	I reappeared behind her calling one of the whips from the weapons stand to me. Grabbing her by the wrists, I twisted her arms behind her, and bound her hands together with the thin end of the leather whip, completely immobilizing her. I came around to face her, looking down at her, from where she sat, half buried in the ground. She was grinning from ear to ear.

	“Great job, Raven.” She said. 

	“Way to think on your feet with the whip!” Dossidian cheered.

	Amon came up to me, eyes shining with pride. “I think you’re ready,” he said. I nodded.

	I was ready. 

	

	After training, we all gathered in the common room. To my surprise, the table was filled with gifts, wrapped in black wrapping paper with big glossy green bows. There was also a large chocolate cake that read: Happy Birthday, Raven. 

	I was so surprised by the gesture, that I felt an unexpected sob well up in my chest. Amon slid behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, before planting a kiss on the side of my head.

	“I know your birthday isn’t until tomorrow, but we figured we would celebrate tonight.” He told me. Conrad was grinning, already cutting into the cake to hand out some slices.

	“Tomorrow will be a big day, wi think der might nuh be much time fuh cake,” he said. 

	Rycon snorted. “Yeah. You also might literally die. But here’s to hoping,” he said, accepting both a slice of cake and a glare from Conrad. 

	“I don't know, I’m actually feeling pretty confident!” I said, coming forward to grab a slice of cake as well. 

	“You should! You kicked ass today,” Kasha beamed. 

	Meredith nodded in agreement. “Yes, really Raven. It was impressive to watch,” I blushed. Looking around at my friends, I felt so touched I could cry. Never in my life had I expected to be surrounded by so many people who so obviously cared for me. I just wished that Jeremy and Clair could have been here to see it. 

	While everyone was busy with their cake, I took a moment to peek through the trace I had planted on Jeremy to check in on him. My heart broke. He was at the kitchen table again, surrounded by pages and pages of complex math. It was almost as if he hadn’t left that spot since I last checked on him. He held a birthday card that said, ‘I can’t believe you’re 18!’ He ran his thumb over the lettering before putting it aside and covering his face with his hands.

	I left as quickly as I had come. The pain in my chest was too much, I couldn’t take it. As soon as this was over, I was going to tell him everything. 

	Unaware that I had gone anywhere, Kasha was holding one of the beautifully wrapped gifts in front of me.

	“Open mine first!” She beamed. I gave her a weak smile and accepted the package. “You need cuter stuff; you can tell your wardrobe was made by a male.” She chirped, looking pointedly at Amon.

	“I was going for practical,” he shrugged, looking amused. My eyes widened. I hadn’t known that Amon had filled my wardrobe himself. I thought of the silk slips and wondered if those had been chosen for their practicality as well. I looked around the room at my friends and smiled at them gratefully.

	“Guys, I don’t know what to say. You didn’t have to do all of this,”

	“You don’t have to say anything,” Dossidian smiled. “Just open mine next. Not to spoil the surprise, but… it’s a weapon.” 
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	The next morning came quickly, and the celebratory energy the team had exuded the night before had matured into something more serious. I woke up, understanding suddenly, why it was called the Quickening. 

	It felt as if my whole body was becoming more solid, more real. My aura and my power that lived in my chest, which had always felt like too much, began to feel even more heavy. It was as if my blood itself was beginning to thicken. 

	I pulled my armor on, as I had every day prior, though today it felt different. More significant. It might quite literally save my life in my fight with the Titan Frira. It felt like it knew today was a big day and gave me an extra squeeze as it painted itself over my body. 

	I came out of the bathroom to find Amon waiting for me, with a steaming cup of coffee. 

	“Ready?” He asked, handing me the cup. I gave him a resolute nod. I was.

	“I feel like it’s calling me,” I said, turning to look out of the mouth of my room, towards Mount Frira. Amon nodded.

	“That’s because it is. This is what I meant, when I said this is one of the few things I cannot protect you from. Even if you had not trained, and I had not told you about this, you likely would have found yourself on the edge of the volcano ready to jump in.” 

	I shuddered. “Well, good thing I had you to prepare me,” I said. He gave me a roguish grin.

	“Yes. Good thing,” he replied.

	We made our way to the common room to meet the team. 

	“Wha’ di plan?” Conrad asked. The intense feeling in my chest calling me to go to Mount Frira was building. I found myself looking out the mouth of the common room more and more frequently. I needed to go. The time was coming. Amon noticed right away.

	“We need to go now, she won’t be able to resist the call much longer,” he said grimly.

	“I will shadow walk with her there. The top of Mount Frira is extremely hostile. I am not sure if it is suitable for magick folk and shifters, but you are of course invited to come as far as you are able.” He said. Conrad and Meredith nodded.

	“Of course, we will come,” Meredith said, coming forward and taking my hand. I smiled at her, but again, was unable to focus. I needed to get to the mountain, now. 

	The team gathered around us, and we shadow walked away, rematerializing at the base of the volcano. 

	“Much like The Eye, we can’t shadow walk closer than this. We need to hike or fly,” Amon informed me. 

	At first, I thought it was snowing. Thick, fluffy, flakes tumbled around us. It took me a moment to realize that it was ash. The black rock around us was coated with it.

	I glanced back at the team and gave them a rueful smile.

	“I can’t wait. I need to fly. Wish me luck.” I said, and they bade me farewell. Amon took my hand and nodded. 

	“Let’s go,” he said, and we took off together, to the top of the volcano. 

	

	I had to gradually increase my control over the environment as we approached the top. The air became so thick with ash and smoke, I needed to focus on ensuring that the space around me was clear. The heat slowly intensified, and I was greeted with the sound of crashing waves. These waves, however, were not made of water, but liquid rock.

	“It sounds like the ocean,” I marveled out loud, and Amon nodded. 

	Finally, we approached the lip, overlooking the vast, gaping hole at the top of the volcano. Violent orange molten rock sprayed out from the mouth, and we needed to use our power to shield ourselves from it, to keep from getting hit. 

	Even as I focused on keeping my temperature habitable, I could tell how extreme the heat was. It was directly correlated with how much effort I needed to put into maintaining a reasonable environment. 

	Our feet touched the ground, and I turned to face Amon just as a particularly vicious eruption of lava exploded behind him. The fire reflected back at me through his green eyes. His mouth was set in a firm line, and a muscle in his jaw pulsed. I tried to smile at him reassuringly, but it was hard, surrounded by the erupting liquid fire.

	“I’m going to be fine,” I told him. He swallowed and nodded before reaching forward to place his hand on the side of my face.

	“I know you will be,” he said, his voice gruff. I could tell he was stressed.

	“Ok, here goes nothing,” I said, turning to face the cavernous hole before me. My aura was prowling in my chest, urging me forward. I had to go. 

	“Raven…” 

	I was about to step forward when suddenly, Amon grabbed my arm and spun me back around. He placed both hands on each side of my face and pulled me into him. 

	His mouth closed over mine. Immediately, his tongue traced over my lips, begging for access. I didn’t need to think. I opened for him, and he explored my mouth hungrily, pulling me closer. Moaning, I wrapped my arms around his neck to deepen the kiss. 

	He ran his hand up the side of my face and allowed his fingers to tangle in my hair before breaking away. Both of us were breathless from the intensity of the kiss. He looked into my eyes, his nose rubbing against the tip of mine. 

	“Don’t die,” he whispered, his eyes swimming with emotion. I nodded minutely.

	“I’ll do my best,” I replied, my voice equally soft. He let me go, and I backed away from him toward the mouth of the volcano. 

	“Hey,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Check this out.” My voice broke as I gave him one last look before turning around and diving into the pit.

	I didn’t allow myself to look back. 
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	If it had been hot on top, it was nothing to what I experienced as I plummeted down into the main artery of the volcano, deep into the earth. 

	There was an ocean of lava bubbling at the bottom of the pit, and I slowed myself, to hover above it. I entered the meditative state of Eriene and allowed myself to bob and flow above the ever-changing surface of the molten rock. 

	I looked around, wondering what I should do next. How was I supposed to summon the Titan? Would Frira just know that I was here? I waited to feel nervous, or to feel my heart rate increase, but I didn’t, I just felt ready.

	Surprisingly, it became increasingly easier and more comfortable to exist in this inhospitable environment the more time I spent here. It was almost as if the heat fused my magick and aura together. 

	My whole life, I had always felt like I had been battling some sort of internal war. Two wolves fought within me, one who wanted peace and the other that wanted vengeance. As I floated and swayed with the ebb and flow of the blood of the Dominion, these two internal forces finally seemed to come together, to move as one. 

	I wasn’t sure if this strange feeling within me was a result of me coming into my power, or some sort of magick that existed in the heart of the volcano. Something inside me was changing, maturing, and settling. 

	I felt increasingly connected to everything and became aware that I was in control. The very fabric of reality I existed in bowed down to me. Like my shadows, the universe suddenly seemed eager and willing to do as I commanded. 

	It felt as if the universe had missed me. As if I had been away for a very long time and now, suddenly, everything was right again. Surrounded by stark midnight and bright crimson, I reached out a hand, palm down, and marveled at how the sea of magma beneath me shivered, beckoning to my call. 

	Large masses of molten rock erupted from the surface of the igneous sea and hovered through the scorched air. It curled around me as I hovered and bobbed in the center of the volcano. 

	I remembered how Conrad had pulled the water from the plants around my home in Toronto to create a giant liquid snake when he had fought Marcus, the fire mage. Mimicking him, I pulled the flowing rock into a viscous serpent that slithered around me in sweltering coils. Beneath the excruciating heat, I felt my blood harden, and my flesh solidify. Almost as surely as I knew I was breathing, I knew that with each beat of my heart, my mortality was melting away.

	I was not a human girl. I never had been. For one shining moment, it seemed incredible that I had ever believed I was. 

	With this strange sense of peace that came with the feeling of absolute control, the magma around me began to gather. Feeling drunk on power, I blinked lazily, remembering suddenly that I was here to battle a Titan. As I came to the realization, an impossibly large wolf made entirely out of molten stone rose from the ocean of lava and stood before me. Its large jaw was dripping in fire, and its body was crusted with igneous rock. 

	Frira.

	I slid back into position, my own swirling snake of magma twisting into hot viridian ribbons around me. 

	So, this was who I would battle. 

	This large wolf made out of magma stood three times my height. I tried to feel afraid, but I was not. I waited to feel anxious or even a sense of anticipation for the battle about to unfold; but something felt off. Off, or incredibly right. As I allowed my aura to expand and examine the wolf, I understood immediately. Just like the molten snake that coiled around me now, I could call this wolf to me if I so chose. 

	This Titan was made of the same things I was. It was a part of me, and I, a part of it. It called to me, but I was its master. I knew it more certainly than I knew my own name. I watched, in awe, as the wolf stepped forward. 

	It did not attack. 

	Instead, it bowed.

	 The Titan Frira bent a forepaw and dipped its great molten head before me. 

	“Why… why do you bow?” I asked. The wolf raised its mighty head. It did not speak. It only stared. Two blazing hot objects emerged from its forehead, right between its glowing red eyes. The objects floated towards me, and I marveled as they entered the bubble of reprieve, I had made for myself. The glowing red objects cooled, and I reached out to examine them.

	The first object was a circlet. A thin band of silver that was to be worn over the head, with a teardrop shaped black stone pendant at the front. I looked closer and gasped as I realized that the pendant was not made of stone at all. 

	It was the same quality of material that Bond-Breaker had been made of. The pendant hung on its silver chain, like a window into the universe beyond, and I knew it was a formidable piece of magick. 

	The second item seemed to be a large raw emerald. The light of the fire that burned between Frira and I reflected back at me. I marveled at how heavy the jewel was. I looked back up at the wolf in awe.

	“Thank you,” I said. It bowed again, before melting away, back into the ocean of lava it had manifested from. I hovered for a moment longer, before clutching my treasures to my chest, and setting my sights on the surface. 

	

	Amon was pacing across the edge of the mouth, waiting for me. He visibly relaxed the second he laid eyes on me. The moment my feet touched the ground he was on me, checking me over, making sure that I wasn’t injured. 

	“Amon, I’m fine,” I said. He didn’t seem to believe me. He titled my head left and right. He inspected my armor, and ran his fingers through my hair.

	“You don’t have a scratch…” he murmured. “How is that possible?” I shrugged.

	“We didn’t fight,” I explained. His eyes widened, then narrowed.

	“What do you mean, you didn’t fight?” He asked.

	“I don’t know, we just didn’t. Frira kind of… bowed, then gave me these.” Amon looked at me like I had grown a second, then a third head.

	“I’m sorry… Frira bowed?” He asked. I nodded.

	“Yeah. Then gave me these gifts.”

	Amon finally looked down at the items I had been trying to show him. He took the circlet first and ran his finger reverently over the pendant.

	“What is it?” I asked, and he looked up at me, his face slack with shock. 

	“Raven, this is Elvira’s Circlet. This is her crown. It is made of the same material as Bond-Breaker, it was lost when she was petrified,” he told me. “Aleites had it crafted for her to protect her from those who would bond her to them.” 

	My eyes widened. “Does that mean…” I asked, and he nodded. 

	“Yes,” he looked back up at me, his face as serious as the day I had met him. “It means that while you have this in your possession, you cannot be bonded. It offers you the same protection that Bond-Breaker offered me.”

	“Can it sever bonds?” I asked, Amon looked pensive for a moment, before he shook his head. “I do not think so.” Well, at least it was something. 

	“Ok, well that's an OK gift then. Maybe we can infiltrate the palace after all.” I said thoughtfully. Amon looked at me sharply.

	“An OK gift? Raven, this is Elvira’s Circlet. The fact that Frira gifted this to you is…  significant. This is the true Queen of the Dominion’s crown. Frira gave it to you.” 

	I shook my head, unwilling to wrap my mind around the implications of that particular detail.

	“What about this?” I asked, holding out the large raw emerald. “What does this mean?”  He reached out to take it from me, and the moment he did, it split in two. I frowned.

	“Oh, it broke.” I said, and his gaze snapped up to meet mine. “What is it?” I asked. 

	“This,” he said, his voice quiet, “Is something we will need to discuss, when we are not standing on the edge of a volcano.” He slipped the split gem into his pocket and held the circlet up before me.

	“Come here,” he ordered, and I turned around, so that he could place the circlet over my head. He fastened the clasp at the back, and I felt its magick the moment he did. It slipped down the bond that I had with Rycon. I felt it encase him too, where he stood at the bottom of the mountain. I turned to face Amon.

	“How do I look?” I asked. He was watching me, with a look on his face that I could not place.

	“You look like a queen,” he said. Then, Amon, the Dark Prince of the Court of Pride, bowed before me. Just as the Titan Frira had. 
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	Amon and I flew down to the base of the mountain together to join our friends. They erupted into a volley of cheers and laughter as we approached. Rycon was smirking at me, with the closest thing I had ever seen to pride on his face. 

	Conrad and Meredith rushed forward and pulled me into them. Both of their eyes looked wet, as if they were holding back tears.

	“Mi knew yuh could do it,” Conrad murmured as he hugged me.

	“I’m so glad you’re safe, Raven,” Meredith said. She looked as relieved as I felt.

	“I’m going to need a play by play,” Kasha quipped as she came forward, Dossidian nodded behind her.

	“Yes, tell us everything, how did you defeat Frira?” He looked like he couldn’t wait to hear the tale. His eyes found the circlet that Amon had fastened over my brow, and his face blanched. Amon noted his reaction immediately.

	“Is that…?” 

	“Yes. That is exactly what you think it is,” Amon said, and Dossidian immediately dropped to one knee, bowing his head. Realization dawned on Kasha’s face, and she too, bowed before me. Conrad, Rycon and Meredith looked confused and eyed the circlet curiously.

	“Please… don't do that,” I said to Dossidian and Kasha feeling awkward and embarrassed. They rose, but they were looking at me like they had never seen me before.

	“This means…” Kasha gaped, and Amon nodded.

	“Yes, and it gets even better. Raven, tell them what you told me.”

	Dossidian’s jaw nearly hit the ground when I told him that Frira had bowed to me.

	“Origin smite me, that is the most extraordinary thing I’ve heard in years. When I faced Frira, I barely made it out with my life.” He marveled. Kasha nodded her head in agreement.

	“It makes sense though. You are The Origin’s daughter. You are half human, yes, but you are his direct descendant. You don't even feel human anymore. It’s as if the human blood in your veins has melted away. You are the true heir to the Dominion of Sin.” She stated. I made a face.

	“I don’t know about all that,” I shuddered, “this makes me uncomfortable.”

	“Be that as it may, you have been acknowledged by one of the most powerful forces on this plane. You are within your right to directly challenge Ash Nevra. That circlet gives you the protection you need to do it.” Dossidian added. That was appealing.

	“If that is true…” I looked at Amon, “I think this gives us the opportunity we need to confront her. We can meet with her now, without worrying about her enslaving me. Maybe we stick to the original plan, set up a meeting of sorts as a distraction while Kasha uses The Lens to find the key. 

	“We can do it under the pretense that I am giving her the chance to acknowledge me as heir. She obviously will not go for that, but once we wake The Origin, she will not stand a chance.” I waited, examining Amon’s face to see if he would be open and willing to consider my plan. Finally, a sinister smile curled across his face.

	“So, we will take you to the Court of Lust, not as a prisoner, but as a queen.” He looked absolutely fiendish at the thought. “I can think of nothing I would like to see more, than the look on her face when you walk into her court with that crown atop your head.”

	I grinned at him. 

	“So, it’s settled then. You, me and Kasha have a date with Ash Nevra.” I said and Amon nodded. 

	“I will arrange to have our request for a meeting sent today.” He turned to me, “Let's go back to court. We need to celebrate. I think we should spend the evening at Aurora’s cove, so you can see the sea drakes before they migrate.”

	“I would love that,” I said, smiling up at him.
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	Later that evening, I found myself with Meredith and Kasha, getting ready to visit Aurora’s cove. After pulling on a cozy knit sweater and loose black cotton pants, I joined them on the balcony. Kasha produced a bottle of what looked like champagne and popped the cork, pouring the bubbly amber liquid into three flutes that Meredith floated before us.  

	“To you, Raven, congratulations on completing the Quickening,” Meredith smiled, lightly tapping her glass against mine. 

	“And congratulations on the crown,” Kasha winked, and I blushed. 

	The sun was beginning to set, and we stood together amicably, watching as the burnt orange light swelled and folded over the Court of Pride. 

	“How do you feel about everything?” Meredith asked. I shrugged.

	“I’m not sure I’ve fully processed the implications,” I admitted. “I never wanted to be a queen or anything like that. And after all this is said and done, I need to return home to Jeremy.” 

	Kasha frowned. “You plan to return? Permanently? What about Am - What about the Dominion?” I did not miss Kasha’s slip. I smirked at her.

	“I could ask you the same thing about Rycon,” I teased, and she laughed.  “Has anything exciting happened on that front since the K'alpa-Rhoan?”

	“Unfortunately not. We’ve been a little busy training you,” she winked. I guess I couldn’t argue with that.

	“Rycon?” Meredith asked, shocked. “You and Rycon are… seeing each other?” She looked a little pale at the thought.

	“You should have seen them dancing at his sister’s Yal'duun-kala. It was… erotic.” I sniggered. Meredith’s mouth dropped.

	“Seeing each other is a bit of a stretch,” Kasha replied, taking a sip of her champagne. “I would be willing to sleep with him though.” 

	Meredith choked on her champagne, and I burst out laughing. “Goddess,” she said softly, wiping her mouth, but unable to bite back a smile. “That’s quite a bit more information than I was ready for.”

	“You get used to it,” I said, and finished the rest of my champagne. “Should we see what the guys are up to? I’m excited to see these sea drakes. Are they actually dragons?” I asked Kasha excitedly as we turned to leave.

	“Kind of, they’re water drakes. So they’re bipedal, and their wings double as fins. They’re beautiful.” 

	The males had been waiting for us in the common room. 

	“Ready?” Amon asked me and I nodded. 

	“You have fun,” Dossidian said, smiling at us. I realized he was still wearing his armor. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

	“You’re not coming?” I asked, disappointed.

	“I need to get our message to the Court of Lust that we are requesting a meeting.”

	I frowned. “Ok, try to come later if you can,” I said. He sketched a small bow. 

	“Of course, my Queen.”

	I wrinkled my nose at him.

	“Don’t call me that,” I grumbled, and he winked. 

	Amon and I called our shadows to us, and we shadow walked the rest of the team away. 




	57

	

	Despite the image Amon had shown me, to help my shadows guide us, nothing could have prepared me for the glittering display that was Aurora’s Cove. Amon smirked at me, taking note of my obvious excitement.

	“I understand why you need to gate this off most of the year. How do you keep people from stealing the emeralds?” I whispered. 

	“We have guards stationed about at all hours,” he gestured to two inconspicuous figures, dressed in restructium suits that stood guard nearby. We approached the cove, and I couldn’t drink in the view fast enough. Black sand shimmered and sparkled with the reflected light of countless raw emeralds, some the size of small boulders. 

	The waves rolled in, carrying more emeralds to shore, where they lay in shining heaps along the shoreline. The stars shone bright overhead and their light reflected off the gems creating an ethereal glow that seemed to resonate from within. Dancing across the night sky was what looked like the Aurora Borealis, though in this world, the light display was composed of deep violet, magenta and crimson. 

	The black beach was peppered with bonfires and groups of daemons crowded around the fire pits, looking out to sea as they enjoyed the lights. We found an empty spot and Kasha blasted the small pyre, setting it alight before flopping down into the sand. 

	“I brought more champagne!” She said cheerfully, manifesting a bottle and popping the cork, before pouring some into a few more magically produced flutes. 

	Rycon took his and slid down next to her. “Finally, someone brought drinks,” he said, eyeing the golden liquid before taking a sip. I rolled my eyes as Kasha passed me a glass. I noticed that Conrad had wandered down to the water alone, and I frowned.

	“Hey, can you hold this for me?” I asked Amon. He took it and nodded.

	“Thanks, be right back.” I left the group at the bonfire and headed out to meet Conrad by the water.

	He had taken off his shoes and was letting the ocean wash over his feet. He had his eyes closed with his face turned up to the sky.

	“Hey, am I interrupting?” I asked softly as I approached. He turned to look at me and smiled.

	“No, long time since mi been near di water.” Considering how closely Conrad’s magick was connected to the sea, I realized that being away from the water for so long might have been uncomfortable for him. If I really thought about it, he likely hadn’t had the chance to soak his feet in saltwater since we had met. Other than his short trip back to Jamaica for Patricia’s funeral.

	We stood in silence for a minute, watching the purple and coral hued lights dance above us in the sky. 

	“You doing ok?” I asked him, and he glanced at me. 

	“‘Mi should be askin yuh that. Yuh’ been through a lot lately.” He gestured to the circlet on my brow. “Yuh were made a empress today.” 

	I made a face again. “I don’t know how official that is.” I laughed, “but you have been through a lot too. You just lost your grandmother and didn’t get to spend much time with your family to mourn.” 

	He nodded but gave me a small smile.

	“Mi nuh too close wid di rest of mi family. Mi motha was very young when she had me. I did not see her much growing up. Der is no bad blood, we just nuh know each other very good. 

	“Mi fatha passed when mi was likkle. It was better dat mi spend di time wit Meredith. She may not be mi sister in blood, but wi have always been tight. Mi grandmother and Mr. Abbey have always been close colleagues.” His eyes twinkled, and I wondered if Patricia Brown and Walter Abbey might have ever been more than just ‘colleagues.’ I looped my arm through his and rested my head on his shoulder. 

	“What do magick folk believe happens to the soul after you pass away?” I asked and we looked up at the sky together.

	“Wi all have our different beliefs,” he told me; his voice was soft and musical, playing off the gentle crash of the waves that washed up around us. “Some believe dat di spirit goes through trials in di afterlife, some believe dat we can speak to our ancestors in dreams. Some believe in reincarnation.” 

	“And what do you believe?” I asked, and he laughed softly. 

	“If di spirits put mi grandmother through any trials di whole world woulda shake. Mi believe dat she is part of di universe now. She is all around me. She is in di water dat wash up pon dis shore, and in every single grain a sand. Shi protects us and blesses us on our journey as wi walk through dis life.” 

	I felt my throat tighten and hoped that was true for Clair too.

	“I hope you’re right,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. After a few more moments, enjoying each other's company in silence, Conrad turned to me.

	“We should head back, yuh daemon prince will wonder where yuh went.” I swatted his arm playfully. 

	“He’s not my daemon prince,” I laughed, and Conrad chuckled. 

	“Someone should tell him dat,” he joked, gesturing to Amon, who was standing, holding my champagne, keeping a close watch. As we walked back up the beach, Conrad looked at me again. “Him nuh so bad yuh know. Prince Amon. Mi did have him all wrong.”

	 I nodded. “I know.” 

	“Yuh should give him a chance, Rayven. He will protect yuh.” I glanced at Conrad, my face filling with heat. I remembered the kiss on the volcano, and my heart sped up. I shrugged.

	“I’m having a hard time understanding why he would even be interested in me,” I admitted. I mean, he was a Prince. I was just me. Conrad snorted.

	“Dat is because yuh let dem losers from yuh old life convince yuh dat what dem think ‘bout yuh true. It’s not, Rayven. Yuh kind an’ brave an’ a good person. Yuh deserve tuh be happy.” 

	We came up to the fire, and Amon handed me back my glass. Meredith gave one to Conrad, and we sat in the sand, looking out to the ocean. 

	“They’re usually out by now; I hope they haven't already moved on,” Kasha commented, peering out into the distance. 

	“It is rather late in the season,” Amon observed. I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. 

	“Look!” Meredith pointed. What looked like white sails appeared on the horizon.

	“Are those sailboats?” I asked. Amon pulled me in to lean back against his chest. He rested his chin on the top of my head, and we watched as the sails grew larger before suddenly, a long white animal erupted from the water. The sails had been wings. The sea drake twisted playfully through the air, its long snake-like body shining under the aurora. I gasped as it flew up high before diving back into the ocean. 

	One after another, the sea drakes launched themselves into the sky, before diving playfully back into the water. The animals exuded so much joy and energy it was difficult not to smile as we watched them. After some time, they moved on, and we were left with a glowing sense of awe.

	“Beautiful,” I whispered. Amon kissed the top of my head softly.

	“Yes,” he said, looking down at me. His eyes brighter than the emeralds that rolled upon the shore. “Beautiful.”
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	We spent several more hours on the beach, drinking champagne and laughing together. When we shadow walked back to the palace, Amon took me to my room. 

	The champagne had given me a boost of liquid courage, and when we stopped at my door, I met his gaze head-on.

	“Do you… do you want to come in?” I asked him. 

	He froze and said nothing for a moment. I watched as he looked behind me, at the large empty bed, before turning back to meet my gaze. Putting his hand to the side of my face he pulled me in close before kissing me softly on the lips. I sighed and leaned in, my heart fluttering in my chest. 

	To my disappointment, he pulled away slightly and leaned his forehead against mine. His hand was still cupping my face gently, and he rubbed his thumb tenderly over my cheek.

	“Not tonight, Raven, you’ve had quite a bit of champagne,” he told me softly. Feeling embarrassed and stung, I tried to pull away. He tensed and held me firmly in place. “Let me finish.” He said, his voice rough. I paused.

	“When I take you to my bed, Raven, I don’t want there to be any chance that you will forget one second of the pleasure I plan to bring you. When I take you to my bed, I want you to remember every single stroke, every scream and every shiver.” He kissed me again on the mouth before gently sucking on my bottom lip. I quivered.

	“Tomorrow is another day,” he said softly as he let me go. “Good night, Raven. Sweet dreams.” He stalked away. I was left standing in my door frame, feeling more than a little unsteady on my feet. It had nothing to do with the champagne. 

	

	I woke up the following day to find Amon standing at my door, already dressed in his restructium armor. His face was grave. I shot up in bed.

	“What is it? What’s happening?” I asked.

	“We’ve been summoned. She completely ignored our request for a meeting and responded with a summoning. We’re expected to be there today.” 

	I scowled. “Of course she did,” I don’t know why I expected anything less. She was going to make this as painful as possible. “She’s just trying to piss us off, Amon; we can’t let her get to us.” I got up to grab my armor, but he stopped me. 

	“No armor. We are taking you there as a queen. You must look like one.” 

	“I don’t know that I have a ton of ball gowns lying around,” I joked, and Kasha appeared, smirking.

	“I guess my birthday gift wasn’t super memorable then,” she teased, and I beamed.

	“I didn’t even think of that!” I went over to my wardrobe and pulled out the dress Kasha had gotten me. 

	It was a floor-length emerald green chiffon gown with thousands of tiny crystals that twinkled like stars. The A-line dress was backless with a plunging neckline. I had never worn anything so beautiful in my life. Amon cleared his throat.

	“I’ll leave you two to get ready. Meet me in the common room,” he glanced at Kasha darkly, “Do not forget the circlet.” She rolled her eyes but smirked playfully at him.

	“Thanks, mom, I think I can handle it.” He nodded curtly and strode out. 

	Kasha helped me into the dress and curled my long black hair into loose ringlets. She put some light makeup on my face as well. I wasn’t sure how she did it, but when she was done, my eyes looked impossibly large, and my mouth was stained a red that complimented the dress perfectly.

	“Now, for the final touch,” she said, fastening Elvira’s Circlet over my brow. I looked at myself in the mirror of the bathroom and gaped. I barely recognized myself. I did look like royalty. 

	“Wow, Kasha, good job.” I said, and she smiled. 

	“It wasn’t hard; you’re already pretty cute,” she winked at me, and I blushed.

	We made our way to the common room to meet the rest of the team. Amon was speaking to Dossidian, Conrad, and Rycon intensely. The table in the conversion pit did not have any food on it. 

	Instead, Meredith was bundling herbs, and had a small cauldron boiling in the center. She seemed to be making some sort of draught. Amon looked up as we came in, and his eyes widened.

	I blushed again as his eyes met mine. He let his gaze slowly roam over my body, taking in every detail, before he slid away from the others.

	“You look stunning,” he whispered, tracing his fingers over the thin scars on my arm. I looked at him and smiled, feeling slightly more shy than usual.

	“Thanks. Kasha did a great job with the hair and make-up.” I said. He swallowed and nodded. We stood in silence for a moment before he shook his head and cleared his throat. 

	“I brought you this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small but long black box. “It was my mother’s, I thought you could wear it today.” He opened the box to reveal a choker made up entirely of large round emeralds. 

	“Amon…” I gasped, “It’s beautiful.” I don’t think I had ever seen anything so exquisite. 

	“Turn around,” he said, I did, pulling my hair up so that he could fasten the choker around my neck. When I turned back to face him, he thumbed my silver ring of ravens that hung lower on my chest and smiled.

	“They look good together,” he said before looking up at me. “Green seems to be your color.” And here, I had always thought my color was black. However, remembering what I had looked like when I first glanced at my reflection, I agreed with him. Maybe I should be adding more green to my wardrobe. 

	“Ok, so what’s the plan?” Dossidian asked. Amon suddenly snapped into the other version of himself. The version of himself that was authoritative, a leader. The version of himself that demanded obedience and compliance.

	“Raven and I will shadow walk Kasha to the front gates. There is no point in her disguising herself until we’re inside. The widowmakers will know who she is at the checkpoint. Once we’re inside, we will meet with Ash Nevra. 

	“Her summoning said she would be greeting us in the Great Hall. While we meet with her, Kasha will disguise herself as Kieran and go to the throne room to look for the Omnikey. Once she has it secure, we will come back here.”

	“’Ere, Kasha,” Conrad said grimly, stepping forward to hand her The Lens. “Every hoe have dem stick a bush. Walk good.” 

	Kasha gave him a curious look and he explained, “Is Jamaican proverb. It mean dat everyone have deir own way of doing tings, and must follow deir own path. It also means good luck.” He winked at her.

	Kasha took The Lens from him reverently and nodded. “Thank you for trusting me with this.” She said, knowing how seriously he took his position on The Board. 

	He gave her one of his best lopsided grins, “Mi know yuh good for it.” 

	Amon continued, “the summoning is for two days, but we will not be staying the night. If I have to kill every single one of her guards to get us back here before nightfall, I will.” 

	Fuck. The seriousness of what we were about to do finally set in. We were going to an enemy's court. The outcome of this meeting would end in us declaring war, no matter which way I looked at it. 

	There would be no more pretending, no more hiding. No more tiptoeing around. We were going there to challenge her, not bow to her. 

	“I am making several healing potions for various ailments. Should you need medical treatment, we can use the common room as a makeshift infirmary when you return.” Meredith said. Amon nodded, smiling kindly at Meredith.

	“I never thought I would be so glad to have such friends among the magick folk,” Amon said. I remembered what he had said about daemons not making good healers. He turned to me.

	“Are you ready?” 

	I nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I responded, and he took my hand.

	“Let’s go then,” Amon called his shadows and took us to the Court of Lust to see the Queen.
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	As we manifested, I quickly realized I was going to need to adjust my environment to protect my exposed skin from the elements. We arrived in the middle of a blizzard. The snow around us raged so ferociously I could barely see my own hand in front of my face. Instead of trying to yell over the wind, Amon spoke directly into my mind.

	‘Come, the castle is this way. We cannot shadow walk directly inside. We must first pass her security checkpoint.’

	I allowed him to lead me by the hand through the icy sheets of snow, until a large, dark castle slowly became visible before us. It was an ominous structure made of black stone and coated in a sheet of ice. Despite the hideous appearance, there was a curious stirring deep in my chest as we approached. My aura curled against the container I had learned to hold it in and let out a luxurious purr. I had the oddest sensation that I was returning home. 

	‘It did not always used to be like this,’ Amon explained as we came to a large draw bridge that led to a gatehouse. ‘When The Origin ruled, this land was full of life. We are relatively far north, so it was never a warm climate. 

	‘But there used to be fox-wolves and arctic cats. In the summer months, large herds of pointed elk would migrate through these lands. Now there are only the widowmakers.’ He said, staying close to me as we crossed the bridge.

	‘Like the widowmaker that attacked Rycon and I in that motel room?’ That creature was why I had owed Amon a life debt in the first place.

	‘Yes, the very one. They are disgusting creatures that feed on fear. They are drawn to Ash Nevra’s palace, as there is always a generous helping of terror for them to feast on.’ I shuddered. 

	As we approached the gatehouse, the surrounding structure of the castle slowly began to provide some reprieve from the raging storm. I caught a flash of movement on the walls, and my blood ran cold as I realized Amon had been right. Several widowmakers crouched like spiders on the walls, watching us with their child-like faces and all-black eyes. their heads cocked and twisted on their necks at unnatural angles. 

	“Prince Amon,” one of them cooed as we approached. It slid upside down from the stone arch that led into the palace on a long line of stinking black string. At first glance, it resembled a human child, except for its extra-long spindly fingers and dripping black mouth full of pointed teeth.  

	Amon transformed before my very eyes. His face became unreadable, and cruel. The most significant change, however, was his aura. I forced myself not to react, as he let go of the barriers that he typically contained his aura in. The force of his power rolled over me, and I suddenly longed for the freezing winds we had just passed through. 

	His energy was cold, deadly, and infinite. I realized I had never been exposed to the full weight of what he was capable of. Knowing that he would never turn that power onto me did not make it any less awe inspiring. Amon was more than deadly. He was death itself. 

	“We are here to meet with the Queen,” he said, his voice as cold as the ice that crawled up the stone around us.

	“Yes, mistress said you would be coming to bring us a new toy to play with.” The widowmaker cooed, spinning on its thread to face me. It reached out a long finger as if it were going to touch my face. 

	“Do not give me a reason to light you on fire,” Kasha hissed with disgust. Amon said nothing; he just watched the spider-like fiend with that aloof, almost bored expression. It was as if he were daring it to touch me.

	“Mistress would not like that, chameleon.” The widowmaker crooned. “She said that this one belongs to us.” I shuddered. Ash Nevra would give me to these disgusting things without a second thought. The creature continued to reach for me, its smiling mouth dripping with tar that was black as its eyes.

	Without warning, its head was severed from its body. The widowmaker’s face hit the ground with a sickening thud, followed soon after by its body. Black blood began to spill over the stone beneath our feet as it screamed. I glanced at Amon, doing everything I could to school my expression into one of cold distaste instead of awe. He hadn’t even moved. 

	He looked down his nose at the fiend as it screamed before kicking its severed head out of our way. 

	“You’ll heal.” He snapped coldly, leading me forward into the castle. The rest of the widowmakers scuttled away as we passed. I assumed they were not interested in meeting the same fate.

	

	We entered the fortress, and my blood froze in my veins as we were greeted by none other than Kieran Nightshade. He stood in the middle of the echoing expanse of the castle’s entrance. 

	His grey eyes and salt and pepper hair reflected the glow of the brutal medieval torch sconces that lined the black stone walls of the castle. I noticed that the palace was a contrast of cold, hard edges made of stone and iron, accented with thick warm animal pelts and furs. Kieran, in an all-black suit, seemed right at home.

	For a moment, I forgot that I had trained for weeks and was now a deadly daemon who could hold her own. For a moment, I was just a human girl, strapped to a gurney, being tortured by Kieran’s fire mage. 

	Amon’s aura brushed against mine, and I knew he had sensed my terror. 

	‘He is nothing,’ he whispered into my mind. I forced myself to relax, allowing my own aura to flow forward, examining Kieran’s. When I had first met him, I had not had nearly the level of control over my magick as I had now. Running my energy over his, I realized that he was nothing. If I so chose, I could rip him apart where he stood, without a second thought. 

	However, there was a line, a strong, thick line of energy that attached him to a daemon that I had never met before. One that rivaled Amon in power. I knew, without prodding further, that Kieran was bonded to Ash Nevra, the same way that Rycon was bonded to me. This explained why neither Amon or myself had been successful in killing him that day on the docks. He must have been drawing power from her.

	Kieran met my eyes and dared to smile. The entire stone structure that surrounded us seemed to groan in response to the rage that Kieran’s smile kindled in my chest. This was the man responsible for torturing me. The man responsible for his own daughter’s death. Looking into his cool grey eyes, I had never felt such hatred.

	I forced myself to keep my expression as stony as Amon’s. Modeling myself after the Dark Prince, I allowed the evil wizard to see that he was a dead man walking. Kieran’s smile did not falter, though I did notice, that he hardened his mental shields in response to my silent threat. 

	“Welcome, Prince Amon,” he did not even bother to acknowledge Kasha and I, and his tone implied that we were not worthy of a greeting. Amon said nothing, he just regarded Kieran coolly, looking at him as if he were something unsavory that he had discovered on the bottom of his shoe.

	“Please, follow me,” the dark wizard continued. “Our Queen has set aside a large suite for you. We hope that you find it to your liking.” 

	Again, Amon said nothing. The rage that Kieran’s presence evoked within me was nearly unbearable. I forced myself to keep as quiet as Amon. I wondered if he felt the same, and the reason he did not speak was because if he did, it would be the last thing that Kieran ever heard. 

	We followed Kieran through the halls of the palace. Distracted as I was by my hatred for him, I couldn’t help feeling like everything that surrounded us called to me. I looked closer at the dirty stone walls and realized with a start that they were not black at all. The stone was coated with a thick, dirty layer of what looked like grease. Brushing my aura along the stone, I knew immediately that the filth was a product of hundreds of years of widowmaker silk. The original color of the stone that lived beneath it was undetectable. 

	Disgust roiled through me, and I had to force down an almost unstoppable need within me to light the dark ink on fire. Its mere presence in this place felt like an unforgivable offense. The sight of it made me feel nearly as violated as I had when Kieran’s apostle, Maria, had broken into my childhood home in Toronto. As I wrestled with my internal desire to ignite the very air around me, Kieran came to a stop in front of a large iron door. 

	“Your chambers, Prince Amon,” Kieran bowed, once again, ignoring Kasha and I. The iron door opened of its own accord, and we moved to enter, when Kieran held out a hand to stop us. Amon turned his head minutely, raising one eyebrow. The look he gave the wizard could have woken the dead.

	“The chameleon has her own accommodations,” Kieran said, an evil smile curling on his face. I felt Kasha freeze behind me. A quick shock of her terror scorched across my aura before she slammed down her metaphysical barriers. This was enough to break my very thin layer of control.

	“Kasha stays with us,” it was not a question. It was an order, and I said it with the same cool disdain that I had seen Amon use when he spoke to the widowmaker at the entrance of the castle. Kieran, to my utter fury, pretended that he had not heard me speak. 

	“Come, chameleon,” he gestured for her to follow him and moved to walk away. Something inside me snapped. I gathered the matter that surrounded him and before I even knew what I was doing I had him suspended in the air. With a twitch of my wrist, I cracked his entire body against the slimy stone wall. I was before him in an instant. His eyes were wider than they should have been, though he did an exceptionally good job of keeping his expression calm. 

	“Kasha. Stays. With. Us.” I hissed. I was inches from his face, and the fingers in my right hand were twitching. It did not matter that he was Ash Nevra’s bonded and killing him here and now would likely ruin all our plans. I wanted so badly to close my fist and force the air around his throat. I wanted to crush his neck until he died. I had never wanted anything more. 

	“Prince Amon. Control your slave.” Kieran said calmly. I snarled. Slave. I would make him eat that fucking word. Amon, however, much more practiced in these games than I was, spoke from behind me. He sounded almost bored.

	“As amusing as it would be to watch Raven kill you, it will likely distract Ash Nevra from some of the more poignant points I would like to make in our negotiations,” he drawled. Taking the hint, I forced myself to release Kieran from my metaphysical grip. The wizard attempted to right himself smoothly as his feet hit the ground. I took great pleasure in the fact that despite his efforts, he stumbled slightly as he regained his balance. 

	“Leave us, Kieran. Kasha stays with us,” Amon reinforced my earlier order, and I felt my anger grow even more, as Kieran finally nodded. Accepting this demand, now that it had come from Amon, and not me. 

	“As you wish,” he said, “Ash Nevra eagerly awaits your audience in the Great Hall. I will send The Siren to collect you once you have had a chance to… settle in.” Kieran smirked, looking at me for the first time, before slinking off down the hallway. I glanced back at Amon and Kasha and frowned. ‘Settle in’ seemed to be a strange choice of words, considering we had not come with any baggage or clothing. As I followed Amon into the room beyond the iron door, I suddenly understood. 

	We entered a large medieval bedroom. The four-poster bed was much grander than the beds that Amon had in the Court of Pride. Naked bodies had been carved into the wood, and they twined together, faces contorted in silent screams that looked as if they could have been born from either pleasure or pain. 

	Beneath the bed metal bars bore vertically into the floor, creating a large cage with a locked gate beneath it. I realized, with horror, that was where Kieran expected me to stay. The thought of it turned my blood to ice. Understanding the type of treatment that had been intended for me, I was suddenly sorry I had not done more damage to Kieran when he had dropped us at the door. If this was what they had intended for me, I did not even want to entertain ideas of where they had planned to send Kasha. 

	Amon came behind me, and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close and kissing the side of me head, as Kasha closed the door behind us.

	“We are not staying the night,” he reminded me. He could feel my revulsion. I knew he would never have allowed anyone to put me in that cage, let alone done so himself. But the mere sight of it made me feel sick to my stomach. I would not have been able to sleep in this room. 

	Remembering my earlier idea, of coming here under the pretense of being his prisoner, I understood Amon’s desperation to get me to understand what that plan would have entailed. Looking at that cage underneath the large bed I knew I would not have been able to pretend. I doubted anyone needed to be able to read my aura, to feel the rage that dripped through each one of my pores.

	I turned in Amon’s arms and our eyes met. I had made the promise to Kasha days before, but now I made it to Amon as well, though I didn’t need to speak it out loud. I knew he understood me, just through my gaze.

	I was going to kill Ash Nevra, and I was going to enjoy every moment of her death.  




	60

	

	With the door closed and Kieran gone, we got to work. 

	‘Mind to mind, as much as possible. The walls can hear.’ Amon told me. Kasha pulled me into a fierce hug. I felt her shoulders shake and understood her silent ‘thank you’. She pulled away and nodded at me before her brandy-colored eyes shifted into cold grey ones. I watched in a mix of horror and awe as she changed. 

	Her shift was nothing like when Rycon shifted. When Rycon changed forms, it was brutal and almost violent. Bones popped, and sinew tore. When Kasha shifted, it was almost as if your mind and eyes couldn’t quite follow the change. One moment she was Kasha, then an insurmountable number of tiny adjustments happened so swiftly and smoothly to sculpt her into Kieran that it almost seemed like it was natural.

	The Kasha-Kieran dipped her head and slipped out of the room without a word, and I was left alone with Amon. 

	‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered across his mind. He rose an eyebrow and cocked his head to the side.

	‘For what?’ He asked, ‘Throwing Kieran against the wall? That was mild compared to what I had been about to do to him. He’s lucky that you beat me to it.’ Despite the extreme stress of our situation, I bit back a laugh. 

	‘I lost my temper,’ I admitted, ‘You were right. I would have never been able to pretend here. I’m so angry I can barely see.’ Amon’s eyes softened, and he gripped my shoulders, pulling me close and planting a kiss on my forehead. 

	‘I wish I could tell you that it will get easier, but it will only get worse from here,’ He pulled back and met my eyes. He allowed the corner of his mouth to twitch up, just as we heard a knock at the door. ‘If the worst thing you do is murder Kieran between now and the time we leave, I’ll consider ourselves lucky.’ For the second time in this miserable room, I bit back a laugh. I wasn’t sure how he always did that. Made me feel comfortable and strong in situations where I should have felt alone and weak. 

	“Enter,” Amon said out loud, putting distance between him and myself as he turned to face the door. A gorgeous daemon with midnight skin and long dreadlocked hair strode into the room. Her body was coated in skin-tight leather, her cheekbones were sharp enough to cut glass, and a long deadly rapier was saddled to her hip. 

	‘I will send The Siren to collect you,’ Kieran had said. This must be The Siren. 

	“Prince Amon,” she said by way of greeting. Like Kieran, she did not greet me, but unlike Kieran, she did allow her gaze to flick in my direction. We studied each other briefly in silence, and I allowed my aura to inspect hers. This daemon was made of ice and deep, deep water. Her power was lung-crushing, and as heavy as ten thousand leagues. 

	She was made of the type of seas that covered entire planets in rolling tidal waves and tsunamis. I swam through her mighty waves of power, and paused as I came to a bond.  The bond wrapped around her, like the rings of Saturn. It was a different kind of bond than the one I had observed in Kieran’s aura. This one was sickly and heavy. It was made up of ropey, iron strings and bound this incredibly powerful daemon’s aura to a tether, like an anchored shackle. 

	I retracted my aura abruptly in revulsion. It was a slavery bond. The first one I had encountered. Meeting The Siren’s dark, emotionless eyes, I knew it would not be the last. 

	“Hello, Nytara,” Amon drawled, maintaining his bored, but amused mask that he wore so well. “Torture any innocents, lately?” He sneered at her, the disgust in his voice felt as if it were dripping in thick rivulets from each syllable. 

	“Only the ones you’ve lost interest in,” she replied dryly, and I forced myself not to react. Those seven words instantly reminded me of all the unspoken things Amon had been forced to do under Ash Nevra’s reign. The very idea of Amon torturing anyone was nearly impossible for me for wrap my head around now that I knew him. Though, looking at his face, cold with masked rage and hatred, it was easier to imagine.

	“Watch your tongue, Siren,” he snarled, “You forget your place.” The Siren showed no fear, though her aura rippled beneath her metaphysical chains. 

	“Come, our Queen awaits you,” was all she said in return before turning on her heel and striding from the room. She did not look back to ensure we were following her. She was so confident that it aired on the side of cocky.

	‘Who is that?’ We followed Nytara as she swaggered down the dark hallway. 

	‘Nytara is from the Court of Envy. Before Ash Nevra’s reign, she was… infamous, for lack of a better word. She earned the name The Siren for her ruthless piracy of the Obsidian Sea. She is a very dangerous daemon and has murdered and tortured many, long before Ash Nevra enslaved her.’ Amon explained. Origin spare me. 

	‘If she is so happy to murder and torture people, why bother enslaving her at all?’ I wondered into Amon’s mind. The way he spoke of her, it sounded as if she would have been all too happy to do Ash Nevra’s bidding without the slavery bond. 

	‘Ash Nevra considers herself a… collector. She seeks out powerful beings and relishes in bringing them to their knees. Nytara is just one of many that were intentionally sought out in the beginning. Though, she seemed to adjust to life here easily enough.’ I tried not to outwardly wince at the term collector. The longer I spent in this hideous castle the more my skin began to crawl. I had been so absorbed in my silent conversation with Amon, that I had barely noticed we had left the enclosed spaces of the hallway that led to the bedding chambers and had entered the main intersection of the castle, where we had first met Kieran. 

	Nytara led us across the echoing entrance and directly towards an even larger space, that could only be the Great Hall. It appeared to be a giant ballroom, nearly the size of a football stadium, and was filled with daemons of all shapes, sizes and, to my horror, varying stages of undress. 

	We crossed the threshold from the abandoned entry way into the crowded Great Hall. The nauseating sensation I had experienced when I had first seen the cage in our guest chambers rolled through me once more. I did not need to extend my aura to feel the sickening sensation of the slavery bonds that ensconced nearly every daemon we passed. The ones who were not enslaved seemed to be corralling them, giving orders and making demands. My stomach lurched as I realized that some of the free daemons carried whips.

	Several cages hung from the ceiling and protruded from the stone walls, where daemons danced or, worse, fornicated. All for the entertainment of the daemon who sat on a throne, at the head of the room.  I forced myself to avert my eyes. I did not want to look too closely. If I had looked too closely, I knew I would not make it through this meeting. I would burn this whole fucking place to the ground. 

	As we walked deeper into the Great Hall, I observed the devastatingly beautiful daemon who perched on her throne. She had hair as black as mine with long, perfect legs tipped in crimson stilettos. They were displayed through the slit of what looked like a large fur coat. Her garnet eyes met mine, and a sultry smile slid across her blood-red lips. I felt a smirk of my own paint across my face as her gaze found Elvira’s Circlet on my brow. Her cocky grin slipped just enough that it was noticeable. 

	Nytara stopped several feet away from the throne.

	“Ash Nevra, our Queen and savior, conqueror of the Dominion, and slayer of The Origin, I present to you, Prince Amon, and his pri-” Amon interrupted Nytara before she could finish.

	“The Origin’s daughter, Raven. The one true Queen and Heir to the Dominion of Sin.” 

	The entire hall fell silent.
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	The silence was so complete I was sure every daemon in attendance could hear the hammering of my heart. Despite the choking anxiety that ripped through my veins like liquid ice, I met Ash Nevra’s gaze head-on, and did not blink. If I was going to kill her, I had better be able to make eye contact at least. 

	Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Ash Nevra spoke, and the entire room seemed to let go of the breath it had been holding.

	“Bold words, Prince Amon. Considering you have delivered punishments firsthand to those who have said less,” she slid her garnet gaze away from me to meet his. “Though, I appreciate your attempt to amuse by dressing your toy in silly little crowns.” She pulled the stopper from her aura, you beg for death as you and I felt it wash over me in a hot rush of sex. The contrast from Amon’s cold aura was breathtaking. Both would kill you, but only one would make moaned the reaper's name.

	I felt her turn that sweltering power directly toward me. It rubbed along my skin like a fur pelt that had been strewn before a crackling fire. Beneath it all was a snake-like movement, a viper ready to strike. The metaphysical teeth of her aura crashed against the invisible dome of protection that Elvira’s Circlet offered me, and I realized with a start that she had just attempted to pierce through it with a slavery bond. My ice-cold blood instantly turned hot with rage, and I stepped forward without a second thought.

	“Ash Nevra,” I addressed her, intentionally foregoing her title. A gasp rippled through the hall. I braced myself to defend against an attack, but to my surprise, none came. She watched me with a perfect black eyebrow cocked and allowed me to continue. “We have come to negotiate the terms of your… regency in the absence of my father, The Origin. I thank you for your service to the Dominion. However, I have returned to claim my throne.” My voice did not waiver, and I did not stutter. However, I bit out the word ‘service’ as if it were a swear word. 

	Again, I braced myself for an attack. I waited for her to order one of her slaves to take me away or try to kill us. I waited, but nothing happened. Instead, she let out a small, amused laugh. 

	‘Something is wrong,’ Amon whispered into my mind, I could feel him becoming increasingly tense beside me. ‘She is much too calm.’ I had to agree.

	“Is that so?” She asked as if she were entertaining a child that was throwing a tantrum. “I suppose you expect me to accept this and quietly acquiesce my throne to you? A filthy half-breed?” She sneered at me. Despite the threat in her tone, something was horribly wrong. Why wasn’t she attempting to kill us where we stood?

	“We are prepared to go to war, if we cannot come to an amicable agreement.” Amon drawled next to me. She cocked her head to the side and stared him down. 

	He met her gaze without flinching, and their auras crashed against each other. Their energies were so powerful I could almost see them. They were so evenly matched that it was impossible to tell who would win should they ever come up against each other. 

	“We?” She asked, her voice a sultry purr. She stood up from her throne, stilettoed legs spread wide, and looked down at us from the raised dais she was perched on. “There was a time, Prince Amon, when you used the word we when speaking of us. Now you align yourself shamelessly with this pathetic half-breed playing rebel?” 

	Amon nodded once, “I align myself with the true Queen of the Dominion. The Origin’s daughter.” 

	Ash Nevra’s mask was not as good as Amon's, though I supposed she had never needed it to be. There is no need to hide when you are the apex predator. Rage and what I could have sworn was a look of betrayal flickered across Ash Nevra’s face before she was able to school her features back into one of sultry confidence.

	“Tell me, Prince Amon, where is your sword?” She asked softly. My last thread of control over my anger snapped at her implied threat. I would fucking kill her right here if she so much as touched him. My aura exploded away from me as she sent out a coiling tendril of her power directly toward Amon. 

	I realized, with a start, that though both of their powers were great, mine was potentially even greater. I wrapped my dark magick around the sliver of energy she had sent out in an attempt to enslave Amon and broke it in two. I snapped it as easily as a finger. She hissed and withdrew her power before turning to me. Her beautiful face contorted in rage, and finally, I felt like she was going to attack me. So be it. I was ready. I fell back into my practiced fighting stance and felt Amon ready himself next to me.

	Almost as quickly as her rage came, it disappeared again, and she visibly relaxed. Frowning, I paused, waiting to see what she would do. Remembering Kasha’s rule of prioritizing defense above all else, I didn’t feel like making the first move would be smart. Especially here. 

	Ash Nevra proved me right almost immediately. Without so much as lifting a finger, she silently summoned a group of enslaved daemons to her. They moved almost like zombies to drape themselves around her, forming a living shield of hostages. If I had attacked, I would have surely hit one of them. I clenched my fists at my sides as the rest of the slaves were forced by some unseen power to surround Amon and I. I glanced over at him, and his jaw clenched. 

	We could do nothing unless we were willing to kill countless innocent daemons to get to her. At that moment, I truly realized what going to war with Ash Nevra would mean. Her army would largely be fought by people who had been enslaved. I felt the blood drain from my face. 

	She smirked at us and slid back into her throne, pulling her slaves, and stroking them as if they were favored pets. My palms burned as I forced myself to swallow the quasar that wanted to erupt from them. 

	“You have given me much to consider,” she mused, and I narrowed my eyes. Did she think we actually believed she was entertaining the idea of me taking her throne? “A proposal like this will take some time to contemplate. Allow me three days to weigh my options. At the end of the three days, if I decide I would prefer to decline your request, I expect we will officially be at war.” She said it so nonchalantly; it was as if she were commenting on the weather. What was going on? What kind of game was she playing?

	“In the meantime,” she consigned, smirking slyly at Amon, “I suppose I should give you a mating gift since you seem to have had the misfortune of being mated to this disgusting creature.” My heart stopped. Mate? I couldn’t school my expression, and my head snapped to Amon, but he only had eyes for Ash Nevra, his face unreadable. 

	‘Run,’ He hissed into my mind. Before I could register what was happening, she attacked me with her aura. I reflexively defended against the attack, pushing everything I had into blocking her sickly-sweet energy from getting through my barriers. However, I quickly realized the forceful attack had been a red herring to keep me from noticing the ribbon of lustful energy that snaked around my shields, striking me to my core. 

	I froze. 

	She should not have been able to get through Elvira’s Circlet. For one horrifying moment, I waited for the slavery bond to snap into place. It didn’t; instead, I felt a rush of heat course through my body. I gasped as my breasts peaked beneath my chiffon gown, and I felt a wetness bloom between my thighs. What the - 

	Amon was staring at me, his face white with horror. Ash Nevra laughed, stroking the hair of an enslaved daemon who had obediently curled into her lap. The slave’s eyes were empty, and she looked at me as if she wished she were already dead.

	‘Your eyes betray you,’ Amon had told me that day when he ordered me to crawl to him. ‘Someone who is broken would not look at their master in such a way.’ 

	Another wave of impossibly uncomfortable heat rolled through me, and I hissed. Something flickered in the slave’s expression. She almost looked for a moment as if she pitied me. Then, the expression was gone, and she folded deeper into Ash Nevra’s cruel embrace.

	“Enjoy your gift in your room, Prince Amon. I know you don’t share my love for public displays of affection.”

	Amon’s head whipped to Ash Nevra. We all could see the promise of death in his gaze. I thought for a moment he might kill her right then, even if it meant taking out the dozens of slaves that still stood between her and us. 

	“Hurry,” Ash Nevra purred, “I gave her a potent dose. If you don’t move now, she may not make it to the room.” 
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	Amon grabbed my hand, and we shot through the Great Hall. I barely registered that he had me in his arms as he flew us through the entrance of the castle and down the hall to our chambers. We were already through the door when another wave of heat rolled through me. I whimpered as I felt more wetness pool. We entered the room, and Amon let me go so quickly it was as if I had burned him.

	“Fuck!” He snarled, spinning, and punching the wall. It crumbled beneath his fist, and stone chunks shattered on the floor. I felt his aura pulse and knew he was summoning Kasha, but my own aura caught fire at the touch of his power.

	“Amon…” I gasped as another wave of heat rolled through me. My breasts felt heavy, and I suddenly couldn’t resist the urge to run my hands against them. I moaned as the rough fabric of the dress scraped against my peaked nipples. 

	“Kasha’s coming, then we’re getting you the fuck out of here,” Amon said; his expression was so tight he looked like he was physically in pain. 

	“Amon…” I could barely breathe. The waves of heat that were rolling through my body with increasing frequency seemed to be settling and building at the apex of my thighs. I rubbed my legs together beneath my dress, and they slid against each other, slipping easily through the slickness that had begun to seep through my lace undergarments. “Amon, I need...” What did I need? I could barely say it out loud, but I lurched forward towards him, reaching out with the hand that wasn’t rubbing against my own breast. 

	He stumbled away from me. His normally cool and calm composure had dissolved. He avoided my touch as if I were infected with some kind of disease. I came forward again, my head swimming. The need that was beating through my body was becoming so intense it bordered on pain. I had him backed into the wall he had just punched a hole into, and I pressed myself against his chest, looking up at him through my eyelashes.

	“Amon, please,” I begged, “I need you to touch me,” he was staring at me, eyes wide. He was so still that I wasn’t even sure if he was breathing. “It hurts,” I breathed, a whimper catching in my throat. I moved to put a hand on his chest and ground myself against him. Faster than my eyes could track, he had me by the wrists. He flipped me around and pinned me against the wall, holding himself away from me. The only part of him that touched me was the hand that held my wrists above my head. 

	“Amon please,” I begged him again, struggling against his grip, trying to get any piece of me to touch him. 

	“Raven…” His voice sounded strained. He was so close, but so far. My skin was burning. His head snapped away from me to look at the door, moments before Kasha burst in. She took one look at us, and she went pale. Amon nearly threw me across the room and into her arms.

	“We’re leaving,” he snarled, striding past her. She nodded and pulled me into her arms, dragging me down the hall after him. I tried to reach for him again, but Kasha picked me up off the ground and carried me at a sprint down the hallway after Amon.

	No one tried to stop us as we left Ash Nevra’s castle. Even the widowmakers knew better than to get in Amon’s way as he led the way into the blizzard. Amon called his shadows to us, and we shadow walked back to the common room just as I found myself sliding a hand between my legs in an attempt to quell the unbearable burn that had continued to build there. Kasha grabbed my hand and pinned it to my side as we rematerialized. The team looked up as we appeared, Rycon’s nostrils flared, and his eyes widened in shock.

	“Everyone out,” Amon snapped. 

	“What yuh mean, everyone out?” Conrad asked, but Rycon grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him towards the door.

	“Let’s go, Obeah Man,” he muttered. Conrad looked confused but followed Rycon’s lead. He and Dossidian began to leave, Meredith got up to follow suit, but Amon barked at her.

	“Meredith, you stay,” his voice was so strained I almost didn’t recognize it. When the males had left, he turned to Meredith. “Ash Nevra struck her with an arousal curse. I was a fool; I didn’t see it coming until it was too late. It’s going to keep getting worse until she finds… release.”  He bit out the last word like it hurt him to say it. I struggled against Kasha’s vice-like grip, bucking my hips in her arms. If I could just make it stop. 

	“It will wear off in a few hours. Is there anything you can give her that will knock her out?” 

	Meredith looked horrified but nodded. She rushed to the table that she had filled with draughts and potions she had prepared in case of injury and returned with one that I recognized the smell of. It was a calming draught. I groaned and bucked my hips again as Kasha crushed me tighter against her chest. 

	“I don’t want that,” I nearly sobbed, “I want you to touch me.” I strained with all I had against Kasha towards Amon. His face was so pale he looked like he was going to be sick. 

	“Keep her in here until it’s over. No one comes in except you two,” he ordered before vanishing in a cloud of shadow. I felt as if I might weep in his absence. Another rolling wave of heat rushed through me, and I gasped, straining against Kasha again. I just wanted it to stop. 

	“Here, Raven, drink this,” Meredith held the draught to my lips, and I turned my head away. Finally, Kasha spoke.

	“If you want it to stop, Raven, you need to drink the potion.” She said softly, and I let out a strangled sob. The second my mouth opened; Meredith poured the draught down my throat. I choked and gagged on it, but every drop that slid down my throat began to quell the unbearable ache that had grown relentlessly within. 

	“There you go,” Kasha murmured, “A few more sips.” As calm relief began to flow through me, I eagerly gulped down the last few mouthfuls of the potion. Finally, the last dregs of arousal seeped away from me, and I felt my eyes close. I had a brief moment of clarity, before everything went black. 

	Ash Nevra had said Amon was my mate.
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	I woke up curled in the pit in the common room, covered in a thick blanket. Kasha and Meredith were sitting across from me, sipping something that smelled like tea. I was still wearing the chiffon gown, which was now horribly wrinkled.

	“Hey, hey,” Kasha said as she realized I was awake. 

	“How are you feeling?” Meredith asked gently as I pushed myself up. How was I feeling? The question opened the door to a floodgate of somewhat hazy but horrifically embarrassing memories. I did a quick mental scan of my body and let out a sigh of relief once I was sure no part of me felt aroused. 

	“Oh my god,” I groaned and curled into myself, burying my face in one of the squashy throw pillows that littered the pit. 

	“It’s OK, Raven,” Kasha said, her voice gentle, “Nothing that happened yesterday was your fault.” I burrowed my face deeper into the pillow as I remembered how hard she had needed to grip my wrist to keep me from literally touching myself in front of everyone.

	“I’m fucking mortified,” I murmured into the pillow.  

	“It could have been a lot worse,” Kasha told me, and I peeked at her. “We got you out quickly and were able to get you to sleep before you were able to do anything serious,” I remembered grinding myself against Amon in that disgusting bed chamber and shuddered. The memory of me literally begging him to touch me while he looked at me like I was some sort of rabid animal in heat would haunt me for the rest of my newly long, immortal life. 

	“I’m so embarrassed,” I told her, and she looked at me sympathetically. 

	“Don’t be. This is what she does to people. She’s sick and twisted. She wants them to ask to be…” She didn’t need to say the word. I knew what she was getting at. The way she was looking at me, I wondered how many times Ash Nevra had done that to her. I wondered if anyone had ever been there to save her from the follow-through. I knew the answer to that question without needing to ask it. 

	I understood even more now what life for Kasha must have been like before Amon freed her. Suddenly I felt like a horrible person for asking her to go back there with us to search for the Omnikey. The Omnikey!

	“Did you find it?” I asked abruptly, pulling away from the pillow I had been hiding behind. I had been so busy feeling humiliated I had completely forgotten why we had been there in the first place. If we had the key, at least one good thing would have come out of that horrible visit. Kasha’s face fell, and I knew immediately she hadn’t found it.

	“It’s my fault,” I said, deflating, “I didn’t give you enough time. I let her… do whatever it is she did to me.”

	“It’s not your fault, don’t say that,” Kasha said. Meredith nodded.

	“We were just discussing it before you woke up. Kasha had scoured the entire throne room with The Lens and had taken to checking hallways by the time Amon summoned her. The key just wasn’t there. We were wrong.” Meredith explained. Fuck. If I felt like shit before, I felt even shittier now. 

	“Did Amon fill you in, at least? On our meeting? We have three days to figure out where the key is before we go to war.” I didn’t even bother to mention the fact that Ash Nevra said she would be entertaining our proposal of me taking over her throne. I didn’t know what kind of game she was playing, but I knew that she would never willingly step down. I would need to kill her for it. 

	I was honestly shocked we had been able to simply walk out of there at all, after threatening her throne. As humiliating as it had been to be cursed by her, it didn’t feel like she was even really trying. Something about the whole thing felt too easy. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something. Meredith's lips pursed into a thin line. She and Kasha exchanged a glance.

	“No one’s seen Amon since… well, since he left the common room yesterday.” Kasha informed me, and that’s when I remembered another extremely unnerving detail from the day before.

	“Ash Nevra said… well before she did that to me… she said that Amon was my mate.” I whispered. The word ‘mate’ was foreign in my mouth, but somehow, when I applied the term to Amon, it felt so bone-crushingly right. Meredith and Kasha exchanged another look. 

	“Yes. He’s known for a long time. I kept telling him to just tell you, but he wasn’t sure you would be happy to hear the news. I thought for sure when I walked in on you two in bed together the other day, he had finally told you. Guess not.” 

	“Why would he think I would be unhappy?” I asked, my voice shaking. As soon as I said it, I actually contemplated what the word mate meant to daemons. Amon had told me that it was a lifelong commitment. An intense and fierce partnership, one that was so all-consuming, to some, it felt like a prison. I thought of spending the rest of my immortal life by Amon’s side and wondered if I would feel trapped. 

	I didn’t see how I possibly could. An eternity of being held by a daemon who looked at me the way he did didn’t seem awful at all. In fact, now that I had the idea in my head, I couldn’t stand the thought of it being any other way. Did he think spending an eternity with me would feel like a prison? My blood went cold at the thought.

	“I think that’s something you need to ask him yourself,” Kasha said softly. I nodded. She was right. 

	“I have to go,” I said, standing up. Meredith and Kasha both nodded solemnly, and I set off to find not Amon, the Dark Prince of Pride, but Amon, my mate. 
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	First, I showered and took off the now horribly wrinkled chiffon gown. It seemed a shame that it was so heavily tainted with sickening memories. I didn’t think I would ever be able to wear it again. I slipped into a comfortable pair of black cotton pants and the oversize knit sweatshirt that I loved to loop my thumbs through before heading to Amon’s room. 

	Feeling through the door with my aura, I quickly realized he wasn’t there. Not having a clue where else I might find him, I resolved to wait until he came back. I pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped inside. As I walked past his desk, which was still covered in prophecies, one of them whispered to me. I frowned. The words of this prophecy were familiar. I had heard them before. 

	Drifting over to the desk, I riffled through the pages until I found the one that was calling out to me.  My hand rose to my mouth as I read. 

	 


A Crisis of Pride

	- Prophet Margaret, (c.1933)

	You are mine, said the Prince,

	cradling his swaddling of twilight

	My queen, my slave, my lover, my friend, the Prince

	says as he rocks his shadow, back, back, back

	Let us walk through worlds, he whispers

	I will teach you to move planets, how to reorder the stars,

	to become nighttime itself,

	how to speak the language of the dead

	I will lay your adversaries at your feet

	You have freed me, I will try to free you, says the Prince,

	Although your burden is one I cannot bear

	I cannot save you from grief, but I can teach you to heal

	I can show you how the ground moves beneath your feet

	And to slip through the wind, as light as darkness

	My salvation, my heart, my friend, my ward,

	Let us learn each other’s bodies, and

	run our fingers through one another’s minds

	We will dance, leap, writhe and play

	As fluently as the cat cuts through grass

	I will teach you to be loud as silence, and to

	Slip through armies, like a blade through the chest.

	I had thought this had been a poem the day Amon first read it to me in the library in Toronto. The version I had read claimed the author was anonymous. Rereading it now, knowing everything I knew, I understood. This was not a poem. This was a prophecy, about Amon and I. 

	I turned my attention back to the desk, there had to be nearly a dozen prophecies here. Each one was about us. The Origin’s Daughter and the Prince of Pride, The Shadow and The Raven, the Dark Prince, and the Queen of the Dominion. The oldest one was dated nearly three hundred and sixty years ago, roughly around the time The Origin and Elvira had been frozen into stone. 

	Had he known for that long? Had he known his unborn mate had been frozen into stone with the daemon he looked up to as a father?

	The scent of cinnamon filled the room, and I looked up from the desk to see Amon standing at the door, with his hands in his pockets and dark circles under his beautiful green eyes. He looked like he’d been through hell and back. I realized suddenly that my hand was still over my mouth. I slowly lowered it as the tears that had welled in my eyes finally released down my cheeks.

	“Amon, I’m… I’m so sorry,” I managed to say. “I’m so sorry about yesterday, I should have been more careful. You told me to run, I should have listened.”

	Amon looked like I had just kicked him in the gut instead of offering him an apology.

	“You’re sorry?” He croaked. He came into the room, closing the door softly behind him. “Raven, you did nothing wrong. I’m the monster who brought you there. I’m the…” He cut himself off, pinching the bridge of his nose and closing his eyes. He took a deep breath in, and I realized he, too, was holding back tears. Finally, when he had composed himself, he looked at me, a piece of silver hair falling into those green eyes. Eyes, that I now realized I loved so much. 

	“I’m the monster who wanted to do what you asked of me.” His voice broke at his admission. Suddenly, everything made sense. How it had seemed like my touch revolted him, how he had dropped me as if I had caught fire the second, we entered the room. How he had nearly thrown me into Kasha’s arms, to get me away from him. The pained look on his face was guilt. 

	“Oh, Amon,” I whispered and came towards him. I brought my hand up to the side of his face, the way he always did to me. “You’re not a monster.” I promised him.

	“I am, Raven. It took everything in me not to take you right there in that horrible fucking bed chamber. It would have tainted everything.”

	“I asked you to,” I told him, “Nothing is tainted.”

	“You couldn’t properly give consent in that state. If I had touched you at all -”

	“But you didn’t, Amon. You didn’t touch me. You are not like her. You are good.” 

	He squeezed his eyes shut and leaned his head into my hand.

	“I don’t deserve you,” he whispered, and my heart broke. 

	“How long have you known?” I asked. His eyes snapped open, and I lowered my hand. 

	“Since I freed Prophet Margaret. While imprisoned by Ash Nevra, she had written many of the prophesies you were just reading. She gave them all to me when I freed her. There were more from before that time as well. I began to uncover them as I started to dig further.”

	“So, you knew we were mates, before I was even born?” I whispered and he nodded. “How did the prophecy I found in the library in Toronto end up there?” I wondered. He shrugged. 

	“Daemons sometimes spend time beyond The Veil, mingling with mortals when they grow tired of things here. Some even take up careers to occupy their time. Forever is a long time to live. That is not the first time I’ve seen a daemon prophecy crop up in a human book of pros, disguised as poetry. It is the first time, I would assume, that the person it was written about happened to stumble upon it.”

	“It called to me,” I told him. As I was entering the stacks, its voice had been louder than all the others. 

	He cocked his head to the side.  “Interesting.” 

	I smirked at him playfully. “I thought you had planted it there, and that was some kind of planned encounter.” 

	He gave me a cautious smile in return. “The encounter was planned, but no, I didn’t plant the prophecy there. I felt it when your energy overflowed that day. Everyone did. That’s when I knew I had run out of time and needed to come get you. But I was too late. The magick folk had already found you. Conrad had earned your trust and I knew he would poison you against me. Against our kind.” He looked so painfully sad; it was hard for me to breathe.

	“Well, it seems you have managed to win us both over.” I joked. He nodded, even his smile was sad.

	“Raven, there’s more.” My eyes widened. Just how much had he been holding onto, all this time? I needed to know. I needed the full story.

	“Tell me everything.” 
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	We settled into the two armchairs. Amon conjured me a glass of wine, and himself a few fingers of whiskey, before beginning. 

	“It was roughly ninety years ago, when my father died. I freed Dossidian and Kasha first, before going to work freeing each and every single one of my people. Now that you have had the pleasure of meeting Ash Nevra, you can imagine how many trips, trade deals and pretty words it took for me to convince her not to go to war with me over these demands.” He paused to take a sip of his whiskey. He looked so tired. So tired of fighting. 

	“It was at this time that Prophet Margaret released the prophecy about your birth to the public. This piqued my interest. I had wanted to find a way to overthrow Ash Nevra, and the daughter of The Origin seemed like the best way to accomplish that goal. This is what drove me to find a way to get Ash Nevra to allow me to free Prophet Margaret in the first place.

	“Once I had her safely back here, she showed me all of her other prophecies. The ones she hadn’t released. The ones sitting there, on that desk,” he gestured toward the seemingly innocent stack of papers.

	“It took me… some time to come to terms with the fact that The Origin’s daughter was my mate. Daemon’s live for such a long time, it is not uncommon for one’s mate to be born much later or earlier than the other. In these instances, usually the mate who has reached maturity, waits the relatively short period of time necessary to introduce the topic to the other. Eighteen to twenty-five years is a blink in comparison to the hundreds of years many of us have already lived.” He smiled at me ruefully, “You’ll soon see for yourself. Assuming we survive the war that’s looming. You’ll blink and suddenly you’ll be two hundred years old.”

	I felt a thrill at the thought. I still hadn’t fully wrapped my mind around the fact that I would live for such a long time. 

	Amon continued. “All that being said, it wasn’t the fact that you hadn’t yet been born. It was more the fact that you were Aleites’ daughter. The daughter of the most powerful being to have ever existed. This and the fact that you were currently frozen in stone, in your mortal mother’s womb. I wasn’t sure what to do with this information. Or how I would get you out of that fucking palace, if and when your birth was triggered as prophesied. 

	“The frustrating thing about prophecies, is they are specific enough to paint a vivid picture, but vague enough that you never know when things will be coming to fruition. I had no idea if I was waiting a year or several hundred years for you to be born. It was a stroke of dumb luck that I was in the throne room, the day Clair emancipated herself, eighteen years ago.” My jaw hit the ground. It had been him? 

	“You… you took me across The Veil? To the human world? It was you?” I asked, dumbstruck. He nodded and took another sip of his drink.

	“Yes. It was me. I had been at the Court of Lust, allowing Ash Nevra to damn near rob me blind on a trade deal so that I could free another fifty or so daemons. She had been in a particularly… violent mood after our negotiations. I just didn’t have the stomach to stick around and watch as she… played.” He visibly winced at the memory. I decided I didn’t need to know the details, not after having personally visited her nightmare of a court myself. 

	“I was standing in the throne room looking up at Aleites, wishing that he were there to wipe her off the face of the earth, when I felt the rush of power vibrate through The Veil. At first, I didn’t know what it was. Then I heard it. I heard you. A tiny cry, from inside Elvira’s statue. It felt like I had been possessed, the second my aura met yours. I cut through the stone as carefully as I could, and there you were, tiny, and pink, and angry.” He chuckled at the memory and reached out to thumb my ring of ravens. 

	“You were already wearing this.” He said, thoughtfully. 

	“How did you get me out?” I whispered, unable to tear my eyes away from him. He smiled again.

	“You didn’t make it easy. You wouldn’t stop crying. I had no idea how to make an infant stop crying. So, I muffled you with magick and shrouded you in a shadow to smuggle you out. Happily, everyone was still in the Great Hall, trying to figure out what had caused the burst of power.  I was then able to make it past the widowmakers and shadow walk across The Veil without being stopped. 

	“The first thing I did was find a reputable adoption agency. Something was calling me to Toronto, Canada, and I didn’t stop to question it.” He smiled ruefully. “Again, I had no idea how to take care of a baby. I wanted to get you into a loving home and family as far away from the Dominion as soon as possible. I monitored you from afar, for several months, before I realized that you were never going to be adopted. You were too powerful, even as an infant, the humans naturally wanted to avoid you. 

	“I found myself worrying that even the adoption agency was neglecting you and not giving you proper care. Finally, I decided to track down the Nightshade who had emancipated themselves, to see if they could help. I didn’t trust the magick folk, but I figured, if someone hated the Nightshades enough to emancipate themselves from the line, they couldn’t be that bad.” Once again, I felt like my eyes were going to pop right out of my skull. 

	“You… found Clair?” I remembered the day they had rescued me from Kieran on the docks. Clair and Amon’s strange interaction suddenly made sense. Clairafine, he had called her. They had known each other all along. Amon nodded.

	“I did,” he said, before taking a sip of his drink. “I didn’t know what to expect when I found her. I was pleasantly surprised to find someone who was kind, selfless and just an overall lovely person. She had already been married to Jeremy, and they were having difficulty conceiving. When I told her about all that was going on beyond The Veil, and the role that you would play in bringing balance to the world, she suggested that she adopt you. I shielded her and Jeremy from your aura the day they went to visit you for the first time, and they both fell in love with you immediately.”

	“So Jeremy… did he know, too?” I asked. Amon shook his head.

	“No. Clair didn’t want him to know about her past. When she left the Nightshades, she wanted to start fresh with him, and made me promise to shield his aura in secret. He still doesn’t know about any of this.”

	That was why neither Jeremy or Clair had seemed to be affected by my aura the same way the other humans had been. That was why they had been able to be around me and were able to love me. I thought of all the times Clair had told me that it wasn’t my fault, when I had lashed out at the kids at school who bullied and tormented me. She had known, all along, what I was. 

	“I largely tried to stay away, as you grew. Ash Nevra had launched a full-scale manhunt, trying to find you when she realized you had been taken from Elvira’s womb. I didn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to you. Until that day, when your power began manifesting, and you released that energy blast.” 

	He took a sip of his drink, looking like he was somewhere far away, deep in thought. I remembered that day. I had accidentally killed a flock of birds, and I suspected, my elderly neighbor as well. Mrs. Serafini. My heart twinged with guilt as it often did when I revisited that memory. 

	That had been the day I had rushed to the library to meet Conrad, but instead had found Amon in the stacks. 

	“I’ve been waiting for you,” he had said to me, when I had discovered him. My skin prickled. He really had been waiting for me. 

	For over one hundred years. 

	

	“That day was the first day I had seen you in nearly eighteen years. I could barely keep myself from pulling you into me and telling you how happy I was that you were healthy, that you were safe. That you had grown into the most beautiful daemon I had ever seen in my fucking life. But when you looked at me, you were nearly as angry as the day you were born,” he chuckled. “I figured that wouldn’t have gone over well.” A smile twitched at the corner of my mouth. No, it certainly would not have gone well.

	“I noticed that you were holding an entire book of Prophet Margaret’s work. A book that I knew, had at least one prophecy about us in it. I wanted to tell you, right then and there, everything that I’m telling you now. I wanted to tell you, that you were my mate, and that I had spent your whole life trying to keep you safe. That I would spend the rest of my life continuing to do so. But then…” 

	I flinched. I knew what had happened then. Conrad had arrived and taken me away. He had told me everything but through the perspective of the magick folk, who were unaware of the state of things beyond The Veil. 

	“After that, I knew you were never going to trust me. I had to get you here to complete the Quickening some other way. When you were fighting the widowmaker, I felt your distress through the trace I had placed on you in the library. I figured if you weren’t going to come with me voluntarily, I could enforce a life debt.”

	“Once I was here… why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I whispered, still reeling from all he had revealed. He looked at me, and I was struck again with how tired and sad he looked. I wanted so badly to make that look go away. 

	“I wasn’t sure you would want to hear it. I watched my father wield the mating bond over my mother like some kind of weapon for years. She had felt trapped. You had just lost your own mother and were grieving. I don’t know if you remember, but when you first came here, you hated me for trapping you with that stupid life debt. 

	“Lately, I have noticed a shift in how you feel about me. But you still have Jeremy to think about. If we mate, it is permanent and cannot be undone. I didn’t think you would want to be permanently attached to someone like me. Someone who has acted as a monster for so long that sometimes I wonder if there is a difference between pretending to be a monster and actually being one.” 

	He grew quiet for a moment, then with a wave of his hand, two silver chains with green stone pendants roughly the size of quail eggs appeared on the table between us. One of the chains was thicker and more masculine, the other thin and dainty. I immediately recognized the energy emanating from the gems. These were made from the stone that Frira had gifted me. The one that had split in two when I had given it to Amon.

	“There were a few times when I almost told you. Once was the morning after you had fallen asleep in my lap when you had agreed to find another way to infiltrate Ash Nevra’s palace.” I remembered what had come before that and felt my face flush.  

	“The second time, was when you came out of that volcano, looking like some sort of warrior goddess, and handed me a fucking mating stone.” His voice broke, and he gestured to the stones on the table. “The day Dossidian stayed behind to get our message to Ash Nevra, I also asked him to take the split stone to a jeweler to have these made.” 

	I stared at the beautifully crafted pieces, one for him, and one for me. Finally, I looked up to meet his gaze, which was as brilliantly green as the mating stones that sat between us. 

	“I would understand,” he said, softly. “If you didn’t want to be with me. I will not be my father. If you choose to leave now, I will not stop you.” He paused for a breath before continuing, “I suppose that is why it has taken me so long to build up the courage to tell you all of this. This is really the end of the line. Now that you know, you have a decision to make.” He looked up at me, waiting, and I could see him almost physically brace himself for my answer. 

	I reached across the table, and picked up the thicker of the two chains, rubbing my thumb over the smooth surface of the gem. It warmed at my touch, and suddenly, my nose filled with the scent of cinnamon. I gasped in disbelief. The stone was emanating the scent of my mate. The scent that I associated with Amon. I wondered, if when he held the stones, he experienced a similar sensation. I wondered if I had a scent that reminded him of me. I remembered at Rhyalla’s Yal'duun-kala; I had asked Amon what daemons do when they mate.

	“We exchange mating stones,” he had told me. Finally, I stood up and moved to stand before him. He looked up at me, and emotion flickered in his gaze. An emotion that looked an awful lot like hope. Unable to wait even one more second, I placed the chain around his neck and crawled into his lap before resting my forehead against his. His eyes widened, and I placed my hand on his chest, over the stone. I could feel the beat of his heart against my hand, and it felt wonderful.

	“There is nothing I would like more, Amon, than to spend the rest of my life loving you.” I said. His eyes welled, and he swallowed, choking on his words slightly before he spoke. 

	He put his hands on either side of my face, “Then I will spend the rest of my life working to become someone worthy of being loved by you.” He whispered, a tear sliding down his cheek. I wiped it away with my thumb, as he had done for me many times before. 

	“You already are, Amon,” I told him, before he finally crushed his mouth against mine and pulled me in so close, I thought we might fuse into one.
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	The kisses were not slow. They were hungry, almost desperate. He devoured me as I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. His fingers buried their way deep into my hair, and he pulled my head back, exposing my throat to him. He laid a trail of hot kisses down my neck and collarbone as he stood up and carried me to the bed. 

	He broke away as he laid me down, almost reverently, resting one knee between my legs as he held himself over me. Gently, he stroked a hand down the side of my face, looking at me like I was the most precious thing in the world. An aching need began to grow deep within me. It was nothing like the manic feeling that had rolled through me the day before. This need was deeper than that, and it rocked through not just my body but my soul. I needed him closer to me, I needed him to be touching me. He suddenly seemed apprehensive.

	“We can wait, Raven. We have our whole lives. If you’re not ready, we can take as long as you need.”

	“No more waiting,” I growled, tugging at his shirt, “I need you now.” I pulled his shirt out from his pants, and a sly smile curled across his lips. He snatched up my hands and held them both over my head with one hand, grinning down at me like a cat with a mouse.

	“So impatient,” he teased before using his free hand to slip beneath my sweater. He smirked as he ran his palm over the expanse of my stomach and up to cup my breast, over my bra. I arched against him, cursing myself for putting on a bra at all. I wanted more. 

	“I have plans for you, Raven,” he purred before leaning in close. “If you recall, I won a race the other day. Do you remember what my prize was?” I did. I groaned and tugged at my hands. 

	“And where exactly do you plan on kissing me for as long as you want?” I breathed.  His smirk deepened as he pinched my nipple firmly through the pad of my bra. I arched against him again. Fuck, that felt good. He bent over me, placing his mouth against my ear, his breath sending a ripple of goosebumps down my arms, tightening my core. 

	“I think you already have an idea of where,” he slid his hand away from my breast and hooked a finger into the front of my waistband. My face flooded with heat at the implication. I had never been with anyone before. No one had certainly ever kissed me there. “As for how long, I think I’ll kiss you until I have you screaming my name.” Fucking God. 

	He finally let go of my hands and tugged my sweater, leaning back enough to allow me to sit up.

	“Take this off,” he ordered. I was quick to comply, pulling it over my head swiftly. He reached behind me and unhooked my bra, pulling it away from my body before sitting back again and letting his eyes roam. “Now these,” he said, tugging at the cotton pants. I swallowed and obeyed. I kicked out of the loose pants and sat before him in nothing but my lace thong. 

	He looked at me so intently that I suddenly felt vulnerable. I remembered my scars and wondered for a moment, if he had meant what he had said that night in Olkuyrbe. As if he knew exactly where my mind had gone, he leaned forward, pressing me back against the bed, before kissing me firmly on the mouth. He gently sucked on my bottom lip before moving down to my throat. His kisses didn’t stop as he whispered in my mind.

	‘You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,’ He murmured before pulling my nipple into his mouth and rolling his tongue over the tip. I gasped as his hand went to work on the other one, pulling them both until the heat building between my legs became an undeniable wetness. 

	He continued to travel lower, layering kisses on my navel. Finally, he was kneeling next to the bed. He grabbed my legs and pulled me towards him, positioning his head directly between my thighs.

	“Amon…” I breathed. “No one has ever… no one has ever done this to me before,” I admitted. I could feel his breath on my bare legs. Only one small scrap of lace separated him from the most intimate parts of myself. A lazy smile curled across his lips, and he looked up at me. He gently traced one finger down the center of me, and I nearly blacked out. 

	“So, I get to be the first to taste you?” His voice was so rough, it was almost a growl.

	I couldn’t answer. I just swallowed and nodded. 

	“Excellent,” was all he said as he hooked a finger around the lace and pulled it to the side, exposing me to him. I could feel his breath on me before he touched his tongue, ever so gently, to the bundle of nerves that sat at the apex of my thighs. I cried out in surprise at just how good it felt. I could feel him smirk against me before he slid one finger, and then two, deep inside me. He curled them upward, stroking me from the inside while his tongue worked me from the outside.

	FUCK! I didn’t know if I was screaming it out loud or in his head. Either way, the building pleasure grew so quickly, I barely felt like I would last more than a few strokes. 

	‘That’s it, Raven. Come for me. I want to see you come,’ He whispered into my mind, and the pressure built to an overwhelming crescendo. Finally, I shattered, and waves of pleasure like I had never experienced before erupted through my entire body. Amon continued to stroke me through the orgasm until my legs shook and my core quivered.

	He pulled away and smirked up at me. “Good, Raven. That was one. Let’s see if we can make you do it again.” He said before pulling his own shirt over his head and unbuckling his pants. 

	I realized this was going to be a deliciously long night. 




	67

	

	 I watched, as he stood and stripped before me. The moonlight spilled in through the cavernous hole in the wall, bathing him in a silvery glow. He looked as if he were carved from marble. Every piece of him chiseled and perfect. I frowned, as my eyes roamed over his chest and down his cut abdomen, to find that he too, was covered in scars. I reached out to touch one, rubbing my fingers over the raised flesh, and he shivered beneath my touch. It looked like a stab wound. 

	“See?” He whispered, as my fingers found another scar, and another, and another. “We both have scars.” 

	I nodded, finding myself feeling angry that someone had left these marks on his flesh. That someone had hurt him. I allowed my fingers to slide lower, down to the considerable length of him. I ran my fingers lightly over the hard but soft surface of his shaft, and he quivered. 

	“Fuck,” he growled as I touched him. I looked up at him and smiled, thrilled that I could have that kind of an effect. I wrapped my hand around him and he let out a groan that turned to a snarl. Grabbing my wrist with one hand, he tore the small scrap of lace that still remained on my body off with the other before picking me up and flipping us around. He sat on the edge of the bed and had me rest my knees on either side of him, positioning the tip of himself against my entrance. 

	Holding me firmly in place he reached up, brushing my hair out of my face and meeting my gaze. My breath caught in my throat at the feel of the broad head of him, pressing gently against my wetness. Neither of us moved for a moment. 

	“I love you,” he told me, quietly, and I felt a swell of emotion rush through my chest.

	“I love you, too,” I whispered back to him. He rubbed a thumb gently over my cheek and smiled.

	“Ready?” He asked, and I nodded against his hand. He began to guide me down onto him, slowly. I gasped as the tip of him entered, filling me up as he continued to pull me towards him. “That’s it, Raven,” he paused to let me adjust to his size. I squeezed his shoulders, rolling my head back. He felt so good, so right. 

	“Take the rest of it for me, I know you can.” His words drove me wild, and I pressed myself all the way down against him, until he was buried deep inside me. He groaned, biting my neck gently as I enveloped him. 

	Pausing, he pulled back, looking at me, with a mixed expression of arousal and concern. “You’re alright?” He checked, and I nodded, swallowing.

	He gave me a satisfied grin, before he dropped his hands to my hips, rocking me gently, back, and forth. I gasped at this new sensation. The way he ground me against him, hit a spot in my core that reverberated through my entire body. It started deep inside and slowly spread through my limbs, and all the way up into my chest. My breath quickened, as he began to rock me more firmly. He pressed himself up into me, hitting that spot more soundly. 

	“Good Raven, now, faster,” he urged, and I began to move with him. Back and forth, back, and forth, as the pressure built and built. It became so intense; I could barely take it.

	“Amon, I…” I gasped, “I can’t… I’m going to…” I had no idea what I was trying to say, but he knew exactly what I needed, and what was about to happen.

	“You can, Raven. Don’t stop. Come for me. I want to feel it when you come.” 

	As my second orgasm took me, I screamed his name, just as he had promised he would make me do. This one was deeper and longer than the first one. My whole body shook with it and he groaned softly as I ground myself fervently against him, riding through the pleasure. He twisted one of my nipples as I came and I cried out again, raking my fingers through his hair, feeling where he had become damp with sweat. 

	As the final throws of the orgasm pulsed through me, he flipped me around, so he was spread out on top of me. He kissed me on the mouth, before positioning himself once more, between my legs.

	“Good girl. That was two.” He told me, the tip of his nose rubbing against mine. I shuddered. I didn’t think I had another one in me, but the look on his face was telling me I was wrong. He was going to coax another orgasm out of me before he was done. 

	“I’m going to fuck you now, until we both come. Can you manage one more for me?” He asked, his voice rough. I swallowed, but nodded and wrapped my legs around him. He positioned himself against me, before sliding all the way to the hilt. I cried out. My insides were still so sensitive from the last orgasm, I was nearly dizzy with pleasure. 

	“Fuck,” he breathed into my ear, “You’re so fucking wet.” I moaned and ground my hips up and against him. He chuckled softly. “What is it that you want, Raven?” He asked. 

	“I want you, Amon, please,” I begged him, and he grunted, before obliging. There was nothing gentle about his strokes this time. He pounded in and out of me, and I met him stroke for stroke. The pressure began to mount once more, this time, with even greater intensity than the last. I could feel Amon’s own urgency build. As my third orgasm violently tore through my body, he roared from above, and I felt him erupt inside of me. He spasmed between my legs and he grunted as he came with me, thrusting through the last few strokes, before collapsing. 

	After a moment of labored breathing, Amon pushed up so he could meet my gaze.  “That was three,” he smirked, and I let out a short burst of laughter. It certainly was. 

	For several seconds, we did nothing but lie together, recovering in each other's arms. I felt something solidify between us. Something permanent snapped into place, and I knew we were mated. The moment I realized it, my ring of ravens suddenly began to glow with a soft radiant blue light. 

	“What is… what’s happening?” I wondered out loud and Amon pulled back, as my necklace that I had been born in, floated up off my chest and split open before us. Rising out from the center, came a long, thin metal object. The object was bigger than the ring of ravens had been, and I wondered how it had even fit inside. I would never get used to magick. I reached out to wrap my hand around the key, and gasped as I realized what it was. 

	The daemons bring the Omnikey

	Which is kept close, where the heart should be.

	The Omnikey had been with me this whole time. 
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	Amon and I stared at the Omnikey key in awe. 

	“Well, I guess you technically were right.” He said, “The Omnikey had been hidden in Elvira’s statue. You just took it with you when you were born.” I laughed again, feeling shaky, and not just from the three orgasms Amon had given me. 

	“We have to open the box.” I breathed, moving to get out of bed. He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back into him, kissing me deeply.

	“Where do you think you’re going?” He asked playfully, “You don’t have any clothes on.” I laughed. 

	“Well, I was going to go change.” I reasoned, and he shook his head. 

	“You’re not going anywhere; I will bring your things here.” He informed me and snapped his fingers. My armoire manifested next to his desk, and I grinned. I guess we were sharing this room now. Finally, he released me. He pulled on his pants and slid over to the table, where my mating stone still rested, in between the armchairs. He scooped it up and came back to where I waited in bed. 

	Reaching out, he pulled the now-ruined ring of ravens from my neck. It had served its purpose and given us the Omnikey. I looked down at the distorted pendant and felt a small twinge. I had worn it my whole life, it was strange to see it destroyed. Knowing that it would be replaced with our mating stone made it easier for me to say goodbye.

	Amon moved to kneel behind me and fastened the thin chain around my neck. The pendant warmed against me immediately and emanated the soft scent of cinnamon the moment I touched my hand to it. I closed my eyes and inhaled, smiling to myself. 

	“When you wear this, everyone will know that you are mine.” He whispered into my ear, his voice growing husky. He turned my head to the side and kissed me on the mouth from behind, his hand drifting around me to cup my naked breast again. I arched against him and leaned into the kiss. It would have been so easy to stay in this room and forget the world. I turned to face him, wrapping my arms around his neck, and looking up into his eyes with a lazy smile on my face.

	“You can’t tell me you’re ready to go again,” I teased him, and he gave me a wicked grin as he pulled me closer. I could tell from the hardness that pressed against me, that he was, in fact, ready. I laughed and swatted his shoulder playfully. “We have to open the box, Amon.”

	“I suppose you’re right,” he sighed, pulling away slightly. “The fate of two worlds rests on our shoulders. I guess I can’t spend the next three days in here, having my way with you.” My core tightened again, wondering what types of things he would have planned for us over the course of three days. However, he was right. We did not have time to waste. 

	I got out of bed and wandered over to my newly manifested wardrobe. I fished a fresh pair of underwear out of the top drawer and slipped them on before padding around the room to collect the rest of my discarded outfit. Amon watched me hungrily as I got dressed. I arched an eyebrow at him.

	“Stop staring at me,” I scolded, and he shook his head, smirking.

	“It’s hard not to.” He shrugged, “I told you; mating bonds are…  intense. Especially in the beginning. I will likely be insufferable and overbearing for the foreseeable future.” He said jokingly, but I knew there was some truth to it. 

	“You were already insufferable and overbearing,” I teased him, and he let out a bark of laughter. 

	“I suppose I can’t argue with that,” he got out of bed to get dressed. He tucked his chain inside his shirt, but when I went to do the same, he stopped me. 

	“No. I want everyone to see. I want them to know that you are mine.” He growled softly. I rolled my eyes. Insufferable and overbearing indeed.

	“Fine, then, you do the same. Let that sparkle shine my Dark Prince,” I quipped, and his eyes crinkled. He nodded and pulled the chain out, letting the green gem glint in the moonlight. I smirked. I supposed I liked it too, that everyone would see that he was mine. Suddenly, I realized something. I wasn’t on any form of birth control. Never had been. It hadn’t been necessary, considering in the human world I had basically been treated as some kind of pariah. My hand fell to my stomach, and I glanced at Amon.

	“Hey… what do daemons do about contraception?” I asked. “I’m not on anything.” 

	He nodded, understanding. “I’m sure Meredith can whip something up for you. If not, there’s an Apothecary in town, and we can pick something up. Though typically, it is much more difficult for daemons to conceive than humans. It often takes years of actively trying before a couple is successful.” He explained. I nodded. That was good to know. I certainly wasn’t ready to entertain the idea of parenthood. I could barely wrap my head around my existing responsibilities.

	“Let’s go tell everyone the big news,” I said as I took his hand. He smirked at me.

	“Most of them already know that we are mates. Before the Board meeting, Patricia asked me if I knew you were my mate at the Abbey house. I had to have a chat with Conrad before we joined you all in the Dolomites.” He told me, and I laughed.

	“I was talking about the Omnikey, but good to know that our nuptials have already been announced to the team. I bet you Rycon knows too. He told me to sleep with you when you were being pissy the day we were traveling to Olkuyrbe.” Amon let out another surprised burst of laughter, his eyes shining mirthfully.

	“Never thought I would feel so indebted to that damn shifter,” he muttered as we made our way to the common room to tell our friends we finally had the missing piece to the puzzle. 

	

	We entered the common room together, to find that the males had returned to join Kasha and Meredith. 

	Kasha was curled up reading a large ancient book, and Rycon lounged beside her, reading over her shoulder. Meredith and Conrad stood by the fire with Dossidian, their faces solemn. My face heated as I wondered what they were talking about. I was sure Meredith was filling them in on what had happened in our disaster of a visit to Ash Nevra’s castle. 

	The moment we entered the room, Rycon’s head snapped up, and his nostrils flared before a wicked grin curled across his face.

	“Finally,” he bellowed, leaning forward, and clapping his hands together. I wrinkled my nose at him, thoroughly grossed out. I was suddenly very grateful that the bond had been blocked, while Amon and I had mated. 

	“Don’t smell me,” I grumbled. I glanced at Amon, but he looked strangely pleased. I realized he liked that Rycon could smell his scent on me, and I shook my head, rolling my eyes. I would never understand males.

	‘Try not to look so pleased with yourself,’ I snipped into his mind, but his smirk just grew wider. The rest of the team turned to us, and the moment Kasha and Dossidian took in the mating stones around our necks, they both burst into applause. Conrad and Meredith followed suit, smiling at us, eyes shining.

	“Congratulations, you two,” Meredith grinned, coming forward to get a closer look at my stone. Kasha hopped out of the pit, beaming.

	“Took you idiots long enough!” She also rushed over, pulling the gem from Meredith so she could examine it. 

	“You can’t rush matters of the heart Kasha,” Dossidian said sagely, and came forward, clapping a hand on Amon's shoulder. “Congratulations, my friend.” He smiled at Amon, who smirked back. Kasha snorted, dropping the gem and turning to Dossidian.

	“And what exactly, do you know about matters of the heart, Dossidian? “You’ve never spent more than a night in a female’s bed.” 

	Dossidian let out a giant bellowing laugh, “I suppose, but each of those times, I certainly didn’t rush,” he wiggled his eyebrows at her, and she rolled her eyes. 

	“Congratulations, Raven, Prince Amon.” Conrad said smoothly, coming up to join us. He dipped his head, and I felt my heart leap to my throat. I grabbed him and pulled him into me, hugging him fiercely. 

	

	“Mi so happy for yuh, Rayven. Di two of yuh will change dis world, and the world beyond Di Veil for di better. Mi know it.” He pulled back, looking at me, his eyes shining with pride. “Yuh come so far, from when mi first meet yuh dat day. Yuh rememba?”

	I did remember. The day he had walked into my anger management class felt like it had been a lifetime away now. I thought of the person I was then and didn’t even feel like I recognized her anymore. She had been so lonely and angry. Now, I was surrounded by people that weren’t just friends but so close, I considered them family. I had found my life partner and a kind of inner strength that I would never have imagined I could ever have. 

	I nodded and pulled away from Conrad. “How could I forget?” I asked him, laughing. “You walked in that day and said hi, and I nearly fell off my chair. You were the first person who had ever voluntarily spoken to me in my life, outside of my parents.” My voice broke, “You were my first real friend, Conrad.” He smiled at me and mussed up my hair affectionately.

	“Yu cyaan shake mi off,” he joked. 

	Looking around at my friends, all so happy and proud of us, I realized just one person was missing from this perfect moment. Jeremy. I peeked down the line of the trace I had installed to check in on him, but when I reached the other end, everything was dark. I frowned. That was strange. Did that mean he was sleeping? 

	“Let’s tell them the other news,” Amon said softly into my ear, pulling me back. I grinned; oh yeah. I had almost forgotten. I immediately held out my hand, uncurling my fingers to reveal the Omnikey. It took a moment for the room to register what I was showing them, but when it finally clicked, there was a collective gasp.

	Amon and I grinned at each other. We were just full of surprises today.
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	“You found it!” Kasha exclaimed; brandy eyes wide. “But how? Where!?” She snatched it from my hand and held it up into the light, examining the iron skeleton key closely. 

	“After we… ahem. After we were mated, it just appeared out of my ring of ravens,” I explained, and Amon slid his hand into mine, squeezing my fingers gently. 

	Rycon scoffed. “So basically, after you guys fucked, it just conveniently decided to manifest? We could have saved a lot of time if you had just listened to me back in Olkuyrbe.”

	Amon glared, and I rolled my eyes.

	“Shut up, Rycon,” I snipped at him, but I couldn’t keep the corner of my mouth from twitching up. He wasn’t wrong. 

	“You said it came out of your ring of ravens?” Kasha asked. She moved away from us and hopped into the pit with the key, returning to the book she had been reading. 

	“That actually makes sense. I was going to show you what Rycon and I found when you returned. This whole book is on the Omnikey. It was much easier to find information once we had its actual name. It says here that when the power of the Omnikey is triggered, it can unlock any assortment of things. Remember that day on the docks? When your necklace released you from the triquetra’s magick? I bet that was because your aura triggered it.”

	“Interesting,” Amon said, raising an eyebrow. “Shall we see if it can unlock the box?” With a wave of his hand, the case that held The Flute appeared on the table. We all crowded into the pit, and Conrad slipped a hand into his pocket to pull out The Lens. He handed it to me and I held it up to my eye again, examining the box on the table before me. The strange whispers from the pages inside the box called to me softly, the foreign words musical and melodic. 

	Just as it had the first time I had examined the box with The Lens, the keyhole and seam manifested, and my heart sped up. This was it. Everything we had been working for. Kasha handed me the Omnikey, and I took it with my free hand before sliding it into the keyhole in the box's side. I turned, and it gave one satisfying click before the lid to the box sprung open. 

	A simple, unassuming wooden flute lay inside the box, resting in a bed of red silk. Within the lid, several sheets of paper were folded and clipped to the top. The whispers grew louder now that they had been released from the confines of the box. I reached out a hand to run over the smooth wooden surface of The Flute. It felt somewhat unnerving, as if my heart wanted to speed up and slow down simultaneously. 

	“That’s it?” Rycon eyed the bland-looking instrument incredulously. “All of that for a boring tube of wood? I could have whittled that out of a kapok branch.” 

	“I always forget how numb your kind is to magick,” Dossidian said as he leaned forward to examine The Flute himself. “This artifact is powerful. It has a very strange energy coming from it. I don’t trust it.” He sounded wary. I couldn’t blame him. The waves of heady music that slipped through the air and settled between my ears made me feel slightly dizzy. I reached out and pulled one of the pieces of paper out from the lid of The Flute’s case and unfolded it in my lap. Amon put his arm around me and leaned close to examine it.

	The sheet was filled with strange symbols that spiraled in a circular pattern out from the center of the page. The symbols were blotchy and seemed to follow a muted color scheme that I didn’t understand.

	“What is this?” I asked, glancing at Amon, hoping he knew what we were looking at. He ran his fingers over the strange markings.

	“I believe this is how music is written in ancient Sinithian.” He marveled. “Sinithian is a dead language. It is one of the earliest spoken tongues of this world. The last daemon I knew who still spoke this tongue was your father, The Origin. It is thousands of years old. Much older than myself, or anyone alive now.” Of course, it was. I groaned and slumped back against the pit. 

	“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again,” Dossidian grumbled, “Why can’t anything ever be easy?” 

	

	“Let me guess,” Rycon lamented, glancing over at Kasha. “Library?” Kasha shrugged.

	“I don’t know. I don’t think our library has books old enough to help us decipher ancient Sinithian. Especially not how to decipher Sinithian sheet music. We also don’t have that kind of time. Our best bet will be to find someone old enough to read it and decipher it for us.” She said.

	 “Prince Amon just tell us dat der is no daemon alive who is old enough tuh translate dis music, man.” Conrad pointed out. He frowned at a tiny spider that had slipped down a thread before him. He deftly pulled it down and shook his hand, flicking it away. 

	The spider suddenly gave me an idea. Maybe there wasn’t a daemon old enough to translate this for us. Maybe we didn’t need a daemon at all.

	“What about the widowmakers?” I asked suddenly. I remembered when I had first encountered a widowmaker. Back in my world, the creature had taunted Amon, claiming it had been alive when the world was first created. It also claimed it was a genuine immortal and could not be killed. Amon had sent it back to his court to see if that was true. Could it be possible that it was still here, alive? “That widowmaker you saved me from months ago, is it still here?” I asked Amon, and he frowned at me.

	“Yes, it is in the dungeons. We were not able to find a way to exterminate it. It just kept coming back.” 

	I remembered Amon kicking the widowmaker's severed head away when we visited Ash Nevra. ‘You’ll heal,’ he had said. Maybe those vile things, indeed, were immortal. 

	“If it’s as old as it claims to be, it would likely speak ancient Sinithian, no?” I asked.

	“Possibly,” Amon said, though he didn’t look thrilled at the idea of asking that thing to translate the sheet music. “It will not make it easy for us.” He warned. I shrugged.

	“If it is as difficult to kill as it claims, I’m sure there are ways we could encourage it to help us,” I said. He raised an eyebrow at me. Pulling me in closer, he touched my chin, turning me to face him. His gaze fell to my lips, and I felt a rush of heat flow through me at the intensity of his gaze.

	“Are you implying, my dark, deadly, little Queen, that we torture the widowmaker for information?” He growled. “How deliciously… dangerous of you.” 

	I shuddered as his aura rubbed against mine. His lips were so close that I couldn’t help but remember how they had felt on some of my more intimate parts.

	“For gods sake, get a room,” Rycon groaned from the other side of the pit. We both turned to glare at him, but he rolled his eyes. 

	“If we’re going to torture this thing, let's get it over with. We’re already on day two, and who knows what that crazy hell bitch will do when the three days are up. If we’re going to war with her, I would much rather do it with The Origin on our side.” Rycon said. I had to agree. Thinking about how she had forced those daemons to drape themselves over her still made my stomach turn. If we couldn’t find a way to eliminate her quickly, countless innocents would surely die. 

	Amon pulled away from me and stood up. “Alright, if you’re so eager, lead the way.” He gestured to the door leading to the West Wing. Rycon hopped lithely out of the pit and nodded. 

	“Gladly,” he smirked and held his hand out to Kasha, “Coming?” He asked, and her eyes twinkled. 

	“You know how I feel about spiders. How can I resist watching you crush one?” She asked, grabbing his hand, and allowing him to pull her out of the pit. Meredith looked a little pale, and I exchanged a look with Conrad. 

	“Mi think Mer and me should stay here an’ check  if wi can find anyting  ‘bout Di Flute inna di library.” I nodded in agreement. Meredith was an excellent healer, but I didn’t think she was cut out for torture. Especially after seeing firsthand what torture could do to a person, considering how much time she had spent treating me. 

	Amon glanced at me, “Would you like to stay back with them? This will not be pleasant.” I shook my head.

	“I’m coming,” I refused to be the type of person that asked my team to do something I was unwilling to do myself. I had suggested this course of action. I would be a part of the follow through. 




	70

	

	Dossidian came with us to the dungeons. The moment my feet touched the top of the steps that led down the shadowy passage, I felt my skin ripple with dread. I suddenly wished I had changed into my armor. 

	Amon, who always seemed to know how I was feeling, laced his fingers through mine as we descended into the damp underbelly of the West Wing. Rycon, on the other hand, positively prowled down the steps. His love for violence always seemed to take me by surprise. I tended to forget how feral he was at heart.

	Kasha, too, surprised me with her eagerness to follow Rycon into the darkness. Understanding her past and remembering how the widowmakers had tried to play with me at the entrance of Ash Nevra’s castle, her eagerness to see one tortured felt understandable. 

	Dossidian and Amon, on the other hand, just became increasingly cold and quiet the farther down the steps we went. I watched as both of them shifted into the versions of themselves that promised death and pain without remorse. The coldness of their expressions chilled me, and I knew that no amount of begging would stop them once they put those masks on.

	Despite my distaste for the widowmaker, I felt apprehensive. This was different than hurting it in the context of self-defense. This would be about inflicting pain for personal gain. Was it justified if what we were about to do saved the lives of millions of innocents? Was this creature even worth the moral dilemma I found myself struggling with? 

	Taking in the stony expressions on Amon and Dossidian’s faces, I wondered if in time, torture would just become another part of my life that I needed to make peace with. Was this the cost of living for centuries? Was becoming numb to such things inevitable after living through countless wars and serving various tyrants? I shuddered and steeled myself, resisting the urge to shake my head to rid myself of the downward spiral my thoughts had taken. 

	The dead eyes of the female daemon Ash Nevra had been stroking as if she were some sort of mistreated pet swam across my vision. If torturing this creature was the price of that daemon’s freedom, then so be it. I would be a monster if it meant saving these people from a larger evil. 

	

	We reached the bottom of the stairs, and the floating flames that seemed to illuminate the rest of the palace lit our way. I noticed the light emanating here was colder than in the flames that danced down the East Wing's hallways. The cool light gave the shadows in the dungeon a sinister hue. I supposed it was fitting, considering the nature of our visit.

	As we turned down a hall lined with cells, I began to notice more and more spiders crawling the walls around us. They started small and sparse. My skin rippled with revulsion at the sight of them. Reflexively, I built a barrier around myself, forcing the temperature of the perimeter to rise in heat so that if any of the arachnids came too close, they would catch fire. Despite my magickal shield, I still imagined I could feel them crawling on my skin. 

	By the time we came to stand before the widowmaker's cell, there were so many spiders crawling around us it appeared that the wall itself was moving. Every hair on my body stood at attention, and it took all I had not to douse the hallway in fire. 

	In the center of its cell, the widowmaker hung upside down. It looked like a human child, a young girl with long black hair that hung in strings to the ground. A tattered nightgown I knew had once been white stuck to her spindly body in sticky patches. 

	The creature’s hands and feet clung to a long inky thread connected to the ceiling. The tar-like strands spread through the rest of the cell, making cobweb homes for the spiders that peppered the damp space. 

	All my earlier concerns about the ethics of torturing this creature flew from my mind. Every one of my instincts screamed at me to kill it; to throw it into a pit of fire and watch it burn. 

	“Prince Amon,” It crooned. Black ink shone on its chapped lips as it spoke. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

	“We have come to ask you for a favor,” he drawled. Though his tone implied that the word ask was to be held loosely.

	“What incentive is there for me to agree to this favor?” It asked. “After how I’ve been treated, why should I help you at all?”  Its body spun slowly on its inky strand, while somehow, its face remained pointed at us as if the bones in its neck did not connect to its shoulders. 

	“It would be in your best interest to be compliant,” Amon replied as Rycon pulled a metal lighter out of his pocket. The look on his face promised violence. He deftly swiped the lighter against his jean-clad leg, igniting it with a snap.

	“Is widowmaker silk flammable?” Rycon asked wryly, holding the lighter up so the flames reflected in his yellow cat-like eyes. 

	“It is,” Kasha smirked, leaning into Rycon. She whispered in his ear loud enough for the widowmaker to hear. “Burn it for me? I want to see the pretty flames.” Rycon looked at her, his mouth quirking upwards to reveal his pointed canines.

	“Say please,” he purred, and she gave him a saccharine grin.

	“Please, Rycon. Make the spider dance for me,” she drew out her words. I couldn’t tell if she was just putting on a show or truly wanted to see the fiend burn. Perhaps a little bit of both.

	“Since you asked so nicely,” he turned from her, back to the widowmaker. The creature hissed at him, all-black eyes widening. His smile broadened, and he tossed the lighter through the bars of the cell. The result was instantaneous. Kasha hadn’t been kidding. Widowmaker silk was flammable. 

	The entire cell ignited in a whoosh, hundreds of spiders scuttled out from between the bars, and the widowmaker screamed as the flames licked across its flesh. The rope it had been hanging from caught fire, and it dropped to the ground on all fours, scuttling toward us. The screaming was relentless. I took a few steps back despite myself as it slammed into the iron bars. The creature's unnaturally long fingers reached between them as it spat and hissed at us. 

	Amon waved his hand, and the flames vanished. Thankfully, the fire had cleared the immediate vicinity of the massive nest of spiders that had gathered. I felt slightly more at ease now that the walls weren't moving. However, we were still faced with the murderous widowmaker. Its white skin was charred now in great black patches. The smell of burnt hair and flesh filled the dungeon, and my stomach roiled.

	“Now that we have your attention,” Amon drawled, smirking down his nose at the creature. “Tell us, can you read ancient Sinithian?” The widowmaker froze and narrowed its beetle-like eyes. I noticed that its charred flesh was already beginning to heal. 

	“That language has been dead for thousands of years,” it spat, “Even if I did speak the ancient tongue, I would never use it to help you.”

	“It lies,” Rycon hissed. The evil smirk on his face widened as if he were happy to have another reason to watch the creature burn. If Rycon looked happy, Amon looked positively murderous. He called his shadows to him, and I watched as they circled themselves around the widowmaker's wrists, forcing its arms out wide and pressing its torso against the cell bars. 

	“My mistress will kill you,” It screamed, pulling back, trying to escape the shadows. Dossidian drew one of his ever-present sabers from the sheaths across his back. 

	“Tell me,” Amon asked, picking an imaginary piece of lint from his perfectly pressed shirt. “Would you be more motivated to read this to us, with or without your intestines intact? It’s been several years since Dossidian has had the pleasure of gutting someone.” Amon held up the pages of sheet music for the creature to see, and it eyed Dossidian’s saber warily. After several seconds of no response, Amon shrugged.

	“Very well. Start with the large intestine, Dossidian. Those are always easiest to remove,” Dossidian nodded, an amused smile playing on his mouth. The widowmaker screamed and pulled against the shadows that held it. I realized then, how much of a curse being truly immortal might be. Just because the widowmaker couldn’t die, didn’t mean it couldn’t feel pain. Try as it might, it could not break free. Dossidian pulled back the saber, and I braced myself for the reek of its stinking blood when it finally gave in. 

	“I will read it! I will read it for you,” It screeched, and Dossidian immediately halted. Amon looked up from where he had been examining his fingernails, eyebrows raised. 

	“How kind of you to offer,” he smirked. He slid forward, holding up the pages for the creature to see. He did not release his shadows. Pressing the creature in place, his shadows forced its head to turn towards the parchment. “For each lie the shifter detects, I will remove one finger.” He remarked as if he were simply sharing an interesting fact at a cocktail party. The widowmaker spat and hissed but began to read the notes that spiraled across the first page. 

	“This one is a melody that, when played, has the power to paralyze and freeze enemies in their tracks.” It informed us. “If you have the instrument necessary to execute these sounds, you play the first note for three breaths, the second for two, and the final for three.” Interesting, that sounded simple enough. 

	However, it didn’t help us. The Origin was already frozen in stone. We needed to unfreeze him. “The spell can be ended when the instrument is removed from the immediate vicinity of the victims. It appears the range goes only as far as the sound can carry.” 

	Amon glanced at Rycon, and the shifter nodded. “It speaks the truth.” Amon flipped the page to the next sheet and held it up.

	“This sound does the opposite of the first. It will unfreeze things that have been frozen or petrified.” My heart leapt. This was it. This was what we needed. “For this sound, you play the first, second and third note for one breath in quick succession, then the first note again for three.” 

	We all collectively glanced at Rycon, who nodded. Confirming the widowmaker’s words. There was one more page, that Amon held up for the creature to read. 

	The creature squinted its eyes and paused for a moment. Amon snarled and tightened the shadows at the creature's hesitation until it winced. Looking up at us, it explained;

	“This one, is more difficult to translate. It speaks of forcing a change of state. It can move the victim into a previous state or a new state at the will of the musician. It is not clear on what it means by ‘state’. The example it uses here is a buttermoth changing from a caterpillar into a chrysalis. The tune is simple, it is only the second note held for as long as the user wishes to force the change.” Now I felt unsure. This also felt like something we might need. Could The Origin’s current state be compared to a chrysalis? 

	“Is that all?” Amon snapped. The creature narrowed his eyes at him but nodded. Suddenly, a large dripping smile spread across its skull-like face. I frowned; I didn’t understand why it was smiling. I really hated these things. 

	“Rycon?” Amon said his name like a question. The shifter nodded. He almost seemed disappointed that he would not have an excuse to light the thing on fire again. 

	Amon released the fiend from the hold of his shadows, and it immediately scuttled away. The way it jerked and moved made me jump. It crawled quicker than it should have been able to; up the wall to hang from the ceiling again, a black thread blooming from beneath its horrible child-like night gown. 

	“Surely, I get a reward for being so… compliant.” It sneered from where it hung on its inky thread. Another glob of black fluid dripped from its mouth as it spoke. Amon looked at it, with that mild bored expression he wore so well.

	“Your reward is keeping your intestines intact,” he replied coolly, and the creature pouted.

	“Give me the chameleon,” It crooned, “Sometimes, I can taste her fear from here. She is always so far away, though, it is only a small snack. If you let me have her, I could feed off of her nightmares for weeks.” It focused its all-black, pupilless eyes on Kasha, head cocking unnaturally to the side, so that its chin ran parallel with its shoulders. “So many atrocities to choose from. So many delicious violations.” It cooed, its child-like voice turning sickly sweet.  

	I felt Kasha freeze next to me. Before she could slam down her shields, her terror raked over my skin like a shock of freezing water. Rycon snarled, his pupils dilated into slits and his canines elongated before my eyes. I don't think either of them were expecting it to be me, to retaliate. 

	Since the Quickening, mastering my magick had almost been easy. It was as if the matter that made up the world were simply another limb I had at my disposal. Down here in the dungeon was no different. With a small flick of my wrist, I had the very atoms that made up the space around the widowmaker tear it back down from its thread and flatten it onto the floor. 

	It screeched in surprise and tried to push itself up from the ground. I forced the very gravity that surrounded it to increase, crushing it back down. Harder and harder I pressed, until its bones began to pop, and its silk sac burst. It tried to scream but I shattered its voice box without a second thought, and relished in the sound of its wet, garbled gasps. 

	“If you threaten one of my people again,” my voice was deadly soft as I stepped forward. Each step I took toward the cell increased the pressure on the creature. It squirmed like a spider beneath a boot, and I smiled. “I will put your head in a box and leave your body here to rot. I wonder how long it would take you to heal from that?” I asked, and it froze. It was a crushed, black, and bloody mess on the floor. I knew it would recover, but I was satisfied with the amount of damage I had forced it to sustain. 

	“I suppose, you now have a delicious violation of your own, to feed on,” I snarled. Before turning away from the revolting thing and stalking back the way we came. 
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	None of us spoke, on the way back to the common room. Once we were safely back in the East Wing, Kasha left without a word. I frowned, wondering if I should go after her. Before I could make a move, Rycon turned to us, his face taut with rage.

	“What was that thing talking about?” He snarled, and I realized, that he had no idea about Kasha’s past. She must have never told him. 

	“That is Kasha’s story to tell,” Amon said softly, much as he had told me, when I had first asked. I nodded.

	“You should ask her yourself, Rycon. Just be gentle about it. You’re not usually the most… subtle.” I said, trying not to wince. He looked back and forth between us briefly, managing to look both concerned and angry at the same time. Finally, he nodded curtly and turned on his heel, heading out the way Kasha had gone, presumably to find her.  

	“Well,” Dossidian said solemnly once he was gone. “That was enough to give my subconscious nightmare fuel for the next decade.” 

	I nodded in agreement. The spiders alone made me want to use Frira’s volcano as my own personal bathing chamber. I shuddered. 

	Drifting over to The Flute, I picked it up to examine it. I noticed it had only three holes. The instructions the widowmaker had given us were crystal clear. However, I was hesitant to test it out here. 

	It was a weapon. Holding it reminded me of all the times I had gone to the gun range with Jeremy. He had taught me how to shoot, but he had also taught me about how to be a responsible gun owner.

	“Guns are tools Raven. Tools that are designed to do one thing. When you hold this, it is very easy to take someone’s life. The gun cannot tell the difference from an enemy and a friend. The gun cannot tell if you are pulling the trigger on purpose or by mistake. It is your responsibility, to use this tool properly. If this gun kills somebody while it is in your possession, it is no one's fault but your own. Even if you are not the person wielding it. Do you understand?” 

	Holding The Flute now, and feeling its pull, I understood Jeremy’s lesson more than ever. 

	“Should we call it a night? We still have tomorrow, before Ash Nevra makes her decision. Assuming she stays true to her promise of three days.” Dossidian asked. Amon nodded.

	“She will stick to it. She’s playing some sort of game. She’s toying with us. It will take the fun out of it if she ends her game early.” He said this as if he knew her better than most. I supposed after a few centuries of watching someone torture your friends, you would come to understand their sadistic quirks intimately. My blood boiled at the thought. The memory of Kasha’s terror raking against my aura in the dungeon hit me, and I closed my eyes and clenched my fists. 

	I would avenge her, and all the others that Ash Nevra had tortured. 

	

	We said goodbye to Dossidian, as we made our way back to our room for the night. My heart thrilled, at the thought of it being our room. We entered hand in hand, and Amon closed the door softly behind us. I realized, with a start, that the door closing did not trigger the sense of terror in me that it had when I had first come here. Thinking back now, I realized there had been several instances, up until this point, where Amon had closed the door behind us, and I hadn’t even noticed. I felt warm at the thought. I was safe, with him. I was home. 

	“I need to take a hot bath,” I told him, remembering the spiders again and shuddering. “That creature is disgusting. I still feel like all those spiders are on me.” He nodded, a smile curling on his lips. 

	“One hot bath, coming right up.” He said, before sliding into the adjoining bathroom. I followed him in to the cavernous ensuite. It was even larger than mine had been and was lit with the same golden glow of the dancing flames that illuminated the rest of the palace. They twinkled and danced softly, reminding me of fireflies. 

	Instead of filling up the large tub, he led me to the hot spring that trickled in the corner. The bright blue water bubbled merrily beneath a gushing hot water feature that poured out of the raw stone of the wall. 

	There had been a much smaller version in my own chambers, but I had never used it. There hadn’t ever seemed to be a good time to lounge about in a hot spring with all that was happening. I glanced back at him, grinning, but my smile slipped when I took in the intensity of his gaze. Silently he came forward and began to help me out of my clothes. He pulled my sweater over my head, his fingers lightly brushing my skin, leaving a trail of pleasant goosebumps in their wake. 

	Gently curling my fingers into the front of his shirt and leaning into him I looked up, giving him a gentle kiss on the mouth. 

	“Join me?” I whispered, and he nodded, kissing me again before slipping out of his own clothes. Wearing nothing but our mating stones, we slid into the bubbling hot spring. Wading in the chest-deep water, I found that along the edges, there were several outcroppings where you could sit and enjoy the bubbles as they burst against you. I sighed as I sat down, dipping my head back to wet my hair. It felt heavenly.

	Amon summoned a few soaps and shampoos before wading through the water toward me. He leaned in close, nuzzling into my ear and wrapping me up in his arms.

	“Let me wash your hair,” It was a soft demand, phrased almost as a question, and I nodded. Immediately he lifted me up, my body feeling weightless in the water, as he switched places with me. He leaned back into the underwater outcropping, settling me to sit between his thighs, facing away from him. I felt him shift to fill his hands with shampoo before running his fingers up and under my hair, massaging the base of my neck and then up the back of my scalp. 

	The feeling of his fingers working the shampoo into my roots was incredible. My skin tightened at the sensation, and I sighed again, happily leaning back into his chest. 

	“You were incredible today,” he told me as he continued his slow, lazy massage. I frowned.

	“I didn’t do much. The four of you handled most of the interrogation,” I said. He squeezed my scalp and gently pulled the lathered soap out of my hair and into the water around us. Tapping his fingers against my head softly, he beckoned me to tilt back so he could rinse out the remaining suds. When I came back up, he pulled me more firmly against him, so his mouth was pressed against me.

	“You referred to us as your people,” his voice had become rough and husky, and I felt him grow hard as he said it. “You will make such an excellent Queen,” he murmured. He slid his hands around me, one traveling up to cup my breast and the other sliding lower to explore between my legs. Wetness that had nothing to do with the hot spring's water began to gather. 

	I felt my breath catch in my throat. “Once we wake The Origin, I’m sure he will retake his place as ruler of the Dominion,” I mused, focusing on the conversation despite the deliciously slow play of his fingers. He gripped the tip of my nipple and twisted it gently, forcing a gasp from my lips. As I arched, he took the opportunity to slide his index finger inside of me, growling in approval of the arousal he found there. 

	“Then you shall be Queen here,” he promised me, as he slid his finger up, to rub gently against that sensitive bundle of nerves that he seemed to find so easily. “And we will rule this court together.” 

	I moved to turn to face him, but he held me firmly in place, continuing his slow, gentle strokes. As the newly familiar warmth began to spread through me, I moaned and pressed back closer to him.

	“Amon,” I breathed. He continued to rub, periodically dipping back into me, to pull more of the wetness up and over my center.

	“Yes, Raven?’ He asked as he relentlessly worked his index finger beneath the water. 

	“I - I’m going to…”

	“You’re going to what?” He pressed against my ear, as he slid his fingers deep into me again, before resuming his slow, methodic rubbing. 

	“If you keep doing that I’m going to come,” I gasped, and I felt his mouth curl against me.

	“I know,” he said, sliding the hand that wasn’t playing with my burning core up from my breast to my throat. He gently wrapped his hand around my neck and tilted my head back, while leaving hot kisses down my jaw. “Show me how well you can come,” he murmured in between the kisses he planted against my cheek.  As if driven by his command, the growing warmth between my thighs reached a climax, and my whole body shook with my release. I moaned and arched as he continued to stroke me through the duration of the orgasm, stopping only once he was sure I was finished. 

	When I was done, he turned me to face him, before lifting me up and out of the water. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he carried me to bed, giving me gentle, loving kisses on the way. 

	He laid me down, and I reached for him, wanting to give him as much pleasure as he had given me. Instead, he pulled the blankets around us and cuddled me into him. 

	“Sleep, my dark, dangerous, little Queen. Tomorrow will be a long day," he told me. I sighed. As I closed my eyes, I wished we could spend the coming days loving each other, instead of plotting against an evil tyrant and planning to go to war.

	Despite the firm and solid feeling of my mate wrapping himself around me, my dreams were filled with inky webs and thousands of spindly legs. 
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	I woke up the next morning, curled up against Amon’s chest. It took me a moment, to remember the day before. The moment I did, I turned my face up, to find him already awake, looking down at me. 

	“Good morning, Raven,” he greeted me, leaning forward to kiss me softly on the lips. 

	“Good morning,” I smiled against his kiss. Waking up next to him was something I couldn’t wait to do, every day, for the rest of my life. “What’s on the agenda today?” I asked, though I had a pretty clear idea already.

	“After we get you your coffee,” he said, tapping my nose playfully with the tip of his finger, “We will need to meet with the team and decide our best course of action. Are we waiting the full three days to let Ash Nevra make the first move? Or should we take the offensive, and go to her?” 

	I mulled this over. We had everything we needed now, to wake The Origin. The trouble was getting to him, undetected. Even if we did manage to get into her castle, what if things didn’t go according to plan? What then? We needed a plan B.

	“Ok, let’s get up and get ready,” I said. “I’m interested to hear what everyone else thinks.” 

	Hand in hand, we found the rest of the team gathered, waiting for us. Conrad was busy filling up his plate with salted fish and banana fritters, Meredith was curled up next to him, sipping a steaming hot cup of tea. Rycon was lounging across from them, staring into the large obsidian fireplace, while Kasha and Dossidian chatted by the opening in the wall, looking out across the Court of Pride.

	It was almost an identical picture, to the scene I had entered the day Amon had made me come with him to see The Eye. I remembered how angry I had been at him. I remembered that I had thought he had wanted to sacrifice me to The Eye. 

	He had known then that I was his mate. Everything he had done; he did with the intention of helping me. He had never been trying to hurt me. My heart swelled with emotion, and I squeezed his hand. 

	‘What?’ He asked into my mind, looking at me with a sort of amused curiosity.

	‘Nothing, I was just thinking about how lucky I am to have you,’ I whispered back. He looked shocked for a moment, before his eyes softened.

	‘On the contrary, Raven, it is I that is lucky, to have you.’ he replied, the corner of his mouth quirking up.

	‘How about we just compromise, and say that we are luckier than most, to have found each other.’ 

	He dipped his head once in agreement, ‘Deal,’ he said. 

	“Morning everyone,” I greeted the team, and they looked up at us as we entered. I let go of Amon’s hand and made my way toward Kasha. 

	“Morning Kasha, how are you?” I asked her, she met my eyes and gave me a reassuring smile.

	“I’m OK,” she replied. Her tone didn’t invite further conversation, so I let it go. I glanced over at Rycon, and found he was now watching us, instead of the fire. I wondered if he had been able to find her the night before. I considered opening the bond to ask, but that felt like a violation of privacy. So, I left it closed. If they wanted to talk to me about it, they would. 

	Amon came over to join the three of us, with a steaming cup of coffee for me. I took it from him, kissing him gently in thanks. 

	“Aww,” Dossidian teased, “So sweet. I was beginning to wonder, Raven, if you would ever give our broody prince a chance.” 

	I laughed, and Amon scowled at him. “Well, after he told me everything, it was hard not to consider it.” I joked back. “I mean, after a hundred years of waiting, I suppose he earned a date, at the very least.” 

	Amon’s eyes flashed, “Is that a not-so-subtle hint that you would like me to take you out?” He asked mischievously. I smirked at him, taking a sip of my coffee.

	“It couldn’t hurt your chances,” I replied. His eyes darkened and he stepped forward, taking my mating stone in between his fingers as he drew close.

	“May I remind you, my love, that you are already mine,” he said softly, leaning forward and kissing me gently. My heart fluttered, and he pulled back, his lips curling at the corners.  He knew what kind of effect he had on me. “However, I do believe a night out could be arranged.” I smiled up at him, and for a moment, it was just the two of us. There was no looming war, no impending battle, no evil tyrant. We were just a new couple planning a date night out. 

	“Not to ruin the moment,” Rycon piped up from where he was lounging in the pit. I sighed.

	“Why do I have the feeling that’s exactly what you’re about to do?” I asked, turning to face him. He smirked at me and shrugged.

	“Because I am. We need to figure out what we’re going to do.”

	Conrad nodded. “Wi did reason it, and der are a few ways we can approach dis. None of dem are perfect. Meredith and me find dis last night, while yuh were in di dungeons.” He pulled out a large roll of parchment, that had been yellowed with age.

	“What’s that?” I asked coming forward. Kasha, Dossidian and Amon followed suit.

	Conrad’s eyes flashed, and he gave me one of his more devilish lopsided grins.

	“Di plans for di Origin’s castle.” 
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	Amon cleared the table of the breakfast foods, so there was room for Conrad to lay the schematics out. We all gathered around, looking over the drawing in awe. 

	“This is incredible,” Kasha breathed, “Look, when they were planning on building the castle, there were two more entrances here and here.” She frowned, tracing her fingers along the drawing. This one seems to go directly into the dungeons, I have been down there more times than I would like to admit, I have never seen an exit.” 

	Conrad pulled out The Lens, and flipped it into the air, before catching it deftly again, and placing it on top of the map.

	 “Do yuh think, dat maybe di other entrances have been hidden with magick? We could use Di Lens to find out.”

	“Yes,” Dossidian added, turning to me, “And if they are locked, perhaps we have just found another use for The Omnikey.” 

	“This other entrance looks like it leads directly into the Great Hall,” I marveled. I ran through my memory of the Great Hall and couldn’t recall seeing another entrance there either. Though, in my defense, I 

	had been doing everything I could to not look too closely. I had been preoccupied with keeping an eye on Ash Nevra.

	“Yes, that used to lead to the gardens,” Dossidian said. “Before Ash Nevra took over, and turned the place into the disgusting fortress it is now. It used to be a beautiful place to live.”

	Conrad nodded, “Yes. Mi did a think - the entrance we choose tuh use will depend on how we approach the situation. “Wi have two choices. Wi can try tuh go in wit a small team,” we all knew that the small team he was referring too were the individuals currently in this room. “Sneak in through di entrance in di dungeon. Wi would need tuh go tonight, before she get di chance to summon we, so dat wi can use surprise as wi advantage.” 

	Looking at the map and seeing how far the entrance in the dungeons was from the throne room made my stomach turn. Even with a small team, the chances of being seen by someone were high. 

	“What is option two?” I asked.

	“Option two,” Conrad said grimly, “Is wi wait fah her tuh summon us, and respond wid a planned full-scale attack. Wi would need tuh mobilize Amon’s army, position squadrons at each entrance, and take di palace by force.”  

	My heart sank. I turned to Amon, shaking my head. “We can’t risk option two, you don’t have Bond-Breaker, she could enslave your entire army. Also, most of the daemons in her palace are slaves. She won’t hesitate to use them against us. We’ll end up killing all the people we’re trying to save.” 

	“We risk enslavement with option one as well, Raven.” Amon replied. “She could just as easily capture the team.”

	“I was able to stop her from ensnaring you,” I said thoughtfully. I was sure I could do that again. If we went in with a small enough group, I could act as our shield, and protect us from her slavery bonds. I didn’t think I could manage the same level of protection for an entire army. Especially if it was split into several squadrons around the palace. And even if I could, it wouldn’t solve the problem of the number of casualties that option two would generate. 

	“I can protect us. She can’t enslave me with Elvira’s circlet on. She was able to trick me before with that horrible curse, but I won’t let that happen again. Conrad and Rycon are right. This plan isn’t perfect, but it’s better than the second option. I can’t risk killing all those daemons.” The memory of that daemon’s eyes meeting mine, as Ash Nevra stroked her possessively, flashed through my mind. She looked so broken. 

	Amon came forward, placing his hand gently on the side of my face. His eyes were shining with emotion. He was looking at me with a cross between worry and pride.

	“My brave, brave Raven.” He whispered before nodding and pulling back away.

	“Ok.” He said. “We will go with option one and infiltrate the palace through the hidden entrance in the dungeons.” 

	Dossidian nodded. “That means we will need to leave tonight.” He said. “Who is coming?”

	“I am,” Kasha said, surprising me. From the look on Rycon’s face, I wasn’t the only one surprised that Kasha would want to volunteer.

	“No,” Rycon growled softly. “You stay here.” 

	Kasha’s head snapped to face him, and she narrowed her eyes. Suddenly the tension in the room was palpable.  

	“I don’t take orders from you,” she snarled, her tone icy. “I am coming. If anyone deserves to be a part of this mission and take her down, it’s me.” 

	Rycon’s pupils dilated, and his fists clenched, he opened his mouth to respond and I held up a hand.

	“Enough, Rycon. Kasha can make her own decisions. If she wants to come, she will come.” I told him. He glared at me, and for a moment, I thought he would push the topic, but to my surprise, he let it go.

	“I am obviously coming,” Dossidian said. I nodded. I turned to the magick folk.

	“What about you two?” I asked. Looking at my friends, who had stuck by me this whole time since the beginning, I hoped they would say no. 

	“Mi a come,” Conrad said solemnly.

	“Me too,” said Meredith. I pursed my lips.

	“Are you sure? It might make more sense for you two to go back across The Veil, and begin working on mobilizing The Board, should we fail…”

	“Rayven,” Conrad said, his voice more serious than I had ever heard him. “Wi a come. Just like Kasha, wi can make our own choices.”

	Rycon gave me an angry look, as if to say ‘see?’

	I swallowed but nodded. Fine. I guess all of us were going. 
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	“If they are coming,” I said, turning to Amon, “They need armor.” I realized that I had no money, no real power here, to protect my friends. My friends, who were ready and willing to sacrifice everything for this. I needed them to have every possible advantage, every possible edge. I glanced at Rycon and thought that even he could use some armor. He healed easier and faster than all of us, but still. I wanted our team to be as safe as they possibly could. 

	Rycon’s gaze met mine, and his eyebrows rose in surprise. Even with the bond blocked, I could tell he knew where my mind was, and he hadn’t expected me to include him in the group of people I considered friends. He had been angry with me, when I had forced him to let go of the topic of Kasha joining us. This small sentiment from me did not erase his anger, but his cat-like eyes did soften a fraction. 

	Amon nodded, “Agreed. We’ll go into town now and get everyone suited with what they need.” I dipped my head to Amon in gratitude. 

	“Thank you,” I said, and he frowned. 

	“For what?” He asked me.

	“For taking care of my friends,” I replied.

	“You are the one taking care of them, Raven. There is nothing to thank me for.” He stepped closer to me, once again fingering my mating stone. “We are mates. Everything that I have, belongs to you. Every emerald, pebble, and drop of water in this court, is half yours.” His eyes were shining, and I realized that he was happy to have someone to share everything with. I felt my chest tighten, and reached up on my toes, to plant a small kiss on his cheek. 

	 ‘I love you,’ I whispered privately across his mind, mostly to avoid being chirped by Rycon. Amon’s eyes crinkled, and he took my hand, before turning to the team. 

	“Let’s go. We don’t have much time. I fear the smith at The Restructium Shoppe will have their work cut out for them.” 

	

	The inside of the shop was trendy. The all-black exterior evolved into stark contrasts of obsidian, slate, and pearl once we entered. Mannequins dressed in black armor stood on pedestals. Interesting and creative weapons, which also were made of restructium, were featured sporadically throughout the space. 

	It was clearly a specialty boutique with high-quality wares. I approached a display holding two black blades roughly the length of my forearm and ran my fingers over them. A thin line of blood welled on my fingertip from the gentle touch of my hand, and my eyes widened. Holy shit. These were sharp. 

	“Welcome!” 

	I glanced up, to see a tall, striking daemon with long black hair and piercing blue eyes. Not surprisingly, she wore all black, including a fitted jumpsuit that seemed to be styled after the armor she sold. Her skin was pale and flawless, and she had a small nose piercing, coupled with a subtle black tattoo on her wrist. 

	“Hello, Sable,” Amon greeted her, as another daemon emerged from the back of the shoppe, wiping her soot tipped fingers with a lambskin rag. This female was the perfect contrast and compliment to Sable. She was a muscular surly daemon with short-cropped black hair. Her eyes were dark, but intense and she bore a thick scar over her left eyebrow. She wore a black leather apron over her work clothes, and her arms were covered in dark tattoos.

	Amon nodded to her in greeting as well, “Kael.” The female grunted gruffly in response, dipping into a small bow.

	“To what do we owe this unexpected, albeit welcome surprise?” Sable asked. Her blue eyes shone as she eyed up the small party of guests behind us. I realized with a start, that for a small shoppe like this, a visitor as prestigious as Amon promised the possibility of a large sale. Amon smirked at her, and the informal way that he addressed her led me to believe that he was a regular here. He reached out his hand to me, beckoning me to come closer, so that he might introduce me.

	“Sable, Kael, I would like you to meet my mate, Raven.” 

	My heart fluttered. I still wasn’t used to that word. Mate. 

	“Hi,” I said. Kael shook my hand firmly, and I felt the callouses that had formed there. 

	“Hello, Raven,” Sable said. She regarded me with a sort of intense curiosity. “You must be the one we made that restructium suit for. It has been a long time since the prince has required a piece quite so… thorough.” She mused. I shot Amon a glance, and he shrugged somewhat sheepishly. I could just imagine him, here in this shoppe on the days leading up to my arrival, checking over my suit. Ensuring that every plate and seam met his expectations. 

	“I hope he didn’t give you too much trouble,” I muttered, and she laughed. 

	“Nothing is too much trouble for our Prince. We owe him our freedom.” She replied, and my chest tightened. How many years had this lovely couple served as slaves? How many horrors had Ash Nevra forced them to endure? The familiar pangs of rage rippled through me, and I pushed the emotion down with a heavy swallow. This was why we were here. To make sure daemons like Sable and Kael would never need to feel as if they owed someone their freedom again. 

	“I hope that you do not regret those words,” Amon replied smoothly. “We have a rather large, and urgent request.” He gestured to Rycon, Meredith and Conrad. “We need three restructium suits for our friends here.” Both Sable and Kael looked eager at the prospect. Amon chuckled.

	“By tonight.” He finished. The couple exchanged a look, and for a moment, I worried it wouldn't be possible.

	“We are happy to compensate you for the rush.” I said quickly, “whatever you need.” Truthfully, I would give them the shirt off my back if they asked for it. Anything it took to keep my friends safe. 

	Sable’s eyes danced, and she grinned at us. 

	“Let us see what we can do,” she replied, and Kael turned to duck into the back room. Presumably to get started. 
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	It turned out that with the quick turnaround time, Sable and Kael could not make pieces entirely from scratch. They took Conrad, Meredith, and Rycon’s measurements before sorting through some options on the floor displays to find pieces that closely matched. Kael took them into the back room and got to work. She needed to mold and shape the alloy to create a more closely fit armor. 

	Holding up a flexible measuring tape to Rycon, Sable tutted her tongue. “We have never made armor for a shifter before,” she murmured, and he frowned.

	“Will I be able to easily get out of it, if I need to shift?” He asked, and she glanced to the back of the shoppe, where I knew Kael was busy at work in the back room. 

	“It is an interesting challenge,” she replied, looking as if she had just been struck with an idea. She turned to Amon and I. “We will be able to accommodate the suits for the magick folk rather quickly. Though I do encourage you to bring them back when you are finished with your mission, so that we can take more time to perfect them.” She glanced back at Rycon, tapping her finger against her mouth. “Would it be possible to give us a few hours to complete the suit for the shifter?” 

	I turned to Amon. “Maybe we can grab a bite to eat somewhere while we wait?” I asked, and he nodded, the corner of his mouth curling up at the corner. 

	“Yes, we could do that,” he replied, eyeing me mischievously.  “Do not think that this counts as our date. I have plans for you, once this is all over.” My face flushed and my stomach erupted in butterflies. I loved when he had plans. So far, his plans had ended with me curling my toes and gasping his name. 

	“This is just lunch,” I laughed, shaking my head. I turned to Sable. “How much time do you need?”

	“As much time as you can give us.”

	“We will return at sunset,” Amon said, “Hopefully that is enough time.”

	Sable nodded, eyeing Rycon up and down thoughtfully. “We shall see.” She responded, though her mind was clearly somewhere else.

	

	Amon took us to a quaint bistro down the street, where we sat on the patio, together in the sun. The food was simple, local, and fresh, and there was a variety of sandwiches, salads and light pastas to choose from. 

	Despite the upcoming mission that loomed over us, we managed to spend the afternoon laughing, and enjoying ourselves. I tried my best not to let myself wonder if this would be the last time, we would do something like this, as a team. Even if we were successful in our mission, once everything was said and done, I was sure Conrad and Meredith would return to their homes on the other side of The Veil. Rycon would return to Olkuyrbe to lead his leap. Then there was Jeremy… I would need to figure out what I was going to do about Jeremy. 

	I slipped my consciousness down the magickal line that attached to the trace I had placed on him. I frowned, it was still dark, and he was nowhere to be found.

	“Amon,” I said as I mentally came back to the patio. “I still can’t see Jeremy.” His brow creased in concern.

	“What do you mean you can’t see him?” 

	“When I follow the trace, it’s dark. It has been since yesterday. I noticed when we told the team about the Omnikey. I forgot to mention it to you… a lot was going on.” 

	He was quiet for a moment, thinking.

	“When you placed it on him, you were just learning how to wield your powers properly. It may have just not been installed correctly and faded.” He said. I pursed my lips. 

	“I’m worried,” I told him. He took my hand under the table and squeezed my fingers. 

	“Tomorrow, we will go check on him.” He promised me, and I nodded. Though I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. I wished I could go check on him now. But the sun was beginning its descent, and we were out of time. 

	Amon paid our bill, leaving several extra emerald shards behind, thanking the daemon for the impeccable service. We then returned to The Restructium Shoppe. 

	Sable beamed at us as we entered. “I think you’re going to be very happy.” She said, as Kael came up behind her, holding a heap of black armor in her heavily tattooed arms. Streaks of soot now marked Kael’s face, and she gave us a satisfied grin.

	“Always a creative challenge when you come to our shoppe, Prince Amon,” Kael said gruffly, handing out the suits to their respective counterparts. 

	Sable continued, “For the Obeah Man and his water magic, we thought it would be helpful to add some tubing, to hold water that he can use in the event that he finds himself without.” Sable said, as Conrad accepted the armor from Kael. He raised his eyebrows in surprise, grinning at the daemon with appreciation.

	“Thank yuh,” he said, marveling at the craftsmanship. Kael nodded curtly, before moving onto Meredith. 

	“For the green witch, we prioritized pockets and storage. Prince Amon tells us you are a powerful healer. This way, you can travel with things you might need easily.” Sable said, smiling. 

	Meredith beamed, accepting her suit gratefully as well. “Thank you so much,” she marveled at the material, running her hand over it. “I do not think there has ever been a time in history when magick folk have been gifted such a thing.” She whispered. Kael patted her shoulder, before moving on to Rycon.

	“And finally, Kael’s masterpiece,” Sable said reverently, as Kael handed Rycon his suit. “I’ve always known my mate was a genius, but even I wasn’t sure if she could pull something like this off in such a short time span.”

	Rycon frowned, “What’s so special about it? It looks just like everyone else’s.” He muttered, eyeing the restructium critically. 

	The stoic Kael gave Rycon a small smile, before Sable answered. 

	“This armor will shift with you, when you change.” Sable said, her eyes flashing with pride. Rycon’s head snapped up.

	“You’re fucking with me,” he exclaimed, and Kael let out a huff of laugher, and shook her head.

	“Sable speaks the truth.”

	Rycon and I exchanged a glance. The thought of him in his panther form, coated in restructium was… deadly. 

	“Thank you,” Rycon said, meeting Kael’s gaze. It was clear that he meant it. 

	Kael dipped her head, smirking. “You are welcome. Though, Sable deserves much of the credit. It was her idea.” Kael, reached out, and draped her arm around Sable’s waist, looking at her with pride. “She comes up with the designs, I simply craft them.” 

	Sable laughed. “Humble words for the most renowned restructium smith in the Dominion.” Kale blushed at her praise.

	“As always,” Amon said, “Your work has exceeded my expectations. Please, send the invoice to the palace so that we can make sure you are compensated accordingly.” He smiled politely at them. I suppose an order of this size would be more than the bundle of emerald shards he had on his person. 

	“Of course, Prince Amon,” Sable dipped her head at him smiling. “Always a pleasure.” 
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	It was dark out, when we gathered in the common room, all of us dressed in armor. Despite the comfort of Elvira’s circlet on my brow, I was feeling uneasy. The memories of how poorly our last visit had gone surfaced, and I forced myself not to shudder. I would not allow that to happen again. 

	Conrad was experimenting with his new suit. He had followed Sable’s instructions and filled the suit with water, so that he could access it whenever he needed. The water flowed out from various small openings that Kael had added, and Conrad called the water to spill around him in thin ribbons. The amount of control Conrad had over his magick was always impressive to see. 

	Meredith had spent some time packing her suit as well. She was now armed with several vials of potions and drafts, satchels of herbs and various other ointments that might come in handy. 

	“Are you going to shift?” I asked Rycon, who was lounging in the pit, waiting for us to leave. I noticed his gaze kept sliding over to Kasha, who had been quieter than usual. He shook his head.

	“Not unless I need to. It’s not the most pleasant experience.” He said. I knew it was relatively painful for him to shift. I had felt him do it through the bond once. I hadn’t realized that it was painful enough that he actively avoided doing it. “It’s fine once you’ve changed. Honestly, it's even enjoyable. Simpler. I know many who prefer to spend most of their time in their panther form. Although, there are not many of my kind that shift if they don't have to. Plus, on top of that, you fuck up a lot of clothes if you change too frequently.” 

	I let out a surprised burst of laughter. “So, I guess with this suit you won’t need to buy new jeans every time you shift.” 

	He smirked at me, “Yeah, definitely a big plus.” 

	“OK team,” Amon began. “Is everyone ready to go?”

	Rycon hopped out of the pit, and we came to join everyone by the opening in the wall. Dossidian clapped his hands together, taking on the role of commander.

	“Here’s the plan. Amon and Raven will shadow walk us to the south side of the palace. Conrad will use The Lens to uncover the hidden entrance, and Meredith, you will be the bearer of the Omnikey. Raven and Rycon will need to focus on defense. Elvira’s circlet seems to also extend its power to Rycon from what Raven has told me. So, Raven can field magical attacks, while Rycon acts as a scout, moving ahead and reporting back to Raven on what we can expect.” Dossidian looked to Rycon and I, to make sure we understood. I nodded and turned to Rycon.

	“I’m going to unblock our bond, so it’s easier to communicate.” I informed him, and his lip curled up with a nod. For a moment, I thought of how far we had come from when I had first accidently bonded him to me. Something we had both originally wished had never happened, was now giving us quite a bit of an advantage. 

	“Once inside, Amon, myself, Conrad and Kasha, will guard Raven, and take out any physical attacks while she manages the magickal ones. Remember, we waited for nightfall, so that Ash Nevra will be busy holding court. There’s no reason for us to expect to see many daemons on our way from the dungeons to the throne room. She likely has most of her court with her in the Great Hall. However, if we come across anyone, we need to eliminate them quickly and effectively. We cannot hesitate.” 

	My stomach sank. I prayed we wouldn’t run into any slaves. The thought of killing someone being forced to act against their will was nauseating. Dossidian turned to Meredith, his eyes softening.

	“Meredith, when you are done with your task for the key, stay close to Raven. You will need to focus on staying covered, so that if we need medical attention, you are free to provide it.” Meredith nodded gravely.

	“I understand,” she said. 

	“Once we are in the throne room, Rycon will guard the door, while Raven plays the unfreezing tune on The Flute.” Dossidian continued. “Does everyone have their respective magickal artifacts?” Conrad, Meredith, and I all nodded. I patted my chest, where I had The Flute tucked away. 

	Amon nodded at us, before coming up next to me. “I saw you eyeing these, in the shoppe, earlier.” He said, before sliding out a long matte black box, wrapped in a glossy black ribbon. My eyes widened, and I looked up at him. 

	“You got me a present?” I asked and he smiled, nodding. 

	“It’s more of a present for me. I want you to be armed.” 

	I took the box from him and opened it. Lying inside, nestled in black silk, were the restructium blades I had seen on display. They were beautiful. The black handles had a large piece of onyx inlaid in each hilt, and the blades themselves were stamped with intricate patterns and whorls. The designs reminded me of my scars. 

	“Here,” Amon said, coming forward to help me strap the sheaths to my arms. He fastened them so they sat on the insides of my forearms, handles nestled against my wrists. I looked up at him when he was done.

	“Thank you,” I whispered, and he pulled me into him, giving me a long and tender kiss on the lips. 

	“Promise me you’ll use them, if you have too.” He murmured, resting his forehead against mine. I nodded against him.

	“I promise,” I said. Finally, he stepped back and turned to the team.

	“Good. Let’s go,” he called his shadows to us, and I followed suit. Together, we shadow walked to the outer perimeter of Ash Nevra’s castle. 
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	This time, when we landed, our black armor stood out in the white snow. The whiteout was so stark I wasn’t even sure shrouding us in shadows would help. Conrad, however, reading my mind, cast a no-see-me spell. I had seen him do this before, in my home in Toronto. 

	It did not make us invisible or undetectable, per se, but incredibly uninteresting. Anyone who saw us would likely look right past us, their minds just registering us as a fixture in the landscape or something they expected to be there. I smiled at him gratefully. It wasn’t foolproof, but it made me feel slightly less exposed. 

	We came up to what appeared to be a very solid and impenetrable wall of black stone. I swallowed. I really hoped that the entrance we had seen in the drawing was here. Otherwise, we were totally fucked. 

	Conrad got to work with The Lens. Dossidian shielded him from the snow with his burning hot aura as much as he could, so the Obeah Man could see what he was doing. After a painfully long minute, Conrad nodded and stepped back, gesturing to Meredith to come forward. He pointed to a spot on the wall, and she inserted the key. The moment the key slid into the wall, a blazing seam of blue light appeared, revealing a large, thick iron door. Meredith turned the key with a click, and the door opened outwards toward us, revealing the dark, damp dungeon that lay beyond. 

	‘We’re in,’ Rycon said into my mind. He nodded to Conrad and Meredith on his way by, taking the lead. 

	We fell into formation. Meredith came to walk beside me, as the daemons and Conrad circled us. We followed Rycon into the darkness, and the door shut behind us, sealing out the raging storm. Somehow, the dank dungeon didn’t feel like much of an improvement. It was warm, but in the way that a city sewer grate was warm.

	It smelled of waste and death. I steeled myself as we walked through the rows of cells, nearly each one was occupied, though not one prisoner looked up as we passed. I worried that many of them were already dead. Some had been dead for so long they had started to rot. I bit back the rising feeling of anger and disgust as it bubbled like bile in the back of my throat. 

	The first thing I would be doing, was freeing the daemons in this dungeon, and ensuring they received medical attention. Not a single part of me believed that any of them deserved to be locked down here and forgotten. Amon’s aura caressed mine softly as we passed cell after reeking cell.

	‘We will save them,’ he assured me, and I nodded. Fucken right we would. 

	Finally, we came to the stairs that seemed to lead us up and out of the dungeon. Rycon held up a hand, signaling for us to stop and wait. He prowled up the steps and disappeared. I waited for him to send me a mental signal, but moments later he came back down the stairs, a frown on his face. 

	‘What is it?’ I asked into his mind, ‘What’s wrong?’

	To my surprise, he spoke out loud. He kept his voice quiet, but he addressed the team. “It’s empty. Like, deserted. There is no one up there at all.” He exchanged a concerned glance with Amon. 

	“That cannot be possible,” Dossidian said. “There are hundreds of daemons that reside here. Where could they all have gone?” 

	Rycon shrugged. “I don’t know but they're not here. Come, see for yourself.” 

	We followed Rycon up the stairs to the main floor. We came out in the entrance way, where Kieran had greeted us in our earlier mission. We could see into the Great Hall from where we stood, and Rycon had been right. It was completely deserted. Not one daemon danced in a cage, Ash Nevra’s throne was empty. I frowned.

	“This feels like…”

	“A trap,” Amon finished for me. I nodded. 

	“What should we do?” Kasha whispered. I was torn. I didn’t want to abandon the mission. Not after seeing all those daemons wasting away in the dungeons below.

	“Even if it is a trap, we have The Flute,” I said. “Just like we can use it to unfreeze The Origin, we can use it to immobilize Ash Nevra, or anyone she may send to intercept us. Though I don't understand how she could possibly even know we’re here. Maybe she’s just mobilizing everyone at some sort of outpost, preparing to declare war tomorrow?” 

	“That is possible,” Dossidian said thoughtfully. “This still does not feel right. There should at least be someone here.” 

	“I know, I don’t like it either,” I said. “Where is the throne room?” I asked, and Kasha pointed down the hall, in the opposite direction of the Great Hall. 

	“There,” she said. I looked to where she pointed, and my heart sped up. It was right there. We were so close. 

	I glanced at Amon, eyes pleading. “Come on Amon, we’re so close. Even if it is a trap, we have a plan. We can be extra careful.” 

	He pursed his lips and glanced down in the direction of the throne room, before finally nodding. 

	“Alright. Rycon, you go first. Make sure it’s clear.” He turned back to us, “Everyone stay alert. If we are attacked, aim to kill.” 

	Rycon nodded, “Don’t have to tell me twice,” he muttered, before stalking down the hall. We all waited, holding a collective breath.  Finally, Rycon gave me the signal.

	‘Clear,’ He whispered into my mind. I steeled myself and nodded.

	“Let’s go,” I gestured for the team to move. Amon gave me one last concerned look, before leading us down the hall, to see my father, The Origin. 

	

	The throne room was massive, and largely empty. The thrones themselves were sculpted into rough slates of obsidian set back against the far side of the room. In the center of the expansive space stood two statues. The statues I had heard so much about.

	Cautiously, I stepped forward to examine them and felt my breath catch in my throat. The all-powerful Origin, creator of worlds, daemons, and the true ruler of the Dominion of Sin, was just a regular looking male daemon. His stone features resembled those of a human man, and he did not look a day older than twenty-five. 

	His hands were thrown before him with a vicious expression painted on his face, as if he had been petrified in the middle of an attack. I had been told time and time again that I was The Origin’s daughter. Somehow, it had not prepared me for just how much I looked like him. We had the same eyes and nose. Even our jawlines were similar. Looking up at him now, I couldn’t help but wonder how different my life would have been, if I had truly been born here and raised by him and Elvira. 

	Elvira. She was frozen for eternity with her arms out, presumably to ward off the spell that inevitably hit her. She too looked like me. I had her mouth, and her hair was long and straight like mine. The part that chilled me was the damage the statue had taken at the waist, where Amon had been forced to cut me from her womb. I suddenly worried that Elvira wouldn’t survive if we successfully freed them from their stony prisons. She was human, after all. I didn’t think Aleites would be thrilled to wake up in a world where his mate had been killed. Amon came up to me, his expression was tight.

	“Let’s get this done,” he said quietly, as he looked up into the face of Aleites. I could almost feel his anxiety. The palace was much too quiet. With shaking hands, I pulled out The Flute and put it to my lips. It vibrated with power, and my fingers hummed against the wooden instrument. This was it. If this worked, the mission would be complete. We would have awakened The Origin. 

	I set my fingers up against the holes of The Flute, looking up at the statues before me. What would he be like? I was suddenly nervous. The Origin had always been this abstract concept for me. I realized I was about to meet my biological father. Some small part of me wondered if he would like me. 

	I blew into The Flute, and the first note rang out clearly across the echoing expanse of the throne room. The sound was haunting and ethereal. It was not a sound that felt like it belonged to this world or the one beyond The Veil. My skin pebbled at the sound, and my fingers shook as I prepared to execute the second note. 

	Before my breath could escape my lungs, a loud, slow clapping interrupted me. I glanced up, shocked to see Kieran and The Siren had manifested in front of the obsidian thrones. Kieran’s exaggerated; slow clapping reverberated across the stone walls. Each ‘clap’ made me wince. 

	“You’re quite a bit later than we expected.” He sneered at us, and my aura rippled. 
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	“Hello, Prince Amon. Hello Raven,” Kieran drawled, stepping forward and holding out his hand toward us. “Why don’t you make things easy on yourself, and hand over The Flute now? If you make this easy for us, maybe everyone will have a chance to make it out of here alive.”

	I frowned, confused. How did he know about The Flute? How had he known we would be here?

	“Now, Raven. I will not ask again.” He demanded, as if I were a child and he was scolding me for something innocuous. The familiar flames of rage licked through my veins at his tone. How dare he. Who did he think he was? We outnumbered him and we had The Flute. Kasha exchanged a look with me, raising an eyebrow. What was Kieran thinking? They didn’t stand a chance.

	Rycon snarled from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to look at him. He was tense, bristling in his armor by the door, where he had been stationed as a look out. 

	‘Let me kill him,’ he hissed into my mind, and the tiny burning home that his parents had died in flashed across his mind. I was about to nod and give him the go ahead when Amon’s voice tore through both of our minds.

	‘No. He is mine.’ His voice was dangerously cold. Ice began to coat the floors. For a moment, I thought it was Amon’s magick that slicked the floors in frost, but the energy was unfamiliar. My head whipped around, and I saw Nytara gathering a wintery sphere of ice in her palms. A tiny snowstorm raged and she fired it at our team without blinking. I was about to react when suddenly, Conrad was in front of me. 

	He caught the snowy blast in his hands and melted the magick into water, firing it right back at Nytara. Her eyes widened and I could tell she had not expected to have her own magick thrown back at her. She caught the water, and it twisted around her. Dossidian lunged forward, drawing his twin sabers, but Nytara dodged and blocked him with her rapier, rolling nimbly away. She glanced back and forth between Conrad and Dossidian, her expression calculated. With each lunge from Dossidian, The Siren was forced to dodge, all the while fielding Conrad’s watery attacks.

	Back and forth the water flowed. It changed from ice to snow to liquid and back again. Both Nytara and Conrad stared each other down. Neither of them said a word as their auras thrashed and raged against one another. Dossidian continued to slowly advance, pressing her farther back. She was outmatched.

	Amon didn’t hesitate, the second Nytara had moved, he had called the shadows from the objects that cast them. With one glance, they slid across the floor and devoured Kieran. Kieran tried to evade them and swarm away, but Amon’s shadows tangled with his buzzing energy and tore him back to the floor. I watched, my breath froze in my chest as Amon took a deadly step forward, his shadows pressing Kieran closer and closer to the ground. The dark wizard began to cough, and Amon sneered down at him. I watched, holding my breath as Amon approached Kieran, a terrifying smile playing on my mate’s lips.

	“So much talk from you, Kieran,” his voice was low, almost a whisper. “You were so interested to see what was inside my mate. I can’t help but wonder… what do your insides look like?” Amon asked. He raised an arm, and the look on his face sent a chill through me. 

	I realized he was going to enjoy this. He wanted Kieran to hurt, almost as much as I did. This wizard was not only responsible for my torture, but he indirectly killed my mother, his own daughter. He certainly had something to do with the murder of Rycon’s parents. I hated him, with every fibre of my being, and my heart rate sped up at the thought of watching Amon kill him. 

	I meant what I said that day on the docks, Raven’ Amon had said to me, so many weeks ago. ‘We will avenge Clair’s death. That is a promise I intend to keep.’ 

	I waited, my heart hammering, to see what he would do to the wizard who was responsible for so much of my pain. 

	“Something is wrong,” Meredith said softly. I frowned, then immediately realized she was right. Kieran did not look afraid. Despite the crushing pressure I knew Amon’s shadows were subjecting him too, the dark wizard looked up at him with unrestrained glee. 

	“Shit,” Kasha cursed under her breath. She was staring directly at Kieran, her face pale.

	“Amon…” I breathed, suddenly terrified. Amon hesitated, and there was a deafening crack.

	Everybody froze, as Ash Nevra herself, manifested in the throne room. It took me a moment to recognize the figure that she had with her, bound and gagged. My heart stopped, and my breath caught. 

	She had Jeremy.
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	“Mind if we join your little party?” Ash Nevra purred, her full crimson lips curling in a viscous sneer. 

	I could barely hear what she was saying. All I could see was Jeremy. She had him suspended in the air, his mouth was gagged with a dirty cloth and his hands were bound behind his back. He didn’t appear to be hurt, but his eyes were so wide that it was clear he was in a state of shock. My gaze fell to his throat, where a triquetra had been placed, and my blood went cold. This is why I hadn’t been able to see him through the trace. They had captured him. I couldn’t school my expression. How long had they had him for? 

	‘Fuck!’ Rycon cursed in my mind, recognizing Jeremy immediately from his position at the door. The rest of the team froze. Not one person moved. 

	Ash Nevra stalked around him, her blood red lips turning up at the corners. She stroked a hand down my father’s chest, leaning in to kiss him sensuously on the jaw, from where he hung suspended in the air. He winced and tried to pull away from her, and my blood turned to fire. 

	Without warning, my aura exploded, I would wipe her off the fucking face of the planet right now. As my power reared and raced toward her, she gave me a cocky little smirk, and slipped a blade out of thin air. 

	She held it against Jeremy’s throat, pressing hard enough to draw a thin line of dark blood. I forced my power to freeze. I was vibrating with unrestrained rage.

	“Ah, ah, ah,” Ash Nevra crooned. “Do you really want to be orphaned twice, Raven?” She pouted, pressing the knife into his throat harder. I watched in horror as another bead of blood welled. 

	“You’re fucking dead,” I snarled at her. She sneered. Turning away from me, she looked up at Jeremy and pressed into him, rubbing her fingers through his salt and pepper hair with the hand that wasn’t holding the blade to his throat.  

	“Are you sure about that Raven? Humans are so fragile. Are you sure that it is not…. What was your name? Jeremy? Right. Are you sure it’s not Jeremy, who is dead?” She cuddled into him, turning back to me, peering up at me through her lashes. 

	“What is it that you want, Ash,” Amon drawled next to me. The nickname startled me, I glanced over at him, to find he had fallen into his usual mask of boredom mixed with a mild dose of amusement. He had stepped away from Kieran, releasing him from his shadowy grip as soon as Ash Nevra had put the knife to Jeremy’s throat. Her beautiful face contorted at the question into an ugly mask of rage. I winced, as she pressed the blade into Jeremy’s throat harder. If she kept doing that, I was worried she would nick an artery. Blood was already slipping down his front, staining his t-shirt. 

	“What do I want? How dare you ask that question? I want loyalty! You dare to plot against me and invade my palace, then stand before me and ask what I want?” She snarled. Kieran had stood up and was brushing himself off, as if he had not just been moments from being disemboweled by Amon’s shadows. He looked positively excited at Ash Nevra’s rage. The Siren was stony and emotionless, her eyes darting back and forth between her Queen and Amon. 

	I couldn’t take my eyes off Jeremy. His gaze had met mine, and I felt like he was trying to stay composed and calm. Even humans had auras, but I could barely feel his beneath the triquetra. I suddenly understood why Amon had been so frustrated with me when I had refused to take mine off.

	“What is it that you want, in exchange for the safety of the mortal?” Amon clarified; his voice was calm. 

	“The Flute,” Kieran smirked, answering for his Queen. “Give us The Flute, and we will give you the mortal. No further harm will come to him.” 

	Ash Nevra’s smile widened, and I glanced at Amon. I couldn’t give them The Flute. I knew I couldn’t. They would use it against us. However, the longer I waited to respond, the harder she pressed the knife against Jeremy’s throat. The whites of Jeremy’s eyes were much too visible. He looked at me, unable to speak behind the gag in his mouth, but he shook his head, dragging his own throat against her blade. Don’t give it to her. I knew what he was trying to tell me, and I knew he didn’t understand why it was important that we didn’t give her The Flute. He was still telling me no. But I knew she would kill him; and she would enjoy doing it.

	‘We have to,’ I whispered across Amon’s mind. He glanced at me; his face tight.

	‘Raven…’ He replied. His tone implied that we could not yield. We couldn’t give them The Flute. All would be lost.

	‘What if it was me up there?’ I asked softly. He looked at me for a moment longer, then gave me a minute nod. I could see it in his eyes that he understood that if we sacrificed Jeremy and came out of this alive, I would never be the same again. I would never forgive myself. I would never recover. I couldn’t watch both of my parents be murdered in front of me and come out of this in one piece. If she killed Jeremy now, I would die tonight, avenging him. 

	“Fine,” Amon agreed out loud, his voice stony. A look of glee spread across Ash Nevra’s face at our surrender. 

	

	“Nytara, take the human to them,” Kieran barked. The Siren slid her gaze to him, regarding Kieran with a mild look of distaste, before stalking forward and grabbing Jeremy’s arm. For a moment, I wondered if I had enough time to play the notes on The Flute that I knew would freeze our enemies in their tracks, but Nytara pulled her rapier from her hip and held the tip to Jeremy’s temple as she approached. I would never make it. 

	“Give me The Flute, and I will give you the human.” Nytara said calmly. Her emotionless mask was impenetrable. However, I didn’t need to be able to read her to know that if Ash Nevra ordered her to drive her sword into Jeremy’s skull, she wouldn’t blink.  

	I reached out and grabbed Jeremy’s free arm. His flesh was warm and solid. He was alive. He was real. I was going to make sure he stayed that way. I handed The Flute to the Siren in the same motion as I pulled my father away from her. 

	The moment the exchange was made, the magick that held Jeremy up dissolved and he fell into me. I reflexively used my own power to hold him up, immediately ripping the triquetra from his neck and the gag from his mouth.

	“Dad,” I gasped, my eyes welling with tears.

	“Raven,” he croaked, his own eyes going glassy. “I knew you were alive.” The slash on his throat where Ash Nevra had dug her blade continued to bleed. He looked so pale. I wondered if she had nicked an artery. Was he bleeding out, right before my eyes? Panic took hold of me, and I could feel my heart slamming against my ribs. Jeremy tugged at his hands, and with a glance Amon, severed the binds around his wrists.

	“We don’t have time,” Amon growled. With a twitch of his head, he sent Jeremy careening through the air to Dossidian, who caught him effortlessly.

	“Get him back to Court. Kill anyone who tries to stop you.” Amon ordered. His head whipped to Meredith. “Go with them, he needs medical attention immediately.” The blood drained from Meredith’s face.

	“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she said, eyeing us. The Siren was handing The Flute to Ash Nevra as we spoke, and my anxiety peaked. I turned toward her.

	“Go. Now.” I snapped. She looked like I had slapped her, but I barely had time to soften.

	‘If this is the end, you must save Jeremy,’ I urged through her mind. Her eyes widened. ‘Please Mer. Make sure he is safe,’ I pleaded. A tear spilled over and slid down my cheek. Finally, she nodded, and turned to Dossidian, who had a firm grip on my father, and was asking him if he was able to walk. 

	I watched them leave and let out a sigh of relief. For one shining moment, it didn’t matter what happened to me. Jeremy was safe. After they had left, it took only a moment for the sobering nature of reality to come screeching back to me. 

	By saving Jeremy, I had put nearly every other person I cared about at risk. I had botched the mission. Closing my eyes, I counted to ten, before turning to face the consequences of my actions.
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	Ash Nevra looked up at us with a simpering, sweet smile on her pouty lips, The Flute cradled in her hands. Some small part of me prayed that she didn’t know which notes to play. I hadn’t brought the music. Even if I had, it wasn’t likely she would know how to read the ancient language of Sinithian. I glanced at the frozen face of The Origin, and realized I was praying to a god who had already fallen. It wasn’t a prayer. It was a fool’s dream.

	I felt Amon, Kasha and Conrad rally their magick as she put her fingers into position. Rycon tensed behind us. My chest tightened. 

	We would still try. 

	I called to my own aura and as I gathered the matter that existed around the wicked Queen. I put every fiber of my energy into being quick enough to tear her apart before The Flute touched her lips. 

	It wasn’t enough.

	She played the first melody that the widowmaker had taught us. The music washed over me, and I felt my magic freeze and my body stiffen. 

	I did not turn to stone, but I might as well have, for how much power I had over my body and my magick. Once she was satisfied that none of us could move, she held a hand out in front of us, and used her power to lift us off the ground to levitate in the air, much the same way she had done to Jeremy. 

	“Good,” she cooed. “You know how much I love a captive audience. Why don’t you come up here, by me, Prince Amon?” With a flick of her wrist, she floated my immobile mate away from me, and closer to her, watching me closely while she did it. She wanted me to watch, as she played with him. With my friends. 

	Rage pulsed through my veins, but there was nowhere for it to go. I couldn't move. I could barely turn my head. The tiny planets and stars that made up my aura, had stopped spinning. All I could do was watch, as she stalked around my mate, baiting me with every step. 

	She idly passed The Flute to the Siren, as she ran her hand down Amon’s chest. He looked down at her, his mask finally broken. The look of disgust he allowed her to see told me that everything was over. If he was letting her see the truth of how he felt about her; he did not think we were going to make it out of here alive. I slid my eyes, the only thing I could still move, to try to find Conrad, Kasha and Rycon. Conrad and Kasha were close enough to me, I could see them in my peripheral vision. Rycon was still behind me, and I couldn’t even flex my aura to feel for him. 

	However, he was my bonded, and Elvira’s circlet, though it did not protect us from the magick of The Flute, it did run an electrifying line of power down the bond. If I focused, I could follow it to him. My mind, slow and sluggish from The Flute’s spell, was still able to connect with his.

	‘Rycon, can you hear me?’ I hissed down the bond.

	‘Yes,’ His response came broken and disjointed, as if he were gritting the word out through metaphysical teeth. 

	‘We need a plan,’ I continued, watching Ash Nevra as she stroked a piece of Amon’s hair away from his face. Running her long crimson fingernails tenderly down the side of his cheek. 

	‘I can barely fucking move, Kitten,’ He replied. My heart leapt.

	‘Barely?’ I asked. If he could move enough to shift, maybe he could break free.

	‘Rayven,’ Conrad’s mind swept across my thoughts, and I was suddenly grateful, that I was unable to move my face. The shock and excitement I felt at his ability to manage enough magick to communicate mind to mind thrilled me. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

	‘Can you move at all?’ I asked him. ‘Can you contact Kasha?’ Try as I might, my mind couldn’t reach hers, or Amon’s.  I slid my eyes over to Kasha, she was stiff and immobile, her brandy eyes wide. I wondered if The Flute’s magick was designed to affect daemons. Was there a possibility that Conrad, Rycon and I were able to flex under the spell, because we were made up of something else? Was the fragile piece of me that had been human, possibly my saving grace?

	‘No, mi cyaa reach Kasha,” Conrad said, he paused, as if making sure before continuing. ‘But mi tink mi can call mi magick.’ My eyes slid to him, pride and hope rolled through me.

	Maybe we could get out of this after all. 

	

	‘The Siren has The Flute,’ I whispered to Rycon and Conrad. ‘Conrad, if you can use enough magick to break free and get The Flute away from her, we can take out Ash Nevra and Kieran. Rycon, if you shifted, do you think you could break free?’ I asked.

	‘I don’t know, Kitten. Maybe,’ He replied. I hated that I couldn't see him. 

	‘We have to try,’ I hissed back. 

	‘Obviously,’ he snarled. ‘I don’t plan on fucking dying today.’ 

	‘Good. When I say go, we move… or, at least you two do. I can’t access my power at all.’ 

	Ash Nevra, who didn’t seem privy to our magickal exchange, was still busy, stroking my mate. Watching her touch him made me want to break each and every single one of her fingers. 

	“My dark, dark Prince, how could you be so foolish?” She simpered. She pulled him closer to her; her arms wrapping around his waist. His gaze met mine, over her shoulder, his face taught with disgust.

	“You spent how many centuries here with me? You never took the time to get to know the widowmakers.” She looked up at him through her eyelashes, her head resting on his chest. I watched her plant a slow, wet kiss against the underside of his chin, and I threw every ounce of myself into my aura. I struggled against The Flute’s spell and the palms of my hands burned. I couldn’t even fucking scream. 

	She pulled away and stalked around him, running her hands over his body as she spoke. Each ‘click’ of her stiletto heels sent a wave of revulsion through me. 

	“Didn’t you know that they can speak to spiders?” She crooned. “Did you think that my pet, who you have kept locked away in your dungeon, would not tell me everything?” 

	Amon’s eyes widened slightly, and I realized he had not known. The widowmakers had spied on us, through the eyes of the spiders. She had known all along. 

	Everything suddenly added up. She had wanted us to bring her The Flute. She knew the reason for our last visit. She had known we didn’t have it yet. That is why she let us leave. That is why she pretended to entertain our claim to her throne. That is how she knew about Jeremy, and that we would be here tonight.

	She had known every move we were going to make before we made it. 
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	Wrapping her hands around my mate’s waist from behind, she smirked at me over his shoulder. Every inch of me burned. I wanted so badly, to brush my aura against his, to comfort him. To be whatever he needed, as we pushed through this horrible moment in time. 

	“Thank you, Raven. For bringing my prince back to me. Who else did you bring me?” She asked, her eyes flashing to Kasha. 

	No. 

	She curled a finger and drew Kasha’s frozen form toward her. Kasha’s eyes widened, and though I couldn’t feel her aura, I knew she was terrified. Rycon’s mind roared down the bond, and I could feel his beast slam against the magick that bonded us. 

	“My pretty little chameleon,” Ash Nevra purred, taking her hands off Amon to sensually run her fingers over Kasha’s mouth. Kasha closed her eyes and swallowed. These tiny movements were likely the only things she could manage, in the face of her trauma. “So many have missed you.”

	Rycon’s panther screamed against the bond. With a roar, I felt Rycon break through the magick that held him as he shifted. The pain was dull against my weakened metaphysical senses, but it was enough to make me shudder. His bones snapped and twisted beneath his skin, and fur erupted through his hair follicles while his fangs burst through his jaws. 

	In my peripheral vision, I saw him dart, a black streak, for Ash Nevra. He was so fast that for a moment, I truly thought he was going to make it. He arched through the air, great paws outstretched when The Siren hit the single note on The Flute that the widowmaker had told us would force a change of state. I suddenly felt like an idiot for not understanding what it had meant as I watched the magick take hold of Rycon, forcing his body to change again, back to human. He dropped, mid leap, to the floor. 

	I had never heard him scream like that before, as his joints popped and sinew tore. I waited in horror, for The Siren to stop, but she kept blowing into The Flute, forcing him to change again. He was not the only one affected. Kasha’s body, too, began to shimmer. Her face morphed and her hair changed length and color so quickly, that my eyes could barely keep track. 

	Again and again, they changed. Rycon’s voice shifted from screams to roars. The sickening sound of his body breaking beneath the oppressive magick of The Flute nearly drowned out Ash Nevra’s nauseating laughter. 

	‘Conrad! You have to try to break free!’ I cried into his mind. I couldn’t watch Rycon shift again. It was killing him. I could feel it deep in my soul. He was dying. 

	‘Mi trying,’ Conrad grunted across my mind. I believed him, but it was taking too long. A sob welled in my chest, I met Amon’s gaze, and the look in his eyes broke my heart. I could see Conrad’s mouth moving slightly and realized he was murmuring spells through his barely mobile lips. He was calling to the deities that gifted him his powers. Powers that didn’t follow the same rules as daemon magick. 

	Finally, I saw it happen, water began to spout from his restructium, and he used it to slash free of The Flute’s grasp. 

	The water snaked and flowed from his suit in ribbons. He gathered the rippling streams around himself before he threw them directly at The Siren. Her eyes widened minutely, and she was forced to stop playing that one long, horrible note so that she could effectively evade his attack. Rycon twitched violently on the ground in his human form. He seemed to barely be conscious. Curling onto his stomach, he crawled forward, reaching for Kasha. Who similarly had fallen to the ground. Unlike Rycon, she did not move. 

	Conrad didn’t give Nytara time to recover, he was on her instantly, driving the water toward her face. I had seen him use this tactic before. He was going to drown her on dry land. 

	However, The Siren was just as quick, and her power closely resembled Conrad's water magick. 

	Holding out a hand, she froze his attack in its tracks, turning his amorphous snakes to ice shards before firing them back at him. They pelted and exploded against his armor, and he melted the ice and rallied the water back to him before replying with a counterattack. 

	The Siren ducked, tossing The Flute to Kieran, who passed it smoothly to Ash Nevra. Drawing her rapier, the Siren tucked and rolled across the ground, stealing Conrad’s water from him as he attacked her again. Before I could blink, she was on her feet, and her rapier was buried into the exposed crook of his neck, right where it met his armor. Time seemed to freeze, as Conrad realized he had been stabbed. Almost in disbelief, he stared at The Siren as she withdrew her blade. Red blood immediately erupted from the puncture wound. Conrad fell to his knees before her, and she watched him go down, with the same cold, expressionless stare she had given me.

	I couldn’t let the scream out of my body. My rage clawed at the inside of my skull with such force, I felt it might crack. My power welled and smashed against the curse of The Flute, but still it held me. I could not move. 

	Ash Nevra was watching me, as I stared at Conrad helplessly. He bled before me on the stone floor. Rycon collapsed next to him in another fit of full body spasms. Kasha still hadn’t opened her eyes, from where she had fallen. 

	“Would you look at that, all of your friends are nearly dead…” She turned to the motionless Kasha, smirking. She let out a crack of her energy, snaking it around Kasha’s lifeless form. “Unfortunately, the chameleon is too valuable to allow to die… despite her treasonous actions,” she sighed, as she settled the slavery bond over Kasha’s lifeless form. I felt my head would burst; it was filled with so many unuttered screams. 

	With another snap of her wrist, Ash Nevra tossed Kasha’s limp body to Kieran. “Take her. Make sure she is healed so we can get her back to work.” Kieran gave his Queen a sickening smile, before his signature swarm of magick enveloped them both, and he disappeared. 

	“Kasha!” Rycon coughed, trying once more to push up from the floor before his entire body shuddered and his limbs finally failed him. Ash Nevra turned her sights to him and Conrad, who was unnervingly still next to him, blood still pooling from the wound in his neck.

	“They soon will be dead,” The Siren remarked, looking down her nose at them. Ash Nevra nodded in agreement. She turned away from my dying friends and set her eyes on Amon. 

	“No sword to protect you, my dark Prince,” she sang as she stalked towards him, tracing her finger down his chest. She opened her palm flat against him, and looked up at him like he was something to eat. “What should I do with you? Should I kill your mate here, and make you watch?” She asked, curling herself around him. She rubbed her hands over him intimately as she looked back at me. 

	“Or would it be more fun to enslave you and let her live? I’ve always wanted to see what would happen if you separated mates.” Watching me, she pressed her lips against his ear and pulled his earlobe into her mouth briefly, before continuing. “Do you think she’ll be able to stand it? Do you think she’ll be able to handle knowing that I will be riding you, while she combs the Dominion, trying to find us?” She kissed him softly on the cheek. “How many centuries do you think she will look before she gives up?” She asked him, and his face was so white, he looked ill. 

	“I…will…kill…” I finally managed to get out, and the smile on her face widened. 

	“That seemed to get a reaction out of her,” she purred, fingering The Flute in her hands. “What was that, Raven? You’re going to kill me? It doesn’t look to me like that is very likely. Not while I have this little toy you brought me.” 

	With a ‘crack’ she snaked a whip of power out and my whole body convulsed, as the slavery bond wrapped around my mate like a shackle. Amon succumbed to the bond, and I felt as if I might die. 

	“Say goodbye, Prince Amon,” she cooed, picking up his immobile hand and forcing him to wave to me. Amon and I stared at each other, helplessly, as The Siren stepped closer to them. My power was roaring in my ears. I slammed against the curse that bound me again and again. No matter how hard I tried, I could not move.

	Ash Nevra snapped her fingers, and suddenly, they were gone. 
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	The moment they were gone, The Flute’s spell broke, along with my heart. The pent-up screams exploded from my lips and my aura immediately tore through the throne room. 

	I had felt like this once before when I had watched Clair die in my arms. My control over my power slipped, and an ancient drumbeat sounded deep within my chest. I felt my eyes go black with power and I knew I needed to get a handle on myself, or it would consume me. Every inch of me wanted to reduce the palace to rubble. I wanted to tear apart the Dominion with my bare hands until I had them wrapped around Ash Nevra’s throat. I wanted to flood her veins with fire and squeeze her neck until she fucking popped. I wanted to watch the light die from her eyes as I killed her. Most of all, I wanted her to know she was going to die, and I wanted her to know I was the one who ended her. 

	I struggled to get a handle on myself. Rycon and Conrad lay on the floor before me, neither of them were moving. The sight of their lifeless forms was enough to pull me back from the mindless rage that had been threatening to consume me. Not yet. I couldn’t fall apart yet. I needed to get them to Meredith.

	I dropped to the ground next to them, pressing my fingers into each of their throats, carefully avoiding Conrad’s wound. I let out a sigh of relief when I was able to locate their heart beats. They were weak, but they were there. They didn’t have much time.

	Kieran and Ash Nevra had been able to use their magicks to escape the palace. I attempted to do the same. I tried to gather my shadows to shadow walk us away, but an inky stain was coating the air around me. Ash Nevra’s magickal grip on the palace prevented me from shadow walking. I had that strange feeling again, that this palace was mine. This place should have been my home. The walls around me groaned as I slammed my power against Ash Nevra’s lingering magick and I realized that if I tried to, I might be able to take this palace back. It was loyal to me. 

	I filed this piece of information away, to examine more closely later. Right now, I needed to get Rycon and Conrad out of here. I asked the matter around them to lift them up off the ground. My own feet rose off the floor, and I pulled them through the air behind me. I just needed to make it out the front door then we could shadow walk home. As soon as they were safely with Meredith, I could figure out how I was going to get Amon and Kasha back. 

	Fffshhh fshhh fshhhh

	My ears pricked and I frowned. It was a faint scuffling, coming from the hallway. A chill rolled down my spine. I thought the palace had been empty. What could be making that sound? I drew the blades that Amon had strapped to my arms and cast protective shields around Rycon and Conrad immediately. 

	Fffshhh fshhh fshhhh

	It was getting louder. I didn’t have time for this. I slowly slid us through the air to the entrance of the throne room.

	Fuck!

	The hallway was flooded with the half dead daemons we had seen in the dungeons. There were easily a hundred of them, and they dragged themselves forward, eyes blank, feet dragging. They moved like zombies, and something was clearly horribly wrong with them. I reached my aura forward tentatively and gasped. They did not have auras, only slavery bonds. They were dead, animated corpses, planted here by Ash Nevra. She had planned this. 

	She had never meant for me to leave alive.
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	There was something particularly sickening about the fact that even in death, these daemons were not free of her. She violated their bodies, even after she had taken their lives. 

	As the dead daemons crowded closer, arms reaching towards us, they blocked our path to the door. I would need to fly higher to avoid them. Gripping my twin blades more tightly, I pulled us up and continued to press forward. To my horror, the daemons began to climb on top of one another to reach us. 

	More and more of them spilled out of the dungeons, and they piled over each other like ants, forcing me higher until we were nearly pressed against the ceiling of the entranceway. One of them grabbed me by the ankle and tried to pull me down. I slashed at its hand with one of my blades and nearly severed its wrist. It stared at me with those empty dead eyes and simply grabbed me again with the other hand. Another daemon crawled on top me, pulling itself up my leg. More and more of them swarmed us. I slashed and slashed but there were too many.

	Finally, I had enough. I stopped fighting and let them envelope me. More and more of them piled over each other to get closer to me. Once I was covered in warm, rotting bodies, I let out an explosion of energy, forcing the white power to cut through the daemons around me. Several of them vaporized into nothing more than dust. The rest of them fell away from me, dropping the considerable distance to the floor in pieces. 

	Glancing back at Conrad and Rycon, they had been protected from the explosion by my shields and their armor, but one severed hand still clung to Rycon’s wrist, from where a daemon had tried to pull him down. I snarled and ripped it off of him. Blasting us forward toward the door, I viciously cut through every daemon that managed to throw itself in front of me. 

	As we burst out of the palace, widowmakers dropped from the walls around us at the checkpoint, laughing and scuttling. The sight of them made the rage in my chest reach a climax. I sheathed my blades and held up a palm, dousing the vile things with the white-hot fire of a quasar. I screamed as I unleashed on them, the air rippling around me with heat. I put every ounce of anger, hatred and hurt into the blast, and when I was done, even their charred skeletons had been reduced to ash. I scoffed. I would like to see if they could come back from that.

	The daemons kept coming from behind us. I pushed forward until we made it past the checkpoint. Finally, I called my shadows to me, just as another daemon grabbed a hold of me. Ripping out my blades I didn’t give myself time to think and buried them into the daemon’s chest. I froze, as red blood welled around the wounds and began to spill down her front. My shadows surrounded us, beginning. their work dissolving us into nothing. I met the female daemon’s eyes. She was the one who had been forced to curl in Ash Nevra’s lap the first time I had come here. She wasn’t dead, like the others. She was alive, and I had likely just killed her.As my shadows pulled us away, back to the Court of Pride, I let out a strangled moan of despair.

	I might have just murdered one of the many daemons I had set out to save.
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	We spilled into the common room, I collapsed with the limp body of the daemon I had stabbed. I was shaking with adrenaline. 

	“Meredith!” I cried, and she leaped up from where she had been attending to Jeremy, she took one look at us, and her face went white. Looking down at myself, I realized I was covered in blood, and so was Conrad. Fuck I hoped I wasn’t too late. 

	“Meredith, you need to help Conrad and Rycon… hurry!” I wasn’t sure if I was sobbing or shouting. My hands were shaking violently, and they hovered around the blades that I had impaled in the enslaved daemon’s chest. I gestured to her. She was still alive. She was struggling to breathe through the blood that was surly welling in her lungs. “She came out of nowhere - I thought. I thought she was a corpse… do I take the blades out?” I stammered, looking up at the green witch. 

	Meredith’s entire demeanor changed. Her quiet, reserved nature disappeared with a snap, and she was suddenly all business. 

	“No, do not remove them,” she said, her voice calm despite the dire nature of the situation. “Dossidian, get me the blue bottle from the table there, labeled Hemoglow,” she ordered, and Dossidian was quick to obey.

	“Mer, I’m sorry,” I croaked as she crouched down next to Conrad, casting a diagnostic spell over him. The glowing knots of his lifelines appeared. They were all red, pulsing, and angry.

	“Please, get out of the way, Raven.” 

	I scrambled back, giving her space to work. Looking at the diagnostic, she dropped her hand to the wound in the crook of his neck to examine it. A pulse of clean blue light erupted from her fingers, spilling into the puncture wound. She let out a sigh of relief.

	“He is very lucky. There are several major arteries in the neck and whoever did this missed every single one of them. He has lost a great deal of blood, though.” She murmured. Dossidian appeared with the potion she had asked for, and she nodded curtly in thanks. I watched as Meredith went to work on his wound, using her magick to clean it and seal it up. She then tipped the potion into his mouth, massaging his throat to help him swallow it. When she was done, she asked Dossidian to make him comfortable, while she attended to Rycon and the enslaved female.

	After running diagnostics, she pursed her lips. 

	“They are both in critical condition,” she surmised.   “You missed her heart Raven, but one of her lungs has collapsed. I will remove the blades from the daemon first, I will have a very short window of time to heal her. Raven, when I am done, immediately give her the rest of the Hemoglow. I will then need to tend to Rycon. His internal injuries are severe. He is to hurt to regenerate on his own.” 

	Jeremy came forward and cleared his throat.

	“Is there anything I can do to help; I have some medical training.” He said. I had almost forgotten he was here. I nearly choked at the sight of him. He was speaking to Meredith, but looking at me, as if he had never seen me before. I suppose I must look much different. Instead of black jeans and a ratty t-shirt, I was wearing bloody armor and a crown.

	 Meredith nodded at him. “If you are willing, it would be helpful if you removed the blades for me, so I may begin the healing process the moment they are out. Every second counts.” 

	He nodded and crouched down next to the dying daemon.

	“On three,” Meredith said, kneeling next to him, her palms out over the daemon’s chest. Jeremy nodded, wrapping his hands around the handles of the blades. 

	“One, two, three!” 

	Jeremey yanked the blades out of the daemon’s chest. I noticed he was careful to pull them out as evenly as possible, in an attempt to avoid causing any unnecessary damage as he did so. A terrifying amount of blood began to spill from the wounds now that the blades were no longer there to stop the flow. The daemon let out a garbled scream, and blood splattered down her chin. She immediately lost consciousness, as Meredith went to work.

	Meredith took longer with the daemon than she had with Conrad. The four of us waited in tense silence. I didn’t know how she was remaining so calm. I could feel Rycon dying next to us, his life was fading and leaking away from our bond. It took everything in me not to scream at Meredith to work faster.

	Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she lowered her glowing hands and nodded.

	“Now, Raven,” she said, standing up to move onto Rycon. I immediately took her place, and poured the Hemoglow down the daemon’s throat, massaging her the way I had seen Meredith do for Conrad. 

	When I was satisfied the unconscious daemon had consumed every last drop, I spun around, to watch as Meredith got to work on Rycon.

	

	She kneeled next to him, her palms out, her cool blue magic enveloping him. She was quiet for a long time. Sweat began to bead on her brow as she worked, and she closed her eyes.

	The minutes ticked by, and she did not move. None of us spoke, we just sat there, watching, hoping, and praying. After the first hour, it became apparent that we might be waiting all night. Meredith hadn’t moved, and I could feel Rycon fighting for his life through the bond. 

	More time passed and I got up to check on Conrad. He was still asleep, but his breathing was steady, and there was only a small scar where the rapier had impaled him. He had almost died today too. Guilt tore through me. It had been my decision to push forward. We had all known it was some kind of trap. I had risked their lives and pushed forward anyway. Now Kasha and Amon were gone, likely being tortured in ways my mind couldn’t even imagine. It was all my fault. 

	I felt, more than saw, Jeremy knelt next to me where I had sat next to Conrad. He put his arm around my shoulders and drew me into him, kissing the top of my head softly. My heart swelled. At least one good thing had come out of this horrible night. At least we had saved Jeremy. I looked up at him. He too, had a new scar. A thin line of white around his neck, where Ash Nevra had sliced him open. He was looking down at me, his brow creased, but his eyes were shining.

	“I knew you were alive.” He whispered again. I nodded.

	“Yeah,” I murmured back, though I felt worse than death. 

	“I don’t know what’s happening, but we’ll figure it out.” He told me. My shoulders shook and I choked back a sob. It was so close to what he had said the day he picked me up from school, after I had gotten into a fight with Neil Green. ‘I don’t understand why this keeps happening, but we will figure it out together, OK?” 

	“She took them,” A tear slid down my cheek, and my voice shook. “She took them and it’s my fault.” Jeremy pulled me into him and held me while I cried, rocking me slowly back and forth, until I had no more tears to give.

	“We’ll get them back.” He promised me. The way he said it with such certainly, made me almost believe him. 

	Before I knew it, the sun began to peak over the horizon, and weak morning light spilled in through the mouth of the common room. Finally, Rycon groaned, and coughed. His yellow eyes blinking open. I let out a sigh of relief and threw myself on top of him, hugging him fiercely.

	“You’re alive,” I gasped, squeezing him tighter. He froze for a moment before hugging me back.

	“Yeah Kitten, I’m alive. You know it’s harder than that to kill me.” 

	I pulled back, and when our eyes met, the momentary relief I had felt melted away. We both had the same thought at the same moment. Rycon was alive, but what about Amon? What about Kasha? Our anger and rage fueled each other through the bond. I clenched my fists at my sides. 

	“Yes, you are alive, however, you very nearly died.” Meredith said, her voice serious. She looked exhausted. She quivered as she stood up. Dossidian rushed forward to help her into the pit, so she could sit down. “What happened to you? Many of your organs were so inflamed they were beginning to shut down.” She sounded thoroughly disturbed.

	“They used The Flute to force him to change,” I thought back to that horrifying moment, trying to count the number of times I had seen him shift. “I think he changed back and forth between forms nearly seven times. It affected Kasha too. She… she didn’t wake up.” My voice cracked, and Rycon’s lips curled back in rage.

	“Where is she? Where is Amon? Are they…” Dossidian’s voice was shaking, I snapped my head up to look at him.

	“They’re alive. Ash Nevra has enslaved them and taken them with her. I don’t know where they are. We need to find them. We need to get them back.” 

	I could hear the desperation in my voice. The look on Amon’s face, when Ash Nevra rubbed her hands over him. What was she doing to him, right now? Was she hurting him? My power pulsed through my veins and the air around me grew hot. 

	
“If they are enslaved, even if we bring them back, they will not be free.” Dossidian said gravely. I was shaking my head. I would not allow this. I would not allow this to happen. 

	“Then we will free them. Enough of this.” I stood up, my fists still clenched at my sides. Rycon stood with me, his own face tight. 

	“We know there is a way to sever the slavery bonds. Amon was able to do it before, with Bond-Breaker.” I touched my hand to my forehead, where Elvira’s circlet sat. “It was made of the same material as this.” I turned to face them.

	“Fuck The Origin.” I snarled. “I will free them my fucking self.” I would not stand for it. Every second I wasted, was a second Amon was at the mercy of that evil bitch. 

	“How did this even happen?” Dossidian asked, “How did she know we would be there?” 

	“The widowmaker,” Rycon growled. “It was spying on us through the spiders, and somehow delivering that information to Ash Nevra.” 

	Dossidian let out a roar of frustration and threw his fist into the black face of the Obsidian fireplace. It cracked and crumbled beneath his punch, lacerating his knuckles. I understood his pain. I felt like a failure. I had promised I would kill Ash Nevra, and instead she had nearly murdered all of us. All because of that vile creature.

	I snatched up my bloody discarded blades and turned on my heel. 

	“Where are you going?” Dossidian asked as I stormed past him. I paused looking back at my broken team, gripping the handles of my blades so tightly that my knuckles turned white. 

	“I told that thing if it threatened any of my people again I would put its head in a box.” I said, before turning away again. My voice was dangerously soft. 

	“I’m going to keep at least one of my promises today.”

	No one spoke, but Rycon’s unslakable thirst for vengeance burned through the bond as he followed me out.  

	To be continued…


GLOSSARY

	Characters:

	
		Aleites: ah-LEE-tees



	
		Also referred to as The Origin. Aleites was the first daemon. He is Raven’s biological father. 



	
		Amon: AH-muhn



	
		Prince of the court of Pride



	
		Ash Nevra: ash NEV-rah



	
		Queen of the Court of Lust and self-proclaimed ruler of the Dominion of Sin. She and her mother, Anjoilie Nevra, are responsible for freezing Aleites into stone.



	
		Clairafine (Clair) Fisher: KLAR-uh-fyn (KLAYR) FISH-ur



	
		Raven’s adoptive mother. She is also a witch from the Nightshade line. When she emancipated herself from the line, the power that was released triggered Raven’s supernatural birth.



	
		Conrad Brown: KAHN-rad BROWN



	
		An Obeah Man from Jamaica and a certified member of The Board. Grandson of Patricia Brown. 



	
		Dossidian: doh-SID-ee-un



	
		Commander of Prince Amon’s armies and son of Prince Sirocco. 



	
		Elvira: el-VEER-uh



	
		Aleites’ (The Origin) human mate. Raven’s biological mother.



	
		Jeremy Fisher: JER-uh-mee FISH-ur



	
		Raven’s adoptive father. Detective for the Toronto OPP.



	
		K'yen: KYE-en



	
		A shifter from the Olkuyrbe tribe, mate to Rhyalla.



	
		Kasha: KAH-shuh



	
		Spymaster for the Court of Pride reports to Amon.



	
		Kale: KAYL



	
		World-renowned restructium smith



	
		Kieran: KEER-uhn



	
		Head of the Nightshade line, and Clair’s father. Raven’s adoptive grandfather. Ash Nevra’s bonded.



	
		Meredith Abbey: MARE-uh-dith AB-ee



	
		Green witch from the Abbey line. Skilled healer.



	
		Nytara: nee-TAR-uh



	
		Also referred to as ‘The Siren’. Was once renowned for her piracy of the obsidian sea and is now a slave to Ash Nevra.



	
		Patricia Brown: puh-TRISH-uh BROWN



	
		Conrad’s grandmother. Honorable member of The Board.



	
		Raven Fisher: RAY-vuhn FISH-ur



	
		Daughter of Aleites and adopted daughter of Clair and Jeremy Fisher. 



	
		Rhyalla: rye-AHL-uh



	
		Rhiannon of the Olkuyrbe Tribe. Sister to Rycon.



	
		Rycon: RYE-kahn



	
		Rhoan of the Olkuyrbe Tribe. Raven’s bonded brother to Rhyalla.



	
		Sable: SAY-buhl



	
		Designer of restructium armor and weapons.



	
		Sirocco: suh-RAW-koh



	
		Prince of the Court of Wrath. Dossidian’s father.



	
		Sofia Rossi: soh-FEE-uh ROSS-ee



	
		Sorcerer General of The Board.



	Creatures and Species:

	
		Daemons: DEE-muhns



	
		Powerful god-like beings that reside in The Dominion of Sin across The Veil. They are human-like in appearance, though they are immortal.



	
		Magick Folk: MAJ-ik fohk



	
		Mortal beings who are gifted magick from the deities they work with. They go by many names, depending on where they live across the globe. Witches, wizards, Obeah practitioners, shamans, mages, and magick casters are all common terms.



	
		Sea Drakes: SEE drayks



	
		Bi-pedal dragon-like creatures who can both swim and fly. They migrate through the court of pride and spend time in Aurora’s cover annually.



	
		Shifters: SHIF-ters



	
		A species of mortal shapeshifters. There are several species of shifters. Rycon is a panther shifter.



	
		Widowmakers: WID-oh-may-kers



	
		Spider-like creatures that resemble human children. They have all-black eyes, unnaturally long fingers, and the ability to spin tar-like black silk. They also feed off fear.



	Objects, materials, and artifacts:

	
		Bond-breaker: BOND-BRAY-ker



	
		A sword made from a mysterious material that can prevent the wielder from being bonded and can also sever bonds of others. Most recently, wielded by Prince Amon from the Court of Pride.



	
		Elvira’s Circlet: el-VY-ruhz SUR-klet



	
		A circular band meant to be worn on the head. It was crafted by Aleites to act as a crown for Elvira so that she would be protected from those that wished to bind her to them. It was lost when she was frozen into stone.



	
		Hemoglow: HEE-moh-gloh



	
		A magickal potion that replenishes depleted blood reserves in patients.



	
		Restructium: ree-STRUK-tee-uhm



	
		A metal alloy unique to the Dominion of Sin that is stronger than any alloy found on earth and is also resistant to most magicks. 



	
		The Flute: 



	
		A Flute with powerful magick that allows the musician to freeze, unfreeze or change the state of a victim. Most effective on daemons. Little else is known about The Flute.



	
		The Lens: 



	
		When held up to the user’s eye, a magickal mono-focal lens reveals things that are hidden.



	
		The Omnikey: the OM-nee-kee



	
		A key that can open any lock or door. 



	
		Triquetra: trahy-KWEH-truh



	
		A magickal charm used by magick folk to protect against daemons. Makes it difficult for daemons to track or find the bearer. 



	Places:

	
		Aurora's Cove: 



	
		A cove in the Court of Pride that washes up large deposits of Emeralds.



	
		Court of Envy: 



	
		A Court in the Dominion of Sin,



	
		Court of Gluttony: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin



	
		Court of Greed: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin



	
		Court of Lust: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin, ruled by Ash Nevra.



	
		Court of Pride: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin, ruled by Amon



	
		Court of Sloth: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin.



	
		Court of Wrath: 



	
		A court in the Dominion of Sin, ruled by Sirocco.



	
		La Cima della Giustizia (The Summit of Justice): lah CHEE-muh DEHL-luh JUHS-tee-tsyuh



	
		A magical court room where The Board holds its meetings.



	
		Mount Frira: MOWNT FREE-ruh



	
		The Volcano where the Titan Frira resides. Daemons must climb into the mouth of the volcano to complete The Quickening.



	
		Olkuyrbe: ol-KEY-YURH-bee



	
		A panther shifter tribe located in the Amazon rainforest.



	
		The Eye: 



	
		A giant eye that looks out through the mouth of a crater in the Court of Pride of pride. It can see all things and answer any question but at a great personal cost to the user. 



	
		The Obsidian Sea: thee uhb-SID-ee-un SEE



	
		The sea that separated the Court of Envy from the Court of Greed.



	
		The Vermillion Desert: thee vur-MIL-yuhn DEZ-urt



	
		A large dessert in the Court of Wrath.



	Terms:

	
		Bibliomancer: BIB-lee-oh-man-sur



	
		A special trait some daemons have that allow them to speak to and listen to books.



	
		Chameleon: kuh-MEE-lee-un



	
		A special should this be trait in some daemons that allow them to take on any form. This is excellent for daemons who need to masquerade as someone else. 



	
		Eriene: AIR-ee-en



	
		A term the magick folk use to describe the state of mind one must find to connect with their powers.



	
		K'aalpa-kah: KAL-puh-kah



	
		A band of shifter warriors trained to protect the Olkuyrbe community.



	
		K'alpa-Rhoan: KAL-puh-RO-uhn



	
		A challenge for the title of Rhoan in the Olkuyrbe community.



	
		Rhiannon: ree-AN-uhn



	
		An inherited title that can be compared to queen or princess in the Olkuyrbe tribe.



	
		Rhoan: RO-uhn



	
		An inherited title that can be compared to king  or prince in the Olkuyrbe tribe.



	
		The Origin: thee OR-uh-jin



	
		A title commonly used to refer to Aleited, the first daemon.



	
		The Quickening: thee KWIK-uh-ning



	
		A coming-of-age event for daemons. The Quickening marks the time when a daemon comes into their full powers. If their power levels are high enough that they pose a risk to the public, the Titan Frira calls them to challenge in a fight to the death inside the volcano Frira resides in. 



	
		Yal'duun-kala: yal-DOON-kA-luh



	
		A three-day wedding ceremony to celebrate the mating of two shifters in the Olkuyrbe community.
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