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      Colina must face her demons—both literally and figuratively—once and for all.

      

      Colina has become the most notorious death dealer in the world, and the guilds blame her for the new wave of hatred and attacks that has descended upon their kind. The Guilds vow to make her pay for the atrocities she has committed.

      

      But hiding from the Death Dealers is the least of her worries. 

      

      The Demon’s henchmen are on her trail.

      

      And so is an anti-magic cult calling themselves the Redeemers.

      

      On the run and on a quest to keep the Legion from opening a portal into the world once again, Colina must use her wits and dark powers to try and keep herself and her new friends alive.
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      I sat in a small clearing in the woods, surrounded by tall trees and deep shadows. Around me the spirits of the forest slowly gathered. Large and small, they moved into the clearing and found places to settle.

      Deer and rabbits lay side by side with wolves, foxes, and bears. As they moved, the moonlight glittered off of their insubstantial forms, giving them the illusion of solidity. A wolf came and sat beside me, its soft, brushing touch somehow both warm and cool as mist.

      One by one they sat with me, joining me to watch the girl sitting on a log near the center of the clearing. A small fire lit the girl with a golden glow. She looked delicate and pretty as she sang in a sweet little girl voice. It was a song I knew by heart, a song my mother used to sing me to sleep when I was a child.

      The little girl's lilting voice reached out to soothe me, to calm my soul. The music washed over me, healing my injuries and leaving me feeling fresh and new. I listened and let all the fear and pain inside me fade away. A wolf spirit limped into the light. A long black gash sliced across its gray shoulder. The wolf came close to the girl and collapsed at her feet. Without stopping her song, the girl reached down and laid her hands on its head. For a long moment nothing happened, but then slowly the black gash moved. It crawled across the surface of the wolf and slithered up the little girl's arm.

      Once on her, the blackness oozed over her, like a leprous octopus looking for a place to hide until, finally, it spread to her face. Her eyes seemed to suck the blackness in, to shred it and absorb it. For a moment they turned completely black, and her voice took on an echo of the darkness she'd taken in. Screams and cries of anger resonated in harmony with her sweet little song. And then her song ended, and the wolf rose slowly to its haunches, weak but once again whole.

      Out past the firelight, in the shadows, a guttural roar sounded and then another. Soon, the woods were full of the sounds of trees creaking and groaning as if whatever approached shoved them aside like blades of grass. I sprang to my feet, panicked with the need to protect the girl and her charges, but they didn't seem to share my fear. They rose in unison and turned to face the oncoming threat without any haste or concern.

      Three massive figures stepped into the clearing—huge, imposing, dark figures. The largest was three times my height, with heavy legs and the cloven hooves of a bull. Long horns extended from the sides of its head. Leaves and branches caught on the horns as it tore free of the trees. Its frame was blocky, its face hidden in shadow except for its eyes—two blood-red rays of light that pierced the shadows and glowed with menace as they swung my way.

      The creature on the right was only half as tall and oozed over the ground. It was a mass of tentacles that extended from a torso shaped vaguely like a man's. Hundreds of bright-orange eyes covered the tentacles, moving rapidly back and forth and looking in every direction as the tentacles waved through the air.

      The last figure was the most hideous. It was the bloated form of a hugely obese man, and it waddled behind the others, its face contorted and twisted. Where there should have been hands there were instead clawed talons that clutched the bloodied haunch of an animal—a deer that had been torn in half. It was the shortest of the monsters, but it still stood twice my height. It leaned over and took a bite of the carcass, displaying rows of sharp triangular teeth as its mouth opened wide enough to swallow me whole.

      All of the creatures crunched to a halt at the edge of the clearing, stomping and roaring. They were clearly making threats but would not advance any farther on the girl and the animal spirits.

      The child still didn't look afraid, and the animal spirits weren't fleeing, not even those for whom standing still was not in their nature. Deer and chipmunks stood shoulder to shoulder with wolf and bobcat, facing down evil incarnate without fear.

      And then I saw why.

      While my attention had been on the invaders, I hadn't noticed that something else had come into the clearing behind me. Towering motes of air, whirling mists of spirit and will—the old gods. Had they deigned to notice the conflict? Two of the gods moved over, around, through us, toward the three looming threats. Why were they interfering? Was this their domain? As the gods crossed the space between us, their mass increased until they filled all of the sky. Suddenly I felt tiny and insignificant, dwarfed by something far greater than myself. I felt beneath their notice and then strengthened by the knowledge that they did notice me, and that they were there, in part, to protect me.

      The old gods paused, if a tornado can pause, waiting for the monsters to recognize their peril and leave. But they didn't. Instead, the three began to produce dark weapons from thin air—blades glittering with hellfire.

      The horned monster spoke with a voice like breaking rock. “She is ours. You have no right to her.”

      My heart froze. Would the old gods forsake me? Had my actions caused too much harm? Would they give up on me completely? Or worse: turn on me like the rest of the world had?

      

      In response, I felt a rush of air surround me, and a golden warmth filled my body. I was not forsaken, I felt loved and cherished, and my fear began to fade. I felt the old gods send a firm, inaudible denial to the creatures. And I knew in that instance that they would never allow me to be taken.

      Something touched my hand, and I looked down to see the girl at my side.

      The child spoke. “I must go.”

      “Go where?” I asked.

      “With them,” she said, nodding toward the waiting monsters.

      Panic filled me. “No!” I reached out to grab her, but she moved away from me.

      “I have to—it's not time yet. You aren't ready.”

      I tried again to get ahold of her, but she'd moved out of my reach.

      She looked behind her at the monsters and then back at me. “Three demons in their true forms might be a match even for the old gods. When the time comes, we will stand together. We will fight. The battle will likely kill us all, but what choice do we have?”

      At the word demons, my heart pounded hard in my chest. They had somehow been released into this world. There were no demon hunters left. How could we fight the demons? How could we vanquish them before they destroyed us?

      There was no fear visible in her determined little eyes as she turned and walked toward the creatures.

      I tried to follow the girl and stop her, but where she walked easily, I felt like I was swimming against the tide. The air was too thick, and my body moved through it like molasses. I screamed in frustration as she reached the three monsters. The octopus-like demon moved forward, ready to envelop the child in its tentacles. The girl smiled back at me sadly before being swallowed in the monster's dark embrace...

      I woke in a cold sweat. It was only a dream. The Legion had not been released. It was just a horrific nightmare, one that I'd been having every night for the past week. My heart still pounded hard in my chest and sweat covered my body. I lay on my cot and listened to an owl hoot somewhere out in the forest. Every time I closed my eyes, images of blood and death raced through my mind. I tried to push them away, tried to clear my exhausted brain enough to sleep, but no matter how tired I was I could not quiet my thoughts. How many horrible experiences did it take before you became a horror yourself? Was I already there? The thought banished any hope of sleep.

      A light flashed across the walls of the tent as the guard made his hourly patrol. As soon as the light disappeared, I rolled off the cot and walked to the zipped flap of the tent's entrance and held my breath as I pulled the zipper down. The noise seemed so loud in the silence of the night, but when I emerged on the other side, no one was there.

      Moonlight lit the way as I pushed through bushes and trees. My ever-constant fear was there just below the surface, and in response to it, I heard the howl of a wolf on the wind—my spirit pack. They were always close by. Anytime fear raged inside me, my pack swirled into being, ready to fight and protect me.

      I didn't want them around now. If they came, anyone who was awake would know I was sneaking around alone in the dark. I stopped, took one deep breath, and then let it out. I forced myself to be calm. The sound of the wolves drifted away.

      I slowly made my way through the trees to a nearby outcrop of rocks. It was not the first time I'd been here. I blended into the shadows as I climbed, trying not to dirty my gray jeans and sweater. I scrambled over loose dirt, gripping the sharp edges of boulders until, breathless, I stood at the very top. Settling onto a large flat rock, I looked down at the campsite. Dozens of lights from lanterns and candles flickered in the night. Three-dozen wood cabins were nestled in the trees and smaller tents were scattered all around the forest. How many death dealers had made it to the stronghold? One hundred? Two hundred? More stumbled into camp every day.

      My perch raised me above the dense forest, giving me a view of the small valley where the camp lay. Tents and cabins were situated on one side and a river wound through the other. Huge old trees were packed tightly together between the rocky slopes, but I could glimpse the steep, narrow road that provided the only access to the camp on the valley's far side. I could also see a few of the areas where the road was partially washed away by decades of weather and neglect. I shuddered as I remembered the hair-raising ride to the bottom of the valley and the narrow wooden bridge that crossed the river. I could hear the river flowing nearby, but I could only see a few flashes of reflected moonlight on the water through the trees.

      The whole area was breathtaking in daylight, but I found my new home claustrophobic. Hidden down among the pines in the valley, it felt like the rest of the world didn't exist.

      We were in the middle of nowhere, far off the beaten track. It was too far to lure any tourist or casual hikers, and that's what the Phoenix Guild loved most about it. They had bought the property, which had been built by some over-optimistic developer fifty years ago and used it frequently as a retreat.

      The Guild had several of these types of places scattered around the country, some even more remote than this one. It was hard to imagine a more isolated place. If you didn't know this valley was here, it would be almost impossible to find. The heavily camouflaged road turned off of a disused mountain track. If someone did brave the narrow road, they would be visible for miles.

      The world had become a dangerous place for those who practiced the Death Arts. They came here looking for a safe, secure place to stay. The death dealers may have felt there was safety in numbers, but I didn't feel safe. These people didn't accept me as a member of their guild, and they made it very clear that they considered me an outsider. When I walked among them, I could see looks of fear, disgust, and hatred blazing from their eyes. They blamed me for the plight of their people, and they weren't wrong—it was my fault. I raised a demon, I made the dead walk again, and because of the things I'd done, death dealers were now hunted and killed.

      “Can't sleep?” a voice whispered to me from below.

      “I needed some air,” I answered.

      I knew he would come. He always did. Every night for the last week, I'd snuck out and found refuge on the rock outcropping. It was the only time I felt free, the only time I could truly breathe. But Luke always came and found me, even though he knew I wanted to be left alone.

      He climbed up and sat down next to me. “Colina, you might be able to sleep if you try. The council has given their word that you won't be harmed.”

      “And after the trial?” I looked up at the half-moon. I wondered if my friends were out there somewhere, looking up at the same moon.

      A hand covered mine. “When will you believe that my guild doesn't mean you harm?”

      No matter what he said, I knew the guild would never forgive me. Thousands of people had been forced to flee their homes, hunted by violent fanatics. They wanted someone to pay, and I was the most likely target for their rage. I understood the need for vengeance enough to recognize it in others. It didn't matter that I was almost as much a victim as they were, and that my only crime was fighting back.

      The only thing stopping them from stringing me up was the fact that the few elders left in camp were not very forceful personalities. Everyone between sixteen and sixty was out fighting a desperate battle to save as much of the guild as they could. Old men and women had been left behind, shaken to the core by the loss of everything they held dear. They were unwilling or unable to make a decision regarding my “crimes” and had asked the Phoenix Guild Council to send someone higher up to deal with me. When that person showed up, whoever they might be, everything would change. For now, I was free to roam around the campsite, but even though I was free I still knew my every step and action were being watched. Only at night up here on the rock ledge could I breathe, think, relax.

      The world outside was in such disarray. I often wondered: if I had just rolled over and let Macaven kill me, would the death dealers be welcoming him and his followers into camp with open arms? I paused for a second, almost laughing out loud at the thought, but Caleb's—no, Luke's somber and a-bit-threatening bulk sitting so close to me smothered any thought of humor.

      My eyes met his. I couldn't see his face clearly in the dark, but I knew it held a disapproving look. It was an expression he wore whenever we talked now.

      “Why won't they let me leave?” I whispered.

      “Where would you go?” he asked.

      He had a good point. I was an outcast. I had nowhere else to go and no people to call my own anymore.

      Luke's hand reached out and touched my cheek.

      I forced myself not to move away, but I felt the fear again, felt it tingle down my spine. He told me he would never hurt me, but I couldn't make myself believe him. “I need to look for them,” I said quietly.

      He knew I was talking about my friends—Wendy, the most powerful reader I had ever seen who had become the unwilling host to a demon; Dean, the death dealer and berserker who, I could admit, at least to myself, I had complex feelings for and who had declared his love for me; and even Mildred, the enigmatic and maybe crazy master mage who had both saved and betrayed me so many times that I'd lost track of whose side she was on.

      I missed them all, and the guilt of leaving them ate away at me. The last time I'd seen them had been back at Gage's mining town. They'd stood and fought while I'd been carried away from the battle. I hadn't been there to help my friends, and now their fates were unknown. Were they still alive? I refused to believe anything else. I had to find them.

      Luke's grip tightened on my hand. “There are no sightings. No leads.”

      “I know.” I could feel tears filling my eyes.

      He knew I was upset— he could hear it in my voice. He moved closer.

      And there it was again—the panic that rose whenever he came near.

      His fingers reached up and touched my hair.

      I held my breath. The night was so still, so quiet; I could hear leaves rustling gently in the wind.

      He leaned in and kissed me.

      I tried to kiss him back. I tried to force away all the confusing thoughts, but as his lips touched mine, I couldn't help but break away.

      “How long until you let me hold you?”

      I could hear the pain in his voice. I didn't know what to say. How could I explain emotions that I had a hard time understanding myself?

      “Luke?” The word rang clearly through the night.

      “Your sister's calling,” I said, trying to keep the relief I felt from showing in my voice.

      “She can wait,” he whispered.

      “You'll only make her crazy. You know she worries anytime you're out of her sight.”

      Luke sighed and moved away from me. “We're going to talk about this.”

      “We will. I promise,” I said, but I knew it was a lie; I'd been avoiding the conversation for a month. I'd been avoiding him, too, but no matter how much I tried to steer clear of him, he always seemed to find me. Like tonight. Each night when I snuck out, he tracked me down. But this had been the first time he tried to kiss me. No, that wasn't true. My fingers went to my lips. He'd kissed me the first day we made our way to the death dealer's stronghold.

      That first night in camp, Luke took me into his arms, but when he leaned in to kiss me all I could see was Caleb's face staring back at me. My mind had instantly flashed back to the old mining town. I could feel Caleb's breath against my neck as he pinned me against a tree. I could feel Caleb's hands burning with hellfire as he tortured me.

      I rubbed my jeans. The burn scars were still there. How could I explain to Luke everything that had happened to me while I'd been held prisoner by Gage? I wanted Luke to understand, but no matter how many times I tried, I couldn't seem to get the words out. I couldn't tell Luke what Caleb had done to me. I couldn't tell him that whenever I looked into his eyes, I felt fear and terror. Luke wore the face of the guy who tortured me. A guy I believed would have killed me if given the chance.

      Luke, the one I loved, was now inside the body of a maniac. The tears were there again. I didn't bother to wipe them away as they slid down my cheeks.

      I watched Luke slowly make his way down the rock pile. I kept pushing Luke away anytime he tried to be intimate, and every time I pushed him away, I could see how much it hurt him.

      He was trying to be patient. He was trying so desperately to be the guy I'd fallen in love with at the magic shop. Only he wasn't. A sob escaped my lips. The darkness inside of Caleb was morphing Luke, changing him. The old mage had told me if Luke's spirit jumped bodies more than once that it could change him. What if, when Luke's spirit jumped into the second body, it had warped him? What if he'd come back different? What if he'd come back wrong?

      The Luke climbing down the rocks to join his sister was so different from the guy I fell in love with. There was a great anger within him now. It burned so bright, and no matter how hard he tried, he could never really hide it. I watched him lose his temper over the slightest things. I watched him treat people, at times, with a cruel streak that turned my blood cold. I knew he wasn't to blame for the change—he'd been thrown into a body that had courted darkness and evil. It was my fault this happened to him, and I was powerless to help as I watched him struggle against his dark emotions and new powers. A constant battle seemed to rage inside him, a battle I feared he would lose. What kind of monster might he turn into if I told him I no longer loved him?

      I suddenly felt very alone. I pulled my knees to my chin and watched as Luke walked through the trees to his sister's side.

      Darla held up a lantern and turned my way. I leaned back against the rock, blending into the shadows. I didn't want her to know I was out here. She had stepped into a void left by the absence of adults, wielded a huge amount of influence with camp's remaining younger people, and generally ignored the old people who were supposed to be in charge.

      She made it clear each day how much she wanted to see me pay for what I'd done. She still hated me, but she and the other death dealers were too afraid of me to do much. The show of power I'd displayed when we first came upon them in the woods kept them from trying to hurt me, but it didn't stop them from demanding justice for what happened in the past. Yesterday I'd been told there was going to be a trial. I was going to answer for my crimes, they said. I would finally be held responsible for my actions.

      Luke told me it was just a way for his people to vent and that nothing would come of the trial, but I didn't believe him. Every day I saw the hatred in the death dealers' eyes, and there was no way I would stick around to see if they'd show me mercy.

      I planned to leave before the trial started, but I hadn't told Luke because I still wasn't sure whose side he was on.
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      When I finally made it back to my tent, I dropped down onto my cot and fell asleep. It was a deep and dreamless sleep. When I woke, it was to the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

      I knew it was Freddy even with my eyes closed. Bringing me coffee every morning seemed to be his way of showing solidarity with me. He was the one person who didn't hate me and the only person who had shown me any kindness since I'd been here.

      Freddy was Luke's best friend. He'd helped us storm Macaven's hideout and save Darla. When Luke died, Darla blamed me, and I thought Freddy had, too, but to my surprise Freddy had somehow found a way to forgive me. Freddy didn't care that Luke was now in Caleb's body—he was just happy to have his friend back.

      I wished my relationship with Luke could be that uncomplicated.

      I rolled over and pried my eyes open. “What's for breakfast?” I asked as I sat up and reached for the mug.

      Freddy wore a red sweater and blue jeans, and his dark hair was slicked back. He handed over the coffee and sat down next to me on the cot, his face scrunching into a grimace. “Oatmeal with raisins.”

      I couldn't help but smile at his expression. “I like oatmeal.”

      He shuddered. “I'd rather starve than eat that mush.”

      “I don't think you'll starve. I've seen Darla smuggle you sweet rolls on oatmeal days.”

      He wagged his finger. “Do you have any actual proof?” He gave me a wide grin when I didn't answer. “Ah, I didn't think so.”

      I took a sip of coffee and watched him over the mug. I wondered how he felt being among the death dealers. He didn't possess any magic but was still treated with a certain amount of respect. Freddy and Luke's fathers had been childhood friends, so Freddy and Luke had grown up together as brothers. I wondered, not for the first time: if it weren't for that bond, would the others treat him so well? Would death dealers normally tolerate a non-mage in their midst?

      I gave Freddy a thoughtful look and said, “You'd better be careful. If it gets out that you're stealing from the pantry, the food police might come after you.”

      “You make it sound like the food is being rationed out.”

      “Isn't it?” I demanded. Freddy might be someone who treated me with respect and friendship, but he'd made it clear he wouldn't tolerate any disparaging remarks about the death dealers.

      He put his hands out and looked exasperated. “More and more people are making their way up here, and it's a long way to get supplies. They're just being practical by divvying up the food.”

      “Do you always have to defend them?”

      He shot back, “Do you always have to act like everything they do has an ulterior motive?”

      I didn't want to fight, so I kept quiet. Freddy was the only friend I had in this place.

      He gave me a hard look. “You look terrible.”

      “Thanks,” I answered back. I knew I probably looked like a mess. My unbrushed brown hair hung tangled across my shoulders. I knew I had dark bags under my eyes from restless nights. My clothes were rumpled; I'd been wearing them for two days straight.

      “Luke says you haven't been sleeping and you've taken to sneaking out at night.”

      “Lower your voice.”

      In a stage whisper, he said, “Luke thinks the lack of sleep is making you paranoid.”

      “Is it paranoid to think a group of people demanding I stand trial have it in for me?”

      He waved his hand in the air dismissively. “It's a mock trail. There's no real law behind it.”

      I took another sip of coffee. “So I've been told. If the trial doesn't have any teeth to it, then what's the point?”

      He looked through the tent flap that opened out onto the camp. “Because it will help everyone blow off some steam.”

      I followed his gaze. I'd slept in; it looked like the whole camp was up, dressed, and milling around. A few death dealers walked by our tent, and I lowered my voice. “Will that make everyone feel better? Shouting to the world that I'm guilty?”

      He was quiet for a long moment before he said, “Darla thinks⁠—”

      I interrupted him. “Darla would be the first one in line to burn me at the stake. What happens after the trial if the group decides to take justice into their own hands? They could become a vigilante mob. They could string me up in the nearest tree.”

      Freddy shook his head, looking exasperated again. “That would never happen. Luke would never let that happen.”

      I put the coffee down and curled my hands into a fist. “I don't need him to protect me.”

      He put up both his hands as if in surrender. “Oh, I forgot. You don't need anyone. You're self-sufficient now.”

      “I am,” I answered.

      “One of the most powerful dark mages.”

      “I didn't ask for this power.” But we both knew that was a lie. I'd gone looking for the magic shop, desperate to learn the Death Arts, and I'd willingly taken on the three rituals—first strangled by Luke's hands only to be brought back to life, then possessed by a spirit, and lastly reluctantly helped a dying girl pass to the other side. I'd done it all with the sole purpose of gaining dark magic for revenge, and now that dark magic was inside me. Freddy might have been joking, but I did have strong magic within me. I didn't want to hurt Darla or her people, but I wasn't going to stand idly by if they tried to harm me.

      Freddy was watching me closely. He said in a low voice, “They won't do anything violent.”

      My eyes met his. “So everyone keeps telling me.”

      “If you're so unhappy here, why don't you leave?”

      It was my turn to look exasperated. “You don't think I've tried? They're keeping me here.”

      “You're a powerful mage, maybe the most powerful of the bunch. If you wanted to leave, you could.”

      I shook my head. Things had become so complicated. Luke cared about these people—he loved his sister and his guild. What would happen if I had to kill one of them while making my escape? How would Luke feel about me then? At the thought, my blood turned cold. Yes, I was afraid of Luke. Every time he came near me, I felt sheer terror I couldn't seem to control. But a part of me wanted so desperately to just forget everything that had happened and to love him again. I wanted with all my heart to be with the guy I had met in the magic shop. I knew I couldn't hurt the death dealers because I didn't want to see Luke looking at me with the same hatred everyone else did. I wished I could go back to that first day we met. It was a foolish wish; too many things had happened.

      Luke had changed. Then again, so had I.

      “My friends—” I started to speak but had to swallow hard when Dean's face flashed before me. “My friends are out there, in danger. I need to find them.”

      A thoughtful look crossed Freddy's face. “You really think they're still alive?”

      “Yes,” I said, but I didn't know if it was true. Were they still alive?

      “You saw the bodies and what was left of the town.” Freddy looked away. “I don't think there's much hope.”

      Anger filled me at his words. “Wendy left a note on the wall. She expects me to help her, and yet here I sit.”

      He waved his hand out toward the camp. “Go. We both know they can't stop you.”

      “But if they tried, I would fight. How many death dealers would I have to hurt or kill before I was free?”

      He looked surprised by my answer. “You stay because you're afraid of killing them?”

      I just stared at him in silence. Yes, I feared that, but I also feared something much worse. I couldn't say the words out loud.

      He might've looked like Caleb, but inside he was Luke. If I had to fight, would I find myself facing Luke? Would I have to defend myself against his hellfire? Was I prepared to use my powers against him? Could I truly hurt Luke if I had to?
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      Freddy somehow wrangled me a shower and some clean clothes. The shower was brisk, cold water from the river poured from a large plastic bucket attached to the side of a wooden shower stall. As quickly as I could I soaped myself down and then rinsed my body and hair. I changed into a fresh pair of blue jeans and a black sweater. Once clean and dressed I stood outside and watched the hustle and bustle of a hundred people going about their daily lives. I knew that somewhere, among all the mundane things going on, Darla and a small group of death dealers were meeting to discuss my upcoming trial.

      Did they really think they could force me to go through with it? They should be looking for Gage and his people. Didn't they care that he was out there somewhere with the demon at his side, plotting to release the Legion of demons?

      Hostile faces greeted me as I made my way through the camp, walking slowly to the makeshift kitchen—a large, green tent with picnic tables arranged in lines inside.

      I took a seat at one of the tables. Eventually a bowl of food was dropped unceremoniously in front of me. “Thanks,” I said to the cook's retreating back. I took a bite of oatmeal and felt someone slide onto the bench next to me.

      “Did you get any sleep?” It was Luke.

      “Some. You?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Not enough.”

      Today his blond hair was tied back with a piece of leather.

      To my surprise, he reached into his gray flannel shirt and brought out a small bouquet of wildflowers. A piece of pink ribbon tied the bunch together at the base. “I saw these flowers this morning and thought of you.” He suddenly looked unsure of himself as he handed them over to me.

      I looked into his eyes as I accepted the gift. How I wished I could see dark gray eyes staring back at me, but they weren't Luke's, not anymore—but not Caleb's brown ones, either. The eyes looking back at me were unique: a ring of gray spread from the pupil and a circle of brown lined the iris' edges. Somehow the eyes I stared into now had combined into both colors. I still didn't know what that meant.

      I held the flowers, and we sat there in silence for a long moment. There was something about the way he held himself, a tension in his muscles and expression.

      I put the flowers on the table and finally broke the silence. “What's wrong?”

      “Has Darla spoken to you?”

      “Not today.” Even though Darla was young, she had somehow worked her way into a position of leadership with the young people in camp. I looked around. Most of the members in the camp were under twenty. The older death dealers were out trying to bring the rest of their kind safely back to the armed encampments. There was a desperate rush to round up as many of the death dealers as they could before they were all annihilated.

      Luke looked off into the distance.

      I took another bite of oatmeal and waited for him to tell me what was bothering him.

      He finally spoke. “Darla thinks she's found a spell that can weaken the demon enough to kill it.”

      I dropped the spoon. It clattered against the bowl. “She found more information on the demon killers?” I couldn't keep the excitement from my voice.

      He shook his head. “No. She came across a spell that would allow us to make the demon human—and vulnerable.”

      I picked up the flowers, twirled them my hand, and tried to make sense of his answer. “But the demon is already human.”

      “Yes, but even though it looked like a young girl, it wasn't truly human.” Luke looked down at his hands. For a moment, small orange flames rippled across his skin before disappearing. “It had some power. The longer it stays in the girl's form, the weaker it gets. But this spell would force all the power out of the beast, and it would be completely human. Totally vulnerable.”

      “And we could kill it?” My voice rose in excitement.

      “In theory we could kill it, and once its human shell is gone, it will be banished from our world.”

      I'd been holding my breath while he answered. I let it out, “We can finally leave and go find the others. I know the most important thing is to track down the demon, but while we're looking for it, we can search for our friends.”

      He looked away again. “We aren't leaving. We're going to force the creature to come to us.” He looked back at me, then reached out and covered my hand. “You're the one that released the demon, which means you're intimately connected with it.” He hesitated, and I could see fear in his eyes. “Colina, you have to perform the spell.”

      My heart jumped at his words. When I found my voice again, I asked, “When?”

      “Tonight. At the witching hour.”

      I pulled my hand out of his. “How long have you known about the spell?”

      A guilty look came into his eyes, but he kept silent.

      “If you hadn't told me, when would I have found out about the ritual? When they dragged me out into the night and shoved a book into my hands?”

      “Darla is trying to be cautious.”

      “She still doesn't trust me.”

      “Give her time. I know she'll come around.”

      I knew he truly believed his sister would come to trust me, but I didn't. “Your people are okay with me doing magic?” They'd warned me that if I tried any magic in camp, there would be dire consequences.

      “You're the only one who can do the spell.” I could tell by the way he was avoiding looking at me that he was holding something back. He said in a quiet voice, “I'm not sure Darla has asked the elders' permission or even told them about it. Darla believes she can do this. That together we can do this.”

      “I'm supposed to help Darla? And possibly get in more trouble with the guild?” I glared at him. “Why should I?” I could tell by his expression that my outburst surprised him. My words were laced with anger as I continued, “She wants my help now, but when the trial starts, she'll be out for my head.”

      “This could help her finally see that you're on our side. It will show the others, prove to them that you're willing to do what you can to help destroy the creature.”

      A harsh laugh escaped my lips. “You really think this will make everyone forget about all the things I've done?” I knew deep down my actions would haunt and follow me for the rest of my life.

      His voice took on a soothing tone. “Eventually they'll come around. They may never forget, but someday they'll accept.”

      “I think you give people a lot more credit than they deserve.” Did he not see the way the death dealers looked at me and treated me? “These people will never forgive me. They'll never forget.”

      “Don't do it for them. Do it for yourself. I know you deeply regret letting the demon out. I know you want to see it destroyed. Now is your chance to make things right.”

      We sat in silence for a long time, staring out at the camp. I finally broke the silence. “Is Darla sure the spell will work?”

      I saw fear in his eyes again. “There're no guarantees. No one has done this type of magic in a hundred years. It could be dangerous, but I'll be there with you.”

      Those were the words I wanted to hear—Luke would be by my side. It's what I wanted most in the world. “Tell your sister I'll do it, but on one condition: when it's done, I want to go look for my friends.”

      “I don't think you're in any position to bargain,” he growled.

      And there it was again—that spark of fury. It came on so quickly these days and often without provocation. The Luke I knew had always seemed in control of his emotions, but since being inside Caleb's body, the violence flared out of him more and more. It scared me because I knew what Caleb had been capable of. I knew how much Caleb had enjoyed hurting me, and Luke was becoming more like Caleb every day.

      I squared my shoulders and straightened my back. I refused to let Luke see my fear. My voice took on a hard edge. “I've tried my best to avoid conflict with your family and your guild, but they aren't going to change their minds about me.” I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Directing my frustration at him was not helping the situation. If anything, it would make things worse. I forced the irritation from my voice and tried to sound calm. “The others are out there, and I have to try and find them.”

      He didn't say anything.

      In a determined voice, I stated, “Once we've killed the demon, I'm leaving.”

      “You're going to head off and look for the others alone?” His voice took on a cold edge. “Even if the spell works and the demon becomes human and loses it power, Gage and his followers still have magic. You thought it was insane for fifty death dealers to take Gage on, remember?”

      “He must be weaker now. You saw how many of his people were killed during that last fight. I know Gage—the longer he's out there, the more people he'll recruit and the stronger he'll become.” I could tell by the look on Luke's face that he wanted to argue, so I raised my hand and said, “Wendy is waiting for us to save her. I have to go look for her.”

      Luke watched me for a long moment before saying, “After you do the spell, I'll see if I can convince them to round up a search party.”

      “With or without your people, I'm going.”

      His hand came down hard on my arm. “You aren't leaving here without me.” His fingers tightened. The desire to pull away from him was almost overwhelming, but I forced myself to stay put.

      Eventually he let go of my arm, and I watched the rage drain away as fast as it had come. “I know things aren't right between us. I know you're having a hard time adjusting to...” His voice petered off for a moment before he continued. “Let me make this clear—wherever you're going, I'm going with you.”

      I could tell by the look on his face that he meant it. He was coming with me and there was no way I could talk him out of it. I knew he thought I was acting impulsively, but the fate of my friends haunted my every waking moment. I knew it was madness to go after Gage, especially since he still had power over me. When we finally confronted him, he could use that power to control me and stop me from harming him. Or worse, somehow forced me to hurt the allies I brought with me.

      Even now I could sense a sort of pull in the distance—the desire to return to Gage. When I saw Gage, would I spout words of love? Would I fall into his arms? I couldn't keep what happened from Luke any longer. He had to know. I had to tell him.

      “Gage cast a spell on me.” I stopped and cleared my throat. I can do this. I can finally tell him the whole truth.

      Luke's eyes narrowed.

      “He drugged me and did some kind of Haitian magic on me that made me worship him, I wanted to say. Instead, I said, “It was some kind of love spell.”

      Luke reeled back, clearly shocked by my words.

      “Gage wanted me by his side. He wanted to use my powers to cause chaos and destruction. He made me think I was in love with him whenever I was close to him.” I hated admitting it out loud.

      Luke's fist balled up, and I saw hellfire slide across his skin. “Did he touch you? Harm you?”

      “Gage used his influence on me to make me do what he wanted...” Embarrassed, I looked away. Gage had kissed me, touched me, and tried to seduce me. How could I tell these things to Luke?

      “He wanted you 'by his side'?”

      “Yes,” I answered in a small voice. I still couldn't meet his eyes.

      When I finally did glance up, he quietly asked, “He wanted you in his bed?”

      I didn't answer. Flames burst in the air above Luke's hands. “If he ever...” He took a deep breath and let it out. He was trying to control his raging emotions. “Did the two of you...?”

      “No. Never. But Mildred warned if something ever happened between us, it would be impossible to remove the spell.”

      “Why are you just now telling me all this?”

      “I didn't know how to tell you.” I realized I was pleading for him to understand. “Once Mildred broke the spell and I could finally think clearly, I felt disgusted and ashamed.”

      At my words, the tension left his eyes. “He did this to you. You have no blame in this.”

      “But I wasn't strong enough to stop him.” Tears slid down my face. “Mildred gave me something to drink that weakened the spell. I could think again, but now whenever I'm near him...” I could feel a blush rising in my cheeks. “Whenever I think of him, those fake feelings wash over me again.”

      “You can't come with us. You have to stay behind,” he said.

      “Like hell I will,” I answered.

      “How can I protect you if you lose your mind as soon as you see Gage?” He reached up and touched my face. “Are you sure he didn't hurt you?”

      “He didn't have a chance. We got away before he could put the rest of his plan into action.”

      I remembered when Sonja had interrupted a moment between Gage and me. I had only been dressed in a thin nightgown. Gage had been lowering the strap of the gown when Sonja came in. Thank the Goddess Sonja had interrupted us. If she hadn't, who knows how far it might have gone? I looked away, mortified at the memory.

      Luke's fingers came up and gently held my chin. He forced me to look back into his eyes. “But you don't feel anything for him now?”

      “No.” It was a lie. Every time Gage's image flashed across my mind, a rush of fake emotions washed over me.

      Luke smiled. “Good.”

      My heart skipped a beat at his words. He truly sounded like he cared what happened to me. Did he really? Was the Luke I loved still somewhere inside there fighting against the darkness? I hoped it was true with all my heart.

      Luke got up from the table. “Now get some food in you and try to get some sleep this afternoon. You're going to need your strength for tonight.”

      I reached out and touched the flowers he'd given me as I watched him walk away.
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      I had done enough rituals by now that the scene before me was almost familiar. A half-dozen burning torches were scattered about a clearing in the woods. Within the clearing, a circle of lit red candles surrounded a large pentagram dug into the dirt.

      We were about to do a crazy thing. We were a mile from camp. I wondered if Darla picked this location to keep the camp dwellers safe. The more likely explanation was that she set this up away from the camp to keep anyone with any sense from stopping us. We were about to perform a spell on a demon without any elder supervision—without the strongest mages watching our backs. We were rushing forward because Darla was hell-bent on trying to destroy the demon. And no one around her was prepared to stand up to her. Not even her brother was trying to stop her. Even I was meekly going along with her plans.

      Darla was currently taking handfuls of white sea salt and sprinkling it along the lines of the pentagram. At one side of the clearing, half a dozen death dealers decked out in dark robes each held a black unlit candle.

      “A choir to sing to us while we do the spell?” I asked no one in particular.

      “We don't know how strong the creature is,” said a deep voice.

      It was Luke.

      I turned to see him walking up behind me. “Once you bring the demon forth into the pentagram, we want to make sure it can't break free.”

      Just the thought of bringing that creature forth made my palms sweat. If the spell worked, Darla would be hailed a hero. If it failed, we might all die.

      I watched Darla finish pouring out the salt. “That's why she's spreading salt around?”

      Luke nodded. “Added protection.”

      I gestured toward the robed figures. “And the choir?”

      He looked pained by my sarcasm and for a second, I felt guilty, but the dark glare Darla shot my way was worth his discomfort. It was petty, but if I had to help her, I wouldn't let her enjoy the experience. “They'll be using their magic to help strengthen the pentagram,” Luke explained.

      “I thought the whole point of this was for the demon to become weak?” Goddess—was I about to bring the creature forth only to watch it slaughter us all?

      His hand came up and rested on my shoulders. “We aren't sure what form it will appear in. No one has ever seen this spell done. We're playing around with dangerous magic, but think about it— was the demon as strong in the old mining town as it was at the hotel when you first raised it...” He halted suddenly, looking uncomfortable, but no one was close enough to hear.

      When the demon first emerged, it had killed death dealers and torn souls from bodies with relative ease. It might have been a little weaker when it attacked me at the mining town—at least, it hadn't done the soul-eating trick or melted anyone.

      Luke's lowered his voice and continued. “Darla found a reference in an old book. A demon can possess a human body for a while, but without a constant diet of souls, it becomes steadily weaker until it fades away and becomes nothing more than a ghost haunting its victim without the power to do anything. This spell will accelerate the process, drawing off its power and leaving it relatively harmless inside the little girl shell it made.”

      I looked around the almost-empty clearing. Darla, Luke, and the small group of death dealers were the only people around. “Where's everyone else?” I had expected to see lines of Darla's young recruits surrounding the pentagram, ready to do battle with a demon.

      Luke dropped his hand and came to my side, motioning in the direction of the tents. “The strongest of us are here, but this isn't exactly sanctioned. We're the only ones focused on destroying the demon. Everyone else is off trying to bring our people to safety. They think they can take care of the creature once the guilds are safe, but it's a mistake to wait. This spell gives us the opportunity to weaken the beast. And if all goes well, we'll destroy it. If this works, we can show the Guild Council that you're trying to make amends for the things you've done. It will change the way they view you. It may change the course of the trial. There might not even be a trial after this.”

      He reached out and grabbed my hand.

      I didn't believe for a second that his people would suddenly forgive me or drop the whole trial idea, not even if we did pull this off. I pulled my hand away and demanded, “Did you tell them that if I do this, I want them to let me leave so I can go look for my friends?”

      “I did. They agreed to let you go.” He looked away as he said it.

      I knew he was lying. He knew I wanted to leave, but every time I brought up the subject, he tried to convince me I had to stay. Was it because he was worried about my safety? Or was he looking out for the best interests of the death dealers? I knew Luke loved me once, and back then I had no doubts about his loyalty to me, but I no longer knew the guy standing before me. How much could I trust him? If he was lying about this, what else was he lying about?

      I stared at the pentagram. In a few moments I would be performing a spell. More than anyone, I wanted to see the demon destroyed. In this one desire, both Darla and I agreed.

      Darla stood by the pentagram, staring off into the woods.

      Suddenly I felt the air around me come alive with electricity. It was the witching hour; I could feel it in my bones. “Are we going to get started?”

      “Not yet. We're waiting for something,” Luke answered. When I gave him a questioning look, he said, “We need a hand of glory.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about.

      He gave me a half smile. “I'm not surprised you haven't heard of them. They aren't used very often. It's no small thing to make one. The process is long and detailed.” He looked at his sister. “You have to find a guilty man who was hanged. You cut off his hand, and then you preserve it. The process takes weeks.”

      “And someone has one of these hands just lying around?” When he didn't say anything, I demanded, “Darla didn't just find this spell yesterday, did she?” I realized with a sick feeling that Darla had been planning this for a long time.

      When Luke and I had found the death dealers in the woods weeks ago, I thought they'd been going after Gage and his men. But now I wondered if they'd been hunting me.

      Luke turned back toward me, his expression earnest. “Since the moment the demon came into our plane of existence, people have been working on a way to destroy it. You're our best chance at this.”

      “And if it doesn't work?”

      “It has to work.” Concern flashed in his eyes. “Colina, your powers won't help you while you are within the pentagram. Nothing can cross the barrier until the spell is broken. Not even your spirit pack.” That meant I would be totally vulnerable once I was in the pentagram. If Darla and her people wanted to see me dead for what I'd done, what would stop them from killing me once I was inside the circle and without my powers?

      I looked over at Darla. I had to believe that her desire to see the demon banished was stronger than her desire to see me dead.

      All of a sudden, I saw a light flickering in the trees off in the distance, slowly growing closer. At first, I thought it was a kid making its way toward Darla through the woods, but as it got closer, I realized a small woman carried the light. She held a cane in one hand and a black bag in the other. When she finally stood in front of Darla, she handed over the bag.

      Darla opened it, examined the contents, and gave the woman a curt nod. The woman turned without a word and walked away, into the dark wilderness. I'd never seen her in the camp, and I hadn't heard any vehicles approach. I found myself wondering where she'd come from and where she was going.

      In seconds, the woman disappeared into the darkness as if she'd never existed.

      Darla lifted the bag and called out, “It's time.”

      Luke started forward, and I followed.

      When I stood next to the pentagram, Darla opened the bag and took out a round, gray object—the hand of glory.

      As soon as it was out of the bag, I felt like I'd been punched in the stomach. The sensation was so strong and so sudden that I took a step back and cried out. A quick glance around proved I wasn't the only one affected. Darla's face had gone pale, and she looked like she was going to be sick. The whole black robed choir had stumbled.

      Only Luke seemed unaffected. He took a step forward, put out his hands, and Darla dropped the thing into them.

      He had a very determined look on his face as he made his way over to me. He gestured for me to take it from him.

      Everything inside of me screamed not to touch it. After a long pause I reluctantly reached out, and Luke dropped the hand of glory into my open palms. As soon as it made contact with my flesh, there was a flash of light, and I was no longer standing in the clearing.

      I stood on a raised wooden platform looking out at a sea of angry faces. I found my hands tied behind my back, and a weight hung on my neck. A heavy rope was looped around my neck; I could feel it cutting into my skin. Someone stood next to me—a figure in a black hood. I could see dark eyes looking at me through two round slots cut into the hood's material. Someone said something I couldn't quite make out, and suddenly the floor beneath me gave way. My body fell. I free fell until I suddenly jerked hard and felt such an immense pain that it snatched my breath away. The rope tightened around my neck, and I could no longer breathe.

      As fast as the vision had come, it disappeared. I was standing back in the clearing. My body trembled, my breath coming out in short gasps.

      Luke's face was full of concern. “Are you okay?” He asked, taking a step toward me.

      “Yes,” I whispered. The hand of glory still rested in my palms. I could feel the vibration of it bouncing off my skin. Whatever power the thing had was strong. I took a moment to look down at the hand. It was grotesque, gray, and the skin was wrinkled. The fingers were all bent around a candle. I realized in horror that, in place of a wick, the top of the candle seemed to be adorned with a thick shaft of human hair.

      Darla was beside me. “It's the dead man's hair. The candle's made from the dead man's body fat.”

      “Terrific,” I said trying to fight the urge to drop the dreadful thing. I took a deep breath and forced out, “What now?”

      “You step into the pentagram. You light the candle, and you cast the spell,” she said.

      “And the demon appears?” I looked at the pentagram. “But won't I be in the pentagram with it?”

      “You will. You have to touch the demon when you do the second part of the spell,” she said.

      “And while I'm doing the second part of the spell, the demon is doing...what?” I demanded.

      “We honestly don't know what the demon is going to do,” she answered.

      “What if it kills me?”

      Her voice was void of emotion when she said, “That's a chance we have to take.”

      Luke's voice rose up in anger. “I won't let it hurt you.”

      Darla turned to her brother. “Once she starts the spell, you can't step into the pentagram. No one can cross the threshold until the spell is cast.”

      I could tell by the look on Luke's face that he wasn't going to follow her instructions. He was prepared to risk his life to help me if he saw me in danger.

      “Where's the spell?” I asked, trying to keep the panic from my voice. Darla could have given me the opportunity to learn the spell, to study it, but instead she sprung it on me. Had she held back about the spell because she worried once I found out about it, I would have gone running to the elders? Or had she worried given enough time to think about it I would have realized it was a suicide mission and refused?

      Darla walked over to a small wooden table off to the side. When she came back, there was a large roll of yellow paper in her hand.

      “The spell's written here,” she said, holding up the paper.

      I looked down at the hand of glory. It was too large for me to hold in one hand.

      She reached forward and tucked the paper under my arm. “Once you get into the pentagram, we'll start the protection spell to help bind it. Place the hand of glory on the ground and light the candle, then start reading the spell.”

      “Sounds easy enough.” I tried for a smile, but I couldn't pull it off. I was about to call forth the demon. What happened once the thing appeared was apparently anyone's guess. “Do we have a backup plan? In case this whole thing fails miserably?”

      Darla gave me a blank look.

      I never wanted to be a leader—I never had the desire to give other people orders and watch them do my bidding—but Darla appointed herself head honcho of the camp's young death dealers. If she wants to be a leader, she should start acting like one, I thought. The least she could do is lie to me and tell me they're prepared no matter what.

      Luke reached out to place a hand on my shoulder. “If things start to go wrong, run.”

      Darla pushed her brother back and forced herself between us. She gave me a hard stare and then tucked a packet of matches into my front pocket.

      I gave Luke one last look before turning and stepping across the salted line into the center of the pentagram.

      It wasn't the first time I'd been inside a pentagram. During the second dark ritual, I'd been tied to a chair inside one so a spirit could possess me. That ritual didn't sound so bad right now. I bent down, laid the hand of glory on the dirt, and then pulled out the matches and lit the tuft of hair. The hair ignited in a burst of green and blue flame. The funky energy coming from the hand intensified tenfold. I almost doubled over as the wave of energy hit me straight on. With shaking fingers, I unrolled the parchment. It was old, crumbling in places. I looked down at the writing and was surprised—it was a language I didn't recognize.

      I looked up at Darla. “Not Latin?”

      Darla shook her head. “It's Gaelic.”

      I'd never seen Gaelic written out, but I'd heard it spoken at healer clan gatherings. This was Druid magic. “I don't know any Gaelic.”

      “Trust me,” she said. “Just start reading the words.” Before I could even respond, she raised her hand, signaling the robed figures to light their candles and start chanting in low voices.

      The air around me began to change. The texture of the air became thick, and a gray mist began to swirl around the pentagram.

      “Just try to say the first word. The spell should take over and do the rest,” Darla said.

      Should take over, she said. No one knew how this stuff really worked. I was about to try a spell that hadn't been done in a hundred years. Would it work? No one knew what would happen if and when the demon appeared. We were all taking this on faith. I was honestly scared out of my mind.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. Straightening my shoulders, I tried to concentrate on the words on the paper. I managed to read the first word. As soon as it left my mouth, the paper began vibrating beneath my fingers.

      My tongue was twisted around pronouncing the next word when suddenly my fingers clamped down hard on the parchment. I felt a flow of energy shoot up from the ground and race straight through me. My head shot back, and a stream of the ancient language flew from my mouth. As the last syllable left my lips, a scream ripped from my throat and everything around me disappeared.
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      I was in a tunnel of wind, as though I was in the middle of a tornado. Lights flashed all around and the wind violently whipped my hair across my face.

      The parchment paper was somehow still in my grip, and beside me was the hand of glory. Its flame flickered wildly and began to rise higher and higher. As the flame grew, it started changing colors— yellow turned to orange before slowly morphing into a blood red. I could see nothing around me but the flashing light and hear nothing but the wind roaring in my ears. Then I heard other noises. Screams of terror. Growls, snarls, and the sound of gnashing. I had a sense of things moving somewhere out there in the darkness.

      Then the wind began to die down. When it finally stopped, my fingers automatically opened, and the parchment floated to the ground. I stared down at the spell, disoriented. When I looked back up, the scene had changed. The hand of glory had disappeared.

      In its place was the demon child.

      It lay on its side, curled in a ball. I heard it whimper. It looked up, and its eyes locked onto my face. It sat up slowly, as if the movement caused it pain. The porcelain doll lay in the child's lap.

      The child gave me a wicked smile and said, “I've been looking for you.”

      Everyone froze. Panic like nothing I've ever felt before raced through me. I stood in the middle of the pentagram, my mouth trying to form words, the only thought pounding through my head—I'm stuck inside the pentagram with the demon.

      Luke, Darla, and the others stood outside of the protective barrier looking stunned as they watched me.

      Darla was the first to snap out of it. She yelled, “The spell! You must do the rest of the spell!”

      I fumbled for the parchment and immediately felt a burning sensation. I realized the child had bitten my hand. I cried out in pain. The demon’s teeth gleamed red as drops of blood dripped down its chin. Its eyes glowed bright yellow, and a dark shadow began forming behind it.

      I grabbed the parchment, moving quickly out of its range, and started to read again, tightening my grip on the paper. The strange words tumbled from my mouth so rapidly that they ran together.

      “Touch it! You must touch the demon as you do the rest of the spell,” a voice yelled out.

      I tried to force my fingers to let go of the paper, but it was as though I was no longer in control of my body. I looked down to see the demon grabbing at me, trying to pull me close enough to bite my leg. I tried to step back, to run away, but I over-balanced and fell hard on my side.

      I looked up to see Darla and two robed figures wrestling with Luke. He was trying to get to me, but they were holding him back. I could see the hellfire sliding down his fingers and hands.

      “You must put your fingers on the beast!” Darla screamed.

      I used every bit of willpower I had to slowly loosen the fingers of my right hand from the parchment. The words of the spell still flew from my mouth, all beyond my conscious control.

      Watching the crouching demon child, I carefully lowered my hand, but before I could touch it, the child's fingers wrapped around mine. I didn't have to touch it, I realized—the thing was touching me, grabbing me so it could climb my arm and thrust those sharp teeth deeper into my flesh.

      By chance, its mouth came down on the bear brand on my arm, the mark the old gods had used to claim me. As soon as it came in contact with the tattoo, the creature reared back, and a horrible scream ripped through the air. For a moment, I was so disoriented I wasn't sure who had screamed, the demon or me.

      The last bit of the spell forced itself from my lips. As the words left my mouth, the sound became semi-solid and floated like spirits on the air, crashing into the clearing like thunder. There was a flashing explosion of light that faded as suddenly as it had come. Purple afterimages throbbed in my eyes, pounding against the front of my brain. My vision went spotty—I began falling down into darkness. I felt myself hit the ground, my head bouncing against the dirt, and everything around me went black.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes and looked up into Luke's face.

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      His fingers gently caressed my cheek. “Don't move.”

      I realized I was lying in the dirt, and my head rested in his lap.

      “Where's the demon?” There was a pounding at my temples and a burning in my hand and arm. I felt as if parts of my body and skin were on fire.

      “That thing's been contained. Don't move. They're getting a healer.”

      And then there was a woman kneeling over me. I felt her hands on my body. She whispered words on the wind, and warmth radiated through her fingers into my flesh.

      I sighed out in relief.

      The woman's voice sounded strained when she said, “The demon bit her. See the tiny lines of black forming around the wounds? I've never seen anything like it before.”

      I needed to get up. My head was still fuzzy, but I realized the woman was saying something was wrong with me. The demon had done something to me.

      A hand brushed against my forehead, and Luke's voice whispered, “Everything's okay. Just rest. Everything will be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      When I woke next, I was back in my tent lying on a cot.

      Freddy was sitting on a cot on the other side of the tent. “How are you feeling?” he asked. Today he had on a bright, striped red and yellow sweater and jeans. It was always easy to spot him in a crowd—he was usually the only splash of color in a sea of gray and black.

      I slowly raised myself onto my elbows. “Tired.” I felt as if I had just finished running a marathon.

      “Not surprising after what you've been through.” A wide smile spread across his face. “You did it. You made that thing human.”

      “The spell worked?” Relief washed over me. We were that much closer to banishing the demon forever. I looked down at my bandaged hand. “It bit me.”

      “I heard,” Freddy said getting to his feet. “You're the talk of the camp.”

      “I bet.” I forced myself upright and swung my legs over the cot. One leg of my jeans had been ripped up to my knee. I looked down at my arm. There was a bandage around it. “When it came in contact with the mark on my arm, something happened.”

      Freddy nodded his head. “The yellow light. Darla told me. That's the magic you got from some old gods, right?” He was watching me closely. “Luke was telling us about your adventures in the hospital. About all the fun you had with that crazy dude, Gage.”

      “Oh yeah, heaps and heaps of fun. So much fun I could barely contain myself.” My head was throbbing. I reached up and touched a large bump on the back of my head.

      “They say you hit your head pretty hard. You might have a concussion.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “About twelve hours.”

      I looked around, and as if reading my thoughts, Freddy said, “I told Luke to go get some sleep. He wouldn't leave your side. I almost had to wrestle him out of the tent. I told him as soon as you were up I would go get him.”

      “If he's sleeping, let him sleep.” Luke had tried to come to my aid when the demon was attacking me in the pentagram. Darla had told him he couldn't enter the pentagram while I was doing the spell, but he'd tried anyway. When I had fallen injured, he'd rushed to my side.

      The look on Luke’s face as he looked down at me, the way his fingers brushed against my temple... He seemed to truly care about me.

      I started to get to my feet.

      “Whoa, you are supposed to rest.” Freddy's face took on a look of alarm. “Those are my orders, and if I don't enforce the orders, Luke will be after me.”

      “I want to see the creature. It's human now?” I'd tried to get up, but a wave of dizziness forced me back down.

      “It is. Flesh and blood,” Freddy said.

      “It has no power?” We'd done it. The spell had worked.

      “Not that it has shown. As far as anyone can tell, the thing is truly in human form.”

      “So we kill it.” I could hear the relief in my voice. Maybe I could undo one of the terrible wrongs I had committed. Maybe I could atone just a little bit for what I'd done.

      “That's the tricky part. They say they have to wait a few days and then they’ll do some kind of sacrifice using an enchanted dagger.”

      I looked at him in horror as the words screamed through my head—sacrifice. A sacrifice like the one done to my father.

      “Darla says the spell has to come full circle. They kill the child.” Freddy suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Then the demon is banished forever.”

      “I want to see it.” I'd always dreaded being in the creature's presence, but now that it was fully human, it couldn't cause me any harm.

      Freddy's eyes widened. “I don't think that's a good idea.”

      “Why not?” I demanded.

      “Darla says you need to rest.”

      I forced myself to my feet. “Freddy, where are they keeping it?”

      When he realized I wasn't going to give up, he sighed loudly and said, “On the edge of the encampment. Over in that cabin by the cliff.”

      I took a step forward. I was still dizzy, but I forced myself to keep moving. I glanced back over my shoulder. “Tell them you had no choice but to let me go. Tell them I was an uncooperative patient.”

      He made no move to stop me.

      I went out of the tent and left Freddy behind as I slowly made my way across the camp. People stopped and openly stared at me as I went. The dizziness came and went in waves. I felt off balance and a bit disoriented. I had to stop a few times and catch my breath before I finally made it to the cabin.

      It was a very old cabin, the smallest of the bunch. There were three death dealers standing in front of it.

      One of them put his hand up when I got close. “No one is allowed inside.”

      How did the rest of the camp feel when they found out we had done the spell? Did they even know? Darla wasn't delusional enough to think she could keep the creature hidden. Or was she? At this point nothing Darla did would surprise me.

      “Darla said I could see the child,” I lied.

      The guard looked uncertain.

      I just stared at him until finally he stepped aside.

      I made my way up the porch and paused at the cabin door. What would I see when I went inside? That thing had attacked me. It had done something to me. I pulled back the bandage on my hand and saw tiny lines of black along the skin.

      My hand was trembling when I opened the door. It was dark inside. Light streamed in from one tiny window. I heard a noise but saw nothing.

      “I know you're in here,” I said. I prepared myself for...I wasn't sure what.

      “Are you one of them?” the child said, walking into the light.

      There she stood. The demon child—only it was no longer a demon, it was just a child. In the past, whenever I'd looked upon the demon child there had been such a vibe of evil radiating off the creature that it was hard to think of it as anything other than a monster. But that evil was gone. Standing before me was a child with long brown hair that hung past her shoulders.

      The demon I remembered had yellow, soulless eyes and whenever I had looked into them in the past, I could see nothing but hatred and something dark and inhuman. This child had bright-blue eyes. There was even something familiar about them... I realized what it was in a moment of shock.

      I was looking into my brother's eyes.

      As I stared at her, she gave me a timid smile—my father's smile. The child looked so much like me. Her pale complexion, her Scottish forehead and chin. Her nose, her eyes. I was looking at a face that could have been my sister. How had I never noticed it before?

      I should have been terrified. This thing had attacked me, bitten me and yet I wasn't afraid. All I could do was stare transfixed at her face. My family was dead, but somehow parts of them lived on inside of her.

      “I'm hungry,” she said.

      I finally found my voice. “I'll tell them.” I turned, rushing out of the cabin, and as I went through the door, I stumbled into someone.

      Strong arms wrapped around me.

      I looked up into Luke's face. “Colina, you should be resting.”

      He embraced me, and the desire to settle against him was so strong. I forced myself back. “Freddy shouldn't have gone running to you.”

      “He's worried about you, and so am I.” Luke looked behind me, back into the cabin. “You saw it.” It wasn't a question.

      “It looks like me.” I forced the words through trembling lips.

      “It’s not you.” His voice was filled with anger. “The demon used your blood to create its human form.”

      “Used my DNA. Luke, it has my father's smile. It has my brother's eyes.”

      His hands came up and brushed a tear from my cheek. I hadn't realized I was crying.

      “It stole your family's characteristics.”

      “But I didn't see the similarities before. Why does it look so different now?”

      “I don't know. Before, every time we looked at it, we saw the shadow of the creature. That shadow is gone.”

      “And in its place is a little girl,” I whispered. “A little girl who looks just like me.”

      “It's not human.”

      I looked back inside the cabin. I couldn't see her anymore; she'd stepped back into the shadows. “It is. The spell I did made it completely human.”

      Luke's arms wrapped around me again. “That thing was created by a supernatural creature. In a few days we'll do another spell that will destroy it, and the demon will be banished forever.”

      Without thinking, I leaned my head against his chest. “She's hungry.”

      “It's hungry,” he corrected me. “I'll let them know. You need to get back to bed. You aren't well.”

      I leaned heavily against him. I was incredibly weak, and I could no longer fight against the desire to be closer to him. To be in his arms. “I'm fine,” I said.

      “You're far from fine.” He looked down at the bandage on my arm. “The healer said you can take the bandages off in a day or two. She closed up the wounds as best she could.”

      I pulled the bandage back. “What about this?” The tiny black lines were still there. I blinked. Was I imagining it, or had they moved higher up my hand?

      “It's some kind of poison. Nothing we've seen in any books, but I know the answer is somewhere. We'll find out what this is and how to treat it.”

      “How long will that take?”

      He wrapped one arm around my waist and started to lead me away from the cabin. “Colina, you need to rest and stop worrying. We have people working on it.”

      My legs felt so weak as we made our way slowly across the camp. “There's someone who would know what this is—Mildred. She said she walked with the demons. She knows so much about them. She might know what this is and how to make it go away.”

      “We don't know where she is,” Luke said.

      I stopped and looked up at him. “Let's go find her.”

      He shook his head. “You're too weak to go anywhere.”

      “I told you that when the spell was done, I would leave.” I looked back toward the cabin. I wanted to destroy the creature—wanted nothing more than to see it banished forever from our world. But when I looked into its face and saw my brother's eyes staring back at me... All I wanted to do at that moment was run away from it all. It looked like me, looked like my family. I wanted it to die, but could I kill it with my brother’s eyes staring back at me?

      “You can't keep me here forever.” I didn't want to be here anymore.

      “Maybe you can go in a few days, when you get your strength back.” He was lying to me again. I could see it in his eyes.

      I was surrounded by people who hated me. I was constantly struggling with the guilt I felt about Luke. I wanted so badly to throw myself into his arms again and just love him. But I couldn't.

      He reached up and brushed the hair from my face. “I want to keep you safe.”

      “I'm a prisoner here.”

      The anger was there again in his eyes. “You are not a prisoner.”

      “Your people don't want me here. I've done what they've asked. Please let me go.” I pleaded.

      The anger seemed to burst out, and he shoved me. I stumbled and caught myself against a tree before I fell.

      He'd only pushed me away, but I was as shocked as if he'd hit me. I'd seen his bursts of anger before, but he'd never manhandled me. I watched Luke struggle against his anger.

      When he looked at me again, there was such a weariness, a sadness in his eyes. “I'm tired of talking about this. There is nowhere to go. Even if you wanted to find Mildred, where would you start? There're no tales of an odd old woman wandering around. None of the guild's contacts have reported seeing any of them. No sign of Wendy or Dean. If Gage has taken them, he is hiding them. Gage and his people have disappeared."

      It was only sheer stubbornness that kept me on my feet. “I know we can find them. It's what we do. Whatever obstacles are thrown our way, we find a way around them."

      “They need you here. Don't you understand how dangerous it has become? Every day more and more of my people are being killed." He looked around the camp. “We're safe here but for how long? Word will get out that we're here, and eventually they will come for us. Your magic is strong. We need it to protect my people."

      There it was. His people. “Right: they're your people, not mine," I spat out.

      I expected his anger to flare up again, but it didn't. He was controlling it...barely.

      “You're one of us now whether you like it or not. You're a death dealer," he answered.

      My voice rose in anger. “I'll never be one of you. I'll never fit in." Because I wasn't a death dealer, not really. My powers were something new, or maybe something forgotten. My magic only had a vague similarity to the death dealers' powers, and I wasn't the only one who'd noticed.

      He watched me in silence for a few moments before speaking again. “You refuse to even try."

      “The only person who treats me decently is Freddy. Every time your sister looks at me, I see hatred in her eyes. She wouldn't have shed a tear if the demon had torn me to shreds in that pentagram."

      “You're wrong about Darla," he said.

      “Am I?" A wave of dizziness washed over me. I began to stumble, and Luke reached out and grabbed me.

      I reluctantly leaned against his body for support. Without it I would have fallen to the ground. He was taller now. His chest and shoulders were broader. I rested my hand on his chest. I tried to push that all out of my mind and instead concentrate on his heartbeat. His soul was all that mattered, wasn't it? The bits and pieces that made up a person came from their soul. What did the DNA matter? It was your soul that made you who you were.

      I looked back at the cabin. Now that the demon had been banished from the child, did she have a soul?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke, it was night. I’d slept, this time a dreamless sleep. The tent was dark, but I could have sworn I saw movement in the darkness.

      I called out, “Luke?”

      “He's gone.” It was Darla. I heard a click, and a light went on. Darla was holding a flashlight in her hand as she moved closer to my cot. “He left hours ago.”

      “When will he be back?” I didn't trust Darla. Given the opportunity, she would harm me, I was sure of it, and now I lay helpless on the cot in a tent all alone with her.

      “He went to find the old woman,” she answered.

      I couldn't believe what I was hearing. “He can't go without me.” I was having trouble raising myself into a sitting position. The weakness that I'd felt earlier was much worse.

      Darla leaned closer. “He's going to get himself killed again because of you.”

      “He'll be all right. He has powerful magic now.” It was true, Caleb had been one of a handful who could raise hellfire, and Luke had inherited that power with Caleb's body.

      “He'll die, and it'll be your fault. Why did you have to come into our lives?” she hissed.

      I dropped back down on the cot. “I'm not your enemy.”

      Her expression was twisted with anger. “You bring darkness and death with you wherever you go. I wish we had tossed you out into the street when you first stepped into the shop.”

      The girl standing before me was so changed from the sweet girl I first met in the magic shop. Her eyes filled with the need for vengeance. It was a look I was all too familiar with. My actions had caused this transformation. I could feel the tears sliding down my face. “You don't think I wish things had gone differently? I would give anything to take back what has happened. I never wanted to see your brother hurt.”

      “He still loves you. But you...” Her fists were balled and hatred filled her eyes. “You treat him as though he is nothing to you.”

      I looked away and said, “I'm just not sure he's...” I looked back at her. “I'm worried he's not the same. The old mage said if a soul jumped bodies that the soul might not come back right.” I could see that Luke was always trying to keep his emotions contained. Always trying to keep a lid on his anger. What would happen if he ever let that anger go?

      “Luke hasn't changed. But I can see by the look on your face that you doubt what I'm saying. How can he risk his life for you when you no longer love him?” Her expression was spiteful.

      “I do. I love him.” I hated that my voice quivered when I said the words.

      She stomped her foot. “I don't believe you. My brother was a fool for ever caring for you.”

      I tried to push myself up onto my elbows. “I'm going after him.”

      She laughed out loud this time. “You can barely sit up on your own. He didn't tell you, did he?” Her eyes lit up with glee. “You're dying. The healer closed up the wounds, but she said the poison is spreading. She thinks you'll be dead within a week.”

      It couldn't be true. “No... Luke said you were looking for a way to stop it.”

      “Nothing can be done. Almost all the information about the demons was destroyed. We were lucky to find that spell at all.” She became suddenly calm. “Whatever you think, I don't want you dead. I want you brought to justice for what you did. I want you to pay for the things you've done.” Her expression turned thoughtful. “More importantly, Luke loves you. If you die, he'll never get the chance to get over you, and that's what I pray for every night—that my brother will come to his senses and fall in love with someone else.”

      “I love him,” I whispered.

      She looked at me for a long time before saying, “And that's the curse you put on him. A curse that will destroy him.”

      I used all my strength to push myself upright. “I want to see the healer.”

      She looked me up and down. Her eyes paused on the dark lines moving up my wrist. “She can't help you. Your only hope is if Luke can find the old woman. Even then, you don't know if she can help.”

      I swung my feet onto the ground and met her eyes. “I want to see the healer.” I said it with as much strength as I could. My head was spinning, but I wasn't going to show Darla any more weakness.

      We stood there staring at each other like two old-fashioned gunfighters squaring off.

      “Fine,” she finally said. “I'll have Freddy get her.” And with those words, Darla stormed out of the tent.

      
        
        ...

      

      

      I was surprised the healer wasn't an old woman. She looked to be in her thirties. She carried a lantern and put it down on a table next to the cot. She had jet-black hair and the greenest eyes I'd ever seen. She carried a big brown leather bag. I'd seen my mother carrying the same type of bag to the beds of the sick.

      “How are you feeling?” the healer asked.

      “Weak,” I answered. I was lying back down on the cot.

      She nodded her head and opened her bag. She took out a vial of something blue. When she lifted her arm, I saw the tattoo of a swallow sitting on a half-moon.

      She saw me looking at her tattoo. “My father was from the clan and my mother, a traveler.”

      She must have seen the surprise in my eyes. The Scottish didn't usually wed outside the clans.

      She held up my hand. The black lines had moved to the base of my wrist. “I can relieve any pain you have. Maybe take away some of the weakness, but the poison is spreading.”

      “There has to be something you can give me to stop it.”

      She shook her head. “There is no known antidote for this. There is nothing I can do.”

      Everything I'd learned about the healing arts flashed through my mind. There had to be something that could help... And then it came to me.

      “We both know that's not true,” I said.

      She looked at me.

      I twisted my arm around so she could see the blue swallow on my wrist. “There are certain poisons that can counter other poisons.” I named off a handful of plants.

      Her eyes got big, and she gave me a disapproving look. “Some of those are forbidden.”

      “We both know there are ways to get them...like on the black market.”

      “I'd never make such a dangerous potion. You know our people...” She paused and looked down at the tattoo on my wrist. “My people are forbidden from making such a potion.”

      When healers begin training, they are given secrets passed down from one generation to the next. They are shown how to create all kinds of teas and elixirs. Most are meant to heal, but a few have darker purposes. They are told about a handful of forbidden potions for the sake of knowledge and learning, but at the same time are warned that it is forbidden to use them. If a healer is caught with such a concoction, there are dire consequences.

      One of the girls in my clan who had been learning by my side had made something that was forbidden once on a dare. When she was discovered, her family and the clan shunned her. We might've been living in modern times, but within the clans, old traditions were still upheld.

      The healer might've risked getting me the plants for the right price, but she would never risk making the potion herself. I pointed to the black lines, which were clearly visible. “I need more time. I need a chance to stay alive long enough to find some kind of cure. What does it matter if I drink the potion and it kills me? I'll be dead within a week anyway.”

      She looked out toward the camp and then back at me. “Maybe I could get the things you need, but not the devil's foot root.”

      I saw the fear in her eyes. “You don't believe the old folk tales, do you?” I could tell by the look on her face that she did. “Just get me whatever ingredients you can,” I pleaded.

      It was only when she went to get up that I realized Freddy was standing at the opening of the tent.

      The healer went out, and Freddy came in.

      He went over to a small table and lit some candles sitting inside a glass jar. When he was done, he asked, “How are you feeling?”

      “I'm still alive and kicking,” I answered.

      He looked at the healer's retreating back. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What's devil's foot root?”

      He'd overheard our conversation. It was too late to lie. “It's another name for mandrake root. It's a nightshade plant.”

      His eyes got wide. “Nightshade. That's poisonous stuff. Some of it's in that cream that brings on the twilight sleep in the last ritual, right?”

      I didn't say anything.

      “Colina, why are you messing around with poisonous herbs?” he demanded.

      “Because there is a chance, I can make a potion that can push back the demon venom.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment and then asked, “A cure?”

      “No. But it may give me more time. Luke has no idea where Mildred is, and he's looking for her, but the healer said I'll be dead within a week.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I heard you say something about poisons that can counter poisons.”

      He had heard too much of our conversation. The last thing I needed was for him to go running to Darla to tell her what I was planning, but what choice did I have but to trust him? “I did. The potion may help me, or it may kill me.”

      A flash of alarm crossed his face.

      I raised my hand before he could say anything. “I don't need a lecture. Do you think I'd do this if it weren't the only way?” I needed the potion, but I needed to gather all the ingredients and then prepare it. I was far too weak to do it on my own. Freddy had been willing to help me anytime I asked. Would he help me with this? “The healer can get everything I need but the mandrake root...” I began.

      Freddy stopped me before I could continue. “No.”

      I couldn't take no for an answer. My life depended on him helping me. “I need you to get it for me.”

      He took a step back. “I'm not going to help you make a potion that may kill you.”

      “Freddy, there is no one else.” I was now pleading. “This is my only chance. Without this potion, I will die.”

      “Luke will be back. He'll find Mildred and bring her back.”

      “He won't be back in time.”

      I lifted my sleeve. He could see the black lines moving up my arm. “If you don't help me, I will die.”

      A look of defeat came over his face. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Hunt for the mandrake root in the woods. It won't be hard to spot this time of year because of its red and yellow berries.”

      “Why was the healer scared of this thing?”

      “It's only a silly folktale,” I said.

      He gave me a hard stare.

      I had heard the stories as a child. “They say if a human digs up the root, the plant screams, and anyone who hears the scream is killed. The stories aren't true.”

      He looked unconvinced.

      “Mandrake root is almost impossible to come by. Any healer in possession of it is going against the rules of the clan. They could be imprisoned or worse: shunned.”

      He crossed his arms. “And that makes it black market contraband. It won't be easy, but I bet I can track one down.”

      Freddy was always ready to help me. I swallowed a sob. I could feel tears swelling up on my eyelashes. I didn't want to cry in front of him, but I was so weak, I was crying at the drop of a hat. I needed to buck up. I needed to be strong. “With this potion, I might have a chance.”

      “You can count on me, Colina.” There was real sincerity in his voice.

      I wiped the tears away. “I need some paper. I can draw you a picture of the plant. It has very distinctive leaves. You need to know what you're looking for.”

      He started to walk away.

      “Freddy, thank you.” He'd come through for me again. He was the only one I could count on in this place.

      He turned and gave me a smile and a salute before walking out of the tent.

      Freddy was going out on a limb for me. He would more than likely face Darla's wrath when he came back with the plant. I just hoped it was all worth it, and I prayed that I lived long enough to see Luke again.
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      Not long after Freddy left, I had another visitor. “Miss Campbell, may I come in?” The voice was calm, unthreatening.

      “Yes,” I said, straightening myself as best I could on the cot.

      A tall man, maybe in his early forties, bent low to duck through the tent flap, his head almost brushing against the pitched roof. I looked at him for a long moment, breathing sharply in recognition. Luke's gray eyes stared out of a face that could have been his, given twenty years of experience and maturity. This was someone from Luke's family. The resemblance was striking. The man was dressed in an old suit and seemed to carry an aura of authority. I struggled to rise, to say something, but fell back to the cot without finding the words.

      The wait was over. This was the council member they had sent for. The one who would pass judgment on me.

      For a long moment, neither of us said a word.

      Maybe the poison would take me before the trial even started. They can try and take their pound of flesh from my corpse. The thought seemed morbid, even for me.

      I found myself staring curiously at the man who held my fate in his hands. Would he be angry and fearful, like the rest of his guild, or would he be cold and vicious, looking for payback like Darla?

      He moved suddenly and crouched next to me, helping me prop myself up on the cot. He gave me a smile, but I could see his eyes fill with sadness. “I see that you've managed to get yourself into trouble again, young lady. You seem to have quite a talent for it.” He sat down on the cot across from me and suddenly looked awkward.

      “Have we met before?” I was sure that we hadn't, but he looked so familiar that I felt as if I knew him, and his words implied that he knew me.

      He looked embarrassed. “I'm sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Franklin Cross. I believe you know my niece.” He paused, a shadow sliding across his face. “And my nephew.”

      An uncomfortable silence stretched between us again. My head filled with all that had happened to Luke and Darla and all the terrible things they had been through, mostly because of things I had done. Any excuses or pleas that I might have made in my defense died on my lips. I simply replied, “Yes, I know them.” My voice trembled as I said the words.

      Luke's Uncle Franklin looked at me with unexpected sympathy. “I have tried not to come to any conclusions about you. My niece and nephew have both sought me out to tell me their side of the story. Both were very passionate in what they had to say. One came to your defense. The other, as you may be able to imagine, did not.” He crossed his arms. “Don't get me wrong—I'll take their words into consideration, but I need far more information before I'm able to give this situation proper consideration.”

      “I understand.” I didn't know what else to say.

      “But that isn't the reason I wanted to come and see you, Miss Campbell.” His expression was calm and sincere, but I could feel a heavy weight of concern behind it. He uncrossed his arms and sat in the cot with his hands on his knees, watching me with worried eyes.

      “You can call me Colina.”

      “Colina.” He gave me a small smile, but as quickly as it came, it was gone. His expression was once again serious. “I want to let you know what is about to happen. I know that you must be very concerned about our intentions toward you.”

      I couldn't stop my lips from twisting in a wry smile. “The fact that your people want to see me tarred and feathered for my crimes. Or worse.”

      “I want to assure you: you will be treated fairly. There will be a hearing, and we will allow everyone to have their say.”

      “A trial."

      “Of sorts."

      “Will there be a jury?" I thought of twelve dour-faced people sitting in judgment, and I couldn't suppress a shudder.

      “It seemed unlikely that we could find twelve people who could be impartial, and this isn't a court of law. I think it would be best if I listened to what everyone has to say and then listen to your side of the story before we decide where to go from there."

      I wanted to tell him that he had no right to judge me, but I wasn't sure that was true. If I was to make my case to anyone, this calm, reasonable man seemed to be my best chance. We both knew I had no choice but to go along with this farce of a trial, or at least pretend I was going along with it.

      “I also want to let you know that I believe you would never have hurt Luke intentionally, and at least to a certain extent you are a victim in all this as well. I will hear the story with that in mind. It may not excuse everything you have done, but I will consider the reasons behind your actions."

      Not sure how to respond, I reluctantly nodded. I scanned his face, trying to decide whether I could believe him or not. He seemed to understand my confusion, and he met my eyes levelly while I appraised him. I found myself trusting him without any real reason to. He looked out of place in the old suit, a man of simple tastes forced into unfamiliar formality, but the strength of his character shone through despite the odd situation. Without much reason, I liked him, but I still wasn't sure if I could trust him.

      “Thank you," I said.

      He rose from his chair. “Get some sleep, Colina. When you feel well enough, we will proceed with the hearing."

      After he left, I stared for a while at the flap of the tent. My fate was in this man's hands. He had just told me he would try to be fair, but I didn't think it would make any difference. How could anyone excuse the things I'd done? Whether I went on trial with twelve peers or was held in judgment by one man, I would be found guilty.

      There was only one question racing through my head: what would be my punishment?
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        * * *

      

      Freddy came back the following afternoon, his clothes torn and dirty. He looked tired but jubilant. His normal optimism was firmly in place, and his contagious grin immediately lifted my spirits despite the sick exhaustion that tried to pull me under.

      He came into the tent and dropped a piece of cloth wrapped in string on my cot with a flourish.

      I undid the string. Lying inside was a long brown root that looked almost like a little doll. It had a wide body and parts of it sprouted out into shapes that looked like arms and legs—the devil's root. “Did you have trouble finding it?"

      “It wasn't easy," he said, “but I managed.” He wiped his dirty hands on his jeans. “Did the healer bring the rest of the stuff you need for this magical drink?"

      “She did." I pointed to a wooden box sitting next to the cot. “She brought it by yesterday. I know you've already done a lot for me. Too much. But I need help preparing the plants."

      “I've never been much of a cook."

      “There's not a lot to it. We have to grind some things and steep some of the berries." I was sitting up, but the idea of getting to my feet and walking across the compound seemed like a superhuman task. I was so incredibly tired and weak.

      Without another word, Freddy reached down and swung my legs until they were on the ground. He picked up the wooden box. Then he sat down next to me and put his arm around my waist. He lifted both of us to our feet. “Hang in there, kid. A few sips of this magic stuff and you'll be right as rain."

      It didn't take but a few moments out of the tent until I realized we had shadows. Two young, male death dealers trailed slowly behind us. It seemed Uncle Franklin had neglected to mention that I would be under supervision until the trial.

      I did my best to ignore the fact that we were being followed while we slowly made our way out of the tent and across the campsite to the food tent. Once inside, Freddy sat me down and put the box on the table in front of me.

      I told him what I needed and watched him work his charm on two girls chopping up vegetables a few feet away. He was getting us the things we needed.

      Freddy was turning out to be my savior.
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        * * *

      

      It took us two hours to get everything ready. The men following us watched our every move as we mixed and made the potion, but they never tried to stop us.

      Eventually we made it back to the tent with the potion steaming in a wooden mug I held in my hand. Once in the tent, we were all alone. Freddy carried the wooden box under his arm. I sat down and carefully put the mug between my legs. I motioned for Freddy to hand me the box.

      I reached into it and took out a small glass container. Dark-red fluid swirled in the vial, glittering in the dark tent—oil leeched from a dragon blood plant. I unscrewed the top and pulled out the glass dropper. When I squeezed a small drop of the oil into my mug, the whole potion turned bright red.

      Freddy was now standing over me. He gave out an appreciative, “Ahhh!"

      I put away the dragon's blood oil and held the mug between my hands. I looked down into the red liquid. “At some point I'll go unconscious. When it happens, there's nothing anyone can do for me."

      Freddy's expression turned serious. “How will we know if it works?"

      “If I wake up. If it's going to kill me, I'll be dead in a few hours."

      Now there was only fear in his eyes. “Colina, we shouldn't be doing this. Luke wouldn't want you to do this."

      “Luke's gone." Luke hadn't told me he was leaving. He had left without a word. I was on my own now.

      I raised the cup to my lips and took a sip. The mixture tasted foul, and it took every ounce of willpower I had to force down all the liquid until the cup was empty.

      “What now?" Freddy asked.

      I set the mug on the ground and pulled the black sweater I was wearing over my head. Underneath I had on a gray shirt. The wounds on arms and hands had closed up thanks to the healer's magic, but now wicked red welts surrounded by blackened veins traveled beneath the surface of my skin. The demon's venom was slowly, inch by inch, traveling through my body. My fingers traced the lines. I settled back on the cot. “We wait."

      Freddy lowered himself onto the cot across from me. His eyes never left me. I knew he was worried I might drop dead at any minute.

      What would happen if I died before Luke made it back to camp? When Luke died, I'd felt like my heart had been ripped from my chest. My world had narrowed in, and I'd wondered if I would ever feel happiness again. Would Luke mourn for me as I'd once mourned for him? I didn't want to die—I wanted to live. Taking the potion was my one shot at staying alive long enough to find a cure. But as the potion slid past my lips, I fought down panic. Was I making a fatal mistake?

      It was too late to second-guess my decision. The potion was already racing through my blood stream. My heart pounded hard, and I tried without much success to calm my racing thoughts.

      It took fifteen minutes before I felt anything, and the first thing I felt was a small tingling sensation in my lips and then on the tips of my fingers. The tingling slowly spread through my limbs. As it did, my fingers and then my hands began to tremble. I looked down at my hands and back up at Freddy.

      Freddy's eyes widened, and he started to move toward me. I started to call out Luke's name as the first seizure hit. I felt my body buck and then sway when the next one washed over me sending me rolling off the cot and headfirst into the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark and cold. I could feel the chill seeping into my body. I pulled my knees to my chest and tried to still my chattering teeth; my whole body was trembling. I felt someone come up behind me, wrapping strong arms around me.

      "I'll never leave you again," a male voice whispered. It was Luke. He held me tight, and I could feel the warmth of his body against mine. I leaned back and sighed as the chill slowly started to fade and my limbs began to warm up.

      There was a scream close by. And then another. Something flew by my head. Something brushed against my cheek. Hundreds of pairs of red eyes suddenly filled the air around me. A cry ripped from my mouth.

      Something cool pressed against my forehead, and I looked up into Freddy's worried face.

      "Colina, can you hear me?"

      "Yes," I whispered. Burning, I was burning from the inside out.

      Freddy put the wet cloth against my head again. "You have a fever."

      "How long..."

      "You've been out for hours. You've been thrashing around for the last hour, and your skin is incredibly hot." His hand went to my forehead. "There's a rash all over your face and your arms. I need to get the healer."

      I reached out and grabbed his arm. "There's nothing she can do to help me... I'm going to be sick." The words were barely out of my mouth before I leaned over and emptied my stomach onto the floor of the tent. I'm not sure how many times I threw up, but at some point during the ordeal the world started to narrow in again, and I blissfully passed out.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to this time, I wasn't in my tent.

      Freddy was sitting next to me. "Welcome back. We had to relocate." He held up the bucket. "I'm prepared this time."

      I was no longer burning up. Instead, I felt chilled to the very bone. My whole body was trembling.

      "Good news, you're still alive and the fever broke." He tried to sound casual, but I could hear the worry in his voice.

      "So cold," I whispered.

      He moved across the room and came back with a heavy blanket, and he pulled it over me.

      "Luke?" I asked.

      "Not back yet."

      I lay under the blanket and felt my limbs begin warm up. I could feel tears sliding down the corners of my eyes.

      "Don't cry," Freddy begged.

      He thought I was crying because I was scared. Because I was worried, I was going to die. I cried because I desperately wished someone else was at my bedside. I needed to hear Luke’s voice, to see him. I didn't want to die without him by my side. At that very moment, I didn't care if it were Caleb's face I would be staring into. I wanted Luke, whatever was left of him.

      I'd prayed and hoped for the day that I could find a way to transfer Luke into a body of his very own. But I'd never stopped to consider what it would be like to have him in another body. Now that it had happened, instead of celebrating, I was mourning. I saw a glimpse of him. When he'd brought me the wildflowers. As he struggled against his own men to rescue me from within the pentagram. A part of me wanted so desperately to believe he was still the guy I'd fallen in love with. But I was truly terrified I'd lost him forever. He was not the same. And now I may never see him again. There were people out there trying to kill death dealers. There was a good chance he had stumbled into danger.

      Freddy reached out and took my hand. "You are not going to die. Do you hear me? " He gave my hand a hard squeeze. "Fight, Colina. Fight."
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the smell of coffee. I looked at the small window before me and tried to remember where I'd seen it before. I was on the floor in a sleeping bag. I sat up and looked around. I recognized a picture of a blue flower hanging on the wall. I had seen it when I went to visit the demon child.

      I was in the cabin where they kept her.

      With that shocking thought came another realization. My crippling weakness was gone. I raised my hand. I could still see the faint outline of my blackened veins around the bite mark, but they were faded and hadn't advanced any farther.

      I was alive. The potion had worked.

      "Freddy asked me to bring you this." Darla's voice.

      I twisted around. She stood looking down at me, holding a mug in one hand and a plate in the other.

      "Why am I in here?"

      She knelt down and handed me the mug. The liquid was dark, and steam rose off its surface. She set the plate of biscuits on the floor.

      Still kneeling next to me, she said, "You're here because you can't be left on your own. I can't believe you did something so foolish. You could have died drinking that stuff."

      "Sorry to disappoint you," I answered.

      Darla sat back on her knees. "I need you alive."

      I sipped my coffee and watched her.

      She looked behind her and then back at me. "There's been a new development in our plan to get rid of the demon."

      I looked around the room. I saw a small form crouching in the shadows. It was the demon. The child.

      Darla followed my glance. She moved closer and said in a soft voice, "Seems the first translation of the spell we did wasn't right, but I think we've got it now. Your blood created that thing, so we need your blood to make sure it's destroyed."

      The words Freddy said rang in my head. "Full circle," I said.

      A sly smile crossed her face. "You're going to stay in here for now so we can keep an eye on you."

      There was something in her expression that made me uneasy. "What will Luke say about you keeping me prisoner once he's back?" If he ever comes back. I pushed the thought away.

      "I'll deal with my brother." She stood up, looked over at the child, and said in a loud voice. "You were so desperate to bring this thing into the world... Now you can spend some quality time with it."

      "You know I didn't bring the demon forth on purpose."

      Her eyes glittered with anger. "I know you grabbed an enchanted weapon and did magic with it. What did you think would happen?"

      "I was trying to free the spirits of my father and brother." Why did I keep trying to defend myself to these people? They would never forgive me for what I'd done.

      She spat out at me, "Instead you created an evil sister." She stood slowly, studying the girl. "She does look like you. I hadn't realized until after the ritual. It's amazing how similar the two of you are." She started towards the door.

      I called out to her retreating back, "You think you can keep me in here? Does your Uncle Franklin know I'm in here?"

      She stopped, turned, and stared at me. I could tell by her expression that her uncle had no idea what she was up to. Darla had taken it upon herself to do a forbidden spell. And now she was holding me and the creature she brought into camp prisoners.

      "How long do you think you can keep me here?"

      Her eyes narrowed. "You'll stay here until the ritual is done."

      It was my turn to laugh.

      When Darla spoke again, she was no longer angry. Her voice was cold and devoid of emotion. "I think if you try to leave, we'll do whatever we have to, to defend ourselves."

      "Defend yourself or attack me?" I demanded.

      "I know you think you're all-powerful now, but I don't think you're strong enough to take on a whole camp of trained death dealers." She pointed to the faint black lines on my wrist. "Not with that stuff coursing through your veins."

      I gave her a hard stare. "Are you sure about that? Are you willing to risk your guild's lives on the belief that I'm not strong enough to fight them if I have to?"

      That made her pause. "Don't try it, Colina. I don't want to hurt you, but if you force me to, I will."

      I watched her walk away.

      I sat there on the floor staring at the closed door until my hunger finally got the best of me. I reached for a biscuit.

      A stomach grumbled. It wasn't mine. The demon was in here with me—no, it wasn't a demon anymore, just a child. We were stuck in here together until Darla decided released us.

      The dark form rose. I watched her walk slowly across the room.

      Those blue eyes looked hungrily at the biscuit in my hands. My brother's eyes.

      It was more instinct than rational thought that made me reach out with the biscuit. "Do you want some?"

      She moved slowly toward me until her small hand reached out and took it from me. She sat down on the floor next to me and crossed her legs. "You were talking in your sleep."

      "I was? What did I say?" The words popped out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      "You called out boys' names."

      Boys? As in plural? I couldn't help myself from asking, "What names?"

      She gave a small smile. "Luke. Dean. Are they your boyfriends?"

      Dean's image popped into my mind, and I forced it away. "Luke is my boyfriend."

      "I can't wait until I'm old enough to have a boyfriend." She took a bite of the biscuit. "How old are you?" she asked with her mouth still full.

      "Um..." How much time had passed? I'd lost track of time, lost track of the passing seasons. It felt like I had lived through a lifetime of chaos in the last year. If I wasn't twenty, I would be soon. "Twenty," I answered. I watched her take small careful bites of the biscuit. Between each bite, she watched me with those blue eyes.

      Darla was right; she did look like me. I should have been scared of the girl. In the past, I had always looked at her with fear, but she was different now. There was no longer that looming presence of evil that used to radiate from her.

      She finished the biscuit. "Do you know how old I am?"

      "I'm not sure." She looked about around nine or ten years old.

      Those blue eyes were looking at me with so much intensity. "I've been trying to remember things from when I was little." She shook her head, and dark hair spilled across her face. She pushed it back. "But the only thing that I keep seeing is your face." She looked toward the door. "That lady said we look alike."

      It was true. She didn't look exactly like me, but her dark hair, her pale complexion, her broad forehead, her Scottish chin... I looked into her face, and I saw parts of my family there. Anyone who saw us together would have assumed we were related. "We do look alike."

      "She said I was your sister." Her eyes looked so much like my brother's. "Is it true? Am I your sister?" Her voice sounded so hopeful.

      "No, you're not my sister." I forced the words, and as I said them, I felt a chill run through me. She's not truly human, I reminded myself.

      She was created by a demon. She's the shell it left behind.

      "Oh" was her only answer. That one word held so much disappointment. When she spoke again, her voice was so small and so lonely. "Where's my family?"

      I wasn't sure how to answer her.

      "My mom and dad, I don't remember them." Her eyes were sad. "Do you know where they are?"

      How could I explain to her what she was? I shook my head and looked away.

      When I looked back, she was glancing wistfully at the plate. I passed her another biscuit, and she gave me a smile.

      "You're nice." She said between mouthfuls of biscuit. "Not like that other one." Her face scrunched up, and for a moment I thought she might cry. "She's so mean." Her voice trembled as she said, "I'm scared of her. That's why I hide when she comes in."

      "Darla won't hurt you." Even as I said the words, I knew they weren't true. Darla was planning on killing the child in just a few days. Until this very moment that thought hadn't bothered me, but as I looked into that small innocent face, I suddenly wondered if the child really did have to die in order to banish the demon from our world. Surely there had to be another way?

      "Do you know my name?" the child asked. When I didn't answer, she rushed on. "Her name is Darla, and yours is Colina, but I can't remember my name. I asked the men who bring me food, but they just laughed at me."

      I was looking into those blue eyes. The eyes of my brother when he was young. When James was a child, we had called him, Jamie. I didn't realize I'd actually said the name out loud until I heard her repeat it back to me.

      "My name is Jamie?" Her eyes were twinkling, and her voice was full of excitement.

      I looked at her and wondered, what did it matter what her name was? She wasn't real. She was just a creation of the demon, a vessel the evil thing made using my blood. But yet here she sat, breathing, talking.

      "Jamie is a pretty name," she said, clapping her hands together. "I'm glad you're staying here." The joy that had been in her face moments before was replaced with a more watchful look. She looked over her shoulder and then back at me. "It's scary here. At night there are things..." She stopped and looked around the room. "I'm glad you're here." She moved forward, reached out, and slid her hand into mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Freddy didn't come to visit, but I knew it wasn't for lack of trying. He would've come if he could. Every morning since I'd been at camp, he'd brought me coffee. Darla must've been keeping him away.

      I ate, I slept, and when I woke many hours later, it was to the sound of singing. The child was sitting in the corner singing quietly to herself. She had a surprisingly pleasant voice. I looked over at her. She was humming to herself and gently rocking back and forth.

      She'll be dead soon, I thought morbidly. With her death, the demon would be banished from our world forever.

      "Girl?" I called out to her, but she didn't turn until I called the name, I'd given her. "Jamie?"

      She stopped singing, slowly got up, and came to my side. "Are you feeling better?"

      "I am. Do you know when they will bring more food?" We had only been given biscuits for breakfast, and I was starving. It was a good sign that I had my appetite back. I was still a bit weak, but every hour I felt stronger. I had no idea how long the potion would keep the venom at bay. I was living now on borrowed time. My only hope was that Luke had found Mildred, and that she would know a way to counter the poison.

      Jamie shook her head and looked at the door. "They don't talk to me when they come in. And sometimes they only bring food once a day."

      I glanced toward the closed door. She was talking about the guards in front of the cabin. I couldn't believe I was being held prisoner again. This was a far nicer cell than the one Gage had thrown me into. How long did Darla think she could keep me here?

      An hour later the door finally opened, and one of the guards walked in with a tray of food. He put the tray on a table and left without looking our way or saying a word. The men holding me were supposed to be on my side. I was, in theory, one of them. I was a death dealer. But ever since I'd stepped into the camp I'd been treated like some kind of criminal. I knew no one in the camp except Freddy would shed a tear if I died.

      "Are you hungry?" I asked.

      She gave me a small smile.

      I brought the tray over to her. She was sitting on the floor, and I put the tray down between us and sat on the floor.

      There was a plate of eggs and another of ham. We both ate until the plates were empty.

      Afterward I got up and walked around the room. I tried opening the window, but it was jammed shut. The only way out was going through the men who now guarded the front door. I flexed my hands. Did I have enough power in me, enough magic to fight my way to freedom? I could still feel weakness lingering in my arms and legs. I was strong enough now to walk on my own, but I didn't know how long that strength would last. Darla was not going to let me free until the ritual. She'd made it clear that she was keeping me in here only to make sure I was around so she could take some of my blood for the spell.

      When Luke came back, he would get me out. I might've had doubts about him, but I knew he still cared about me even though he was different now.

      What would happen when Uncle Franklin came looking for me? He wanted a hearing. He made it sound like it was going to happen soon. We had done the spell. We had used old, forbidden dark magic. I still wasn't sure if anyone beside the small band who had helped with the spell knew we had made the demon human. How long did Darla think she could hide the girl and I away?

      The child sat quietly in the corner watching me, her eyes wide and her face sullen.

      When we were finished, the child looked over at the window. "They said they could help us get out."

      "Who?"

      "The ones that talk to me." She glanced around the room, an expression of fear on her face. "Didn't you hear them when you slept?"

      I had slept long and hard with no dreams. I cocked my head and listened. Silence. The room felt empty. There was no whispering in the air, which often came with the presence of spirits. "What do the voices say to you?"

      "They tell me I'm not alone. They say they'll be with me soon."

      At her words, a chill ran down my spine. Maybe the voices she heard weren't spirits. Maybe they were something far darker. I watched the child closely. Could it be the demons, those that still resided on the other side? Could they be contacting her somehow?

      I remembered back when I was being held at the mining town, during the possession ceremony, Wendy had been possessed by something dark, something old, something evil. I'd watched in horror as an alien voice spoke from her lips. Could those creatures be talking to the child? If they had somehow been in contact with the demon, then surely when the child became human that contact would have stopped. She'd shed the demon's shadow. I no longer felt the evil that had radiated from her. She was human. I gave her a long hard look. Was she really?

      An evil creature had possessed her. Even if we'd somehow forced that evil out with the spell, was it truly gone?

      "Do you hear the voices often?" I asked, trying to keep the panic I felt from my voice.

      She nodded her head, "They sing me songs. They keep me company sometimes when I get scared."

      Spirits. It had to be spirits. But if there were spirits here, they weren't making their presence known to me. I'd stay up tonight with her and see exactly what it was that was talking to her. The witching hour was the time between midnight and 3:00 a.m. when the veil between this world and the next was most evident. If there were spirits, I would be able to feel them for sure after midnight.
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        * * *

      

      The day crawled by slowly. Even if I had wanted to keep my distance from the child, it was impossible with the two of us trapped in the small cabin. She stayed by my side most the time, peppering me with questions. I finally started telling her stories to keep her entertained. I recited the stories my parents had told to me when I was a young girl.

      She sat on the floor, cross-legged, her eyes wide with wonder and excitement as I regaled her with stories of dragons and fairies.

      The stories were only interrupted by dinner, which was brought by a guard. There was no sign of Freddy or Darla. We ate everything they brought us, and when the meal was done the child begged me to tell her another tale. Every time I'd finish one story, she'd clap her small hands together and beg me for another. I watched the expressions of my father and brother flash across her face. Each time I saw a glimpse of them, I felt a pang in my heart. I missed my family so desperately.

      The room eventually began to get dark; night was upon us. I got up and lit a lantern on the table.

      The child moved to the center of the room and her head turned towards the back of the cabin. There was such intensity to the way she was standing, head cocked to one side, the creepy doll dangled from her hand.

      "Jamie," I watched her turn and look at me. "Are those voices talking to you now?"

      She nodded.

      I listened and waited for the feel of ghostly fingers on my skin and for words to whisper in my ears, but the room was silent. I made my way to her side. "What are they saying?" I whispered, looking around the empty cabin.

      "They say your boyfriend is coming."

      I held my breath.

      She turned and looked at the door. "He's coming right now."

      I physically jumped when someone pounded on the door, not thirty seconds later.

      There was the sound of voices and commotion outside. At the noise, the child scuttled back into the shadows.

      My heart pounded hard in my chest. Luke was back. Had he found the cure? I took a deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and walked to the door. Before I got there, it swung open. I'd been expecting to see Caleb.

      Instead, I was staring into Dean’s face.

      "Colina." He said my name and, before I could react, rushed in and scooped me up into his arms. He swung me around. When he put me down, there was a wide smile on his face. "Goddess, it's good to see you."

      "You're alive," I cried out.

      He laughed. "I barely made it out of there in one piece. But I did, and here I am. I've been looking for you. It's taken me this long to track you down."

      "We went back, and everyone was gone. I thought you were dead." I realized my hand, on its own, had reached up and touched his cheek. I pulled my hand away and felt heat on my own cheeks.

      Those blue eyes watched me with such intensity. His fingers came up and touched my lips. "I thought I'd lost you."

      Before I could say anything, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me.

      I should have shoved him back. I should have stopped the kiss. But I didn't. I kissed him back.

      When he finally pulled away, we were both a bit breathless.

      My heart raced. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. "When you were pounding on the door, I thought you were Luke."

      As soon as Luke's name was out of my mouth, Dean's expression changed. "Colina, Luke is dead."

      "No, he's not."

      Dean grabbed my shoulders. "I know it was a shock when it happened, but you must come to terms with it. Luke is gone."

      I pulled away. "No, he's not," I repeated, this time louder.

      A worried look crossed Dean's face. "This whole ordeal has been hard on all of us. Colina, you have to face what's happened."

      " Luke transferred into Caleb during the ritual. When the hellhound attacked them, when they were both knocked down, it was Caleb's soul the beast took, not Luke's."

      Dean stood motionless.

      "He couldn't tell us he was Luke. If Gage knew he would have thrown him into a cell. He would have become a prisoner."

      "Luke was inside Caleb?" Dean shook his head as though he was trying to process what I was telling him.

      "Luke is still inside Caleb. It's not like when you shared your body with him. Luke has complete control over Caleb's body. Whatever was left of Caleb is gone." Well, that wasn't completely true—the anger and darkness Caleb had possessed was still there and so was the dark magic.

      "He transferred into another body." Dean's face was still one of shock. "And you knew the whole time?"

      "No." I'd never suspected Caleb of anything but trying to lure me into a feeling of insecurity before he tried to kill me. I never dreamed that when Caleb started showing kindness toward me it was because he was really Luke.

      "Luke brought you here to the death dealer's camp," Dean said.

      "He did, but not before we went back and looked for you. Looked for Wendy and Mildred."

      My answer surprised him. "They aren't with you?"

      Tears formed in my eyes. "When I came to, I was in the forest. When I finally got back to the town, there was so much chaos. Buildings were burning—people were screaming. There were dead bodies everywhere."

      Dean suddenly looked uncomfortable.

      I wondered how many of those bodies were people he'd killed when he'd turned berserker. It wasn't his fault. He couldn't control himself, couldn't stop himself from harming people.

      The image of Dean coming at me when we were trying to escape the hospital flashed through my mind. I had been terrified that he would kill me, but he hadn't. Was it just dumb luck that he'd turned back before he got to me, or had he somehow realized who I was and had stopped himself? I wanted to believe the latter.

      " I couldn't find you." There was a tortured look on his face. "I saw Gage and Sonja standing together in the ruins, but by the time I got there, they were gone. I just started walking after that. I made it to the nearest town. And that's what I've been doing. Going from town to town searching for you."

      I should have been touched that Dean had been so worried about me, that he had spent all this time looking for me, but the only thing racing through my head was that he had seen Gage and Sonja standing together, alive and breathing.

      "Gage is still alive?" A part of me hoped that he'd been killed, but deep down I knew a guy like Gage wouldn't be so easy to kill. What terrified me most was that whenever I pictured Gage's face, I could feel my mind filling with emotions I knew weren't real. Feelings of warmth and love for Gage swirled inside me. That's what Gage had done to me—he'd somehow bound me to him so that anytime I was near him, anytime I thought of him, these fake emotions surfaced.

      Dean didn't seem aware of my conflicting emotions.

      "I knew you weren't dead," he said. "I knew deep inside that you were still alive. I feared Gage had taken you. I've been searching for you. It wasn't until a few days ago that I heard about the camp. I came here to see if I could get help, to see if I could find some of my family, any of my guild members. I want to try and get some manpower to go after Gage. "

      "Did you see Wendy and Mildred with him?" Wendy and Mildred had to have left with Gage. There was no other explanation. If they'd died that night, we would have found their bodies.

      He gave my arm a squeeze. "No."

      "They weren't in the wreckage. We checked, turned over every body over looking for—" I'd almost said 'you' but caught myself. "Looking for all of you. Gage must have them."

      "When I got here, I started asking around, trying to figure out if anyone had seen you. " He looked around the room then, wrinkling his nose. "Why are you in here? Why are there armed men in front of the cabin? I had to fight my way in."

      "It's a long story." My gaze automatically went to the corner where I knew Jamie was hiding. As if on cue, she slowly edged out of the shadows.

      Dean recognized the girl and, before I could react, pushed me behind him. "Colina, it's⁠—"

      "It's okay," I said, putting my hand on his shoulder. I lowered my voice so only he could hear me. "We banished the demon. It's only a child."

      He turned back to me. "But...how?"

      "A spell Luke's sister found."

      "Hello," the child said in a timid voice. She looked frightened, like she was going to run back to the corner at any moment.

      "Hi," Dean answered. He hadn't moved a muscle. He was still between me and the child.

      I pushed past him and addressed Jamie directly, "We're going to talk for a while."

      "Okay," the girl said. Then without another word she walked back into the shadows.

      I pulled Dean with me over to the other side of the room. "The demon is gone but not completely banished yet. I have a lot to tell you."

      "Where is Luke?" Dean demanded.

      "He left camp. Darla put me here—Luke's sister. She's worried I won't stay alive long enough for her to do a ritual to banish the demon completely.” I raised my hand until the blackened veins beneath my pale skin were visible. "I was poisoned—" I stopped myself before I said how. If Dean thought the child had hurt me, he might go after her. I tried to explain to him how I was accidently poisoned during the spell, and how Jamie was now just a child—that the creature was gone for the moment.

      I saw the way he kept looking over to where Jamie hid. I could tell Dean was not convinced the creature was truly gone. Neither was Darla. I wondered why I was. It was because she looked like my family. Because every time I saw her, I was reminded of them. A part of me wished so desperately that they were back with me and being near her made that ache not as bad somehow.

      Dean's fingers trailed down the lines on my hand. "This venom was inside you, but you're okay now?"

      "I took an antidote." It wasn't a complete lie; the elixir did make me better.

      He gave me a smile. "I can't leave you alone without you getting yourself into all sorts of trouble, can I?"

      I smiled back. It was good to see him. When I watched him turn berserker and he attacked the crowd, a part of me had been sure it was the last time I'd see him alive. I thought Gage's men had killed him. At the thought of his death a terrible sadness had filled me, but I'd forced those emotions away. I'd stuffed them deep inside, and it wasn't until I saw him standing at the door that I realized how relieved I was to see him. I could still feel the warmth of his lips against mine.

      I shook my head and tried to clear my thoughts. It was Luke I truly cared for. Dean was just a friend.

      "I'd offer you something to eat, but we ate it all," I said, gesturing toward the empty tray.

      Dean was still holding my hand and gave it a squeeze. "How do we go about getting you out of here?"

      "She's not going anywhere."

      Darla stood at the door. She had a crossbow pointed straight at Dean.

      In a split-second, Dean pushed me away from him.

      "Darla, this is Dean," I said as calmly as I could.

      Darla didn't lower the bow. "My brother told me all about you."

      "You're one up on me. I don't know much about you," Dean said in a wary voice.

      Darla gave a harsh laugh. "I'm not surprised Colina never talked about me. I'm not one of her favorite people."

      "Darla, leave him alone." I had to keep my temper. If I got mad, that would only give Darla justification to kill Dean. With the way she was looking at him, the arrow pointed at his heart, I didn't doubt for a second that she would do it if we forced her hand. "He only came here to make sure I was all right."

      Darla didn't take her eyes off of Dean. "We know what he's capable of."

      Dean took a step forward. "Then you know your magic and spells won't help you."

      She adjusted her weapon ever so slightly. "Hence the crossbow. I don't think you can stop an arrow straight to the heart."

      I moved in front of Dean. "Enough. He has nothing to do with this. Leave him alone."

      This time she looked straight at me and gave me a smile. "I know he's in love with you, and I doubt very much that he's going to leave camp if I let him walk out of here."

      I turned to Dean. "Tell her you'll leave if she lets you out of here."

      Dean said in an angry voice, "I'm not leaving you."

      Darla's eyes shone with triumph. "See? I don't know how you do it. I've often wondered if it's some kind of magic spell. They fall so hard for you. Look at how loyal he is. I bet he would throw himself in front of you if I pulled the trigger."

      "I would," Dean said, "in a heartbeat."

      "See? He is so blinded by love that he would take an arrow for you." Darla's expression filled with hate. "If you knew what she's really capable of, what she really is, then you wouldn't love her."

      "I know what Colina can do," Dean said. He moved until he stood beside me and took my hand in his again.

      "All of it?" Darla demanded. "She told you how she raised that thing?" She motioned toward the child huddled in the shadows clutching her doll. "How we have to do one last ritual to make sure the monster can never come back?" She looked back at me. "I need Colina for that ritual, so she's not going anywhere."

      Dean dropped my hand and lifted both of his in surrender. "If she stays in here, then I'm staying in here with her."

      Darla laughed. "My brother's going to love that. Okay, lover boy, I'll give you two some time to catch up. But then I'm coming back for you. There are some things we want to talk to you about. This berserker magic you have... We haven't been able to find much information about it." Her voice took on a civil tone, and she gave him a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "You wouldn't mind coming and answering some questions about it? Helping us understand it better?"

      Dean matched her tone and smile. "I would be happy to answer any questions."

      "Great. I'll be back for you. Behave yourselves." She stepped out of the room and slammed the door shut behind her.

      I turned to Dean. "You shouldn't be here."

      "Why not?" he asked.

      I started to say Darla was right, that Luke wouldn't like it, but I stopped myself. I knew that Luke would hate that Dean was in here with me, but instead I said, "They are holding me prisoner. You don't want to align yourself with me. Darla hates me. She gathered the young people in camp together and they're all following her orders. The smart thing to do would be for you to leave, go with them. Answer their questions. Cooperate with them. Get as much distance from me as you can."

      "I'm not leaving you in here unprotected." His gaze flickered over to the child. She was standing just on the edge of the candlelight.

      "I can take care of myself." I was the most powerful mage anyone had ever seen... or so everyone kept telling me.

      Dean seemed to realize I was revving up for a fight. He said in a soft voice, "I know you can take care of yourself, but until we can figure out a way to get you out of here, think of me as someone to help keep you entertained."

      Up until now the only person on my side in the camp was Freddy. Now I had Dean, someone else I could count on. Dean was with me again. If I was honest with myself, I wanted him to stay here with me. I took comfort in him being with me. How would I explain all that to Luke when he came back?
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      It was good to talk to someone besides Freddy. We talked for a couple hours. Dean told me all about his adventures. How things were on the outside.

      Things were getting worse—more death dealers had been killed and imprisoned.

      "Did you get to see your family?" I asked. We were sitting on the floor facing each other. The child was still hiding in the shadows.

      "Yes. I found a few cousins and an aunt in town, and before I came here to you, I saw my mother. She's safe for the moment. There are some members of my family scattered around the campsite. No one from my guild has been attacked yet, but with things continuing to escalate no death dealer is safe," Dean answered.

      I reached out and touched his arm. We both knew it was my fault. I had caused this all to happen. When Dean had first found out that I'd created the demon, he'd turned his back on me. I waited for that same accusatory look to cross his face, but it didn't appear. He gave me a smile instead.

      His hand covered mine. "I'm sorry I acted like such a jerk back in the mining town. I was surprised by what you told me. I should have never..."

      My words rushed out, "It's okay. You had every right to react the way you did. It is all my fault."

      "You didn't do these things on purpose," he said in a quiet voice.

      "I'm the reason all of this is happening."

      "Colina, you can't blame yourself."

      As we talked, one of the guards looked in on us. As he watched us the look he gave me was one I'd seen mirrored by the others in camp—a combination of fear and hatred.

      "Everyone in the camp blames me," I said. "I'm sure they've spread the word to the outside about the things that have happened. If I ever get out of here, what kind of reception do you think I'll find?"

      "I think it's crazy to worry about it now." Dean rubbed his hands together. "I'm more concerned with staying warm."

      There was no fireplace in the cabin. The sun had set long ago, and the temperature had dropped along with it. Darla had left us with some amenities.

      I looked over toward where the little girl lay. "Jamie?" I called out.

      "I'm here," a small voice answered, heavy with sleep.

      "He won't hurt you. You can come out," I said.

      Jamie was suddenly standing in the arc of the lamplight.

      Dean looked from the child to me and then back again. "So your name..." He stopped and watched the child for a moment before continuing in a quiet voice, "Your name is Jamie."

      The child nodded. She clasped the doll tightly against her chest. "You're the man that turns into a monster."

      I could tell by Dean's expression that he was surprised by her words, but when he spoke, he sounded calm and reassuring. "It only happens when someone zaps me with their magic." His eyes narrowed. "But you have nothing to worry about because you don't have any magic inside you..." It sounded like a question.

      Before I could say anything, the child said in a quiet voice, "I don't think I do."

      Dean gave her a smile. "Then you have nothing to worry about." He raised his hands. "Without magic, I can't change. I'm just a normal guy."

      Her eyes were still wide with uncertainty, but she made her way over to my side and sat down.

      It was then that the door swung open, and Darla strode into the room. "Time's up," she said, giving Dean a pointed look.

      Dean reluctantly got to his feet. "I hate to think of you staying in here." He looked around the room.

      I forced myself to smile. "Don't worry about us. We have a couple of sleeping bags. We won't freeze to death."

      "We are taking care of their every need. You don't need to worry," Darla said. She smiled at Dean, but when her gaze turned toward me, she scowled.

      I got to my feet and stood beside him. I didn't want him to leave, but I knew nothing I said would change Darla's mind. They were off to drill Dean about his berserker powers. And if they deemed him too dangerous, what would they do to him?

      I realized I had reached out my hand as if to stop him from going. I pulled it back, but Darla had seen my gesture. She gave me a knowing smile.

      Dean said in a determined voice, "I'll come by first thing in the morning."

      "I'll be here."

      And with that, I watched them walk out of the room.

      I stood looking at the door for a long time. The room got colder.
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        * * *

      

      I could see my breath in the air. I walked over and grabbed one of the sleeping bags. I motioned toward Jamie to come closer.

      "It's getting cold in here, you better get in," I said handing her the bag.

      She took the bag from my hands and dragged it across the room back into the shadows. I heard the zipper open and then the sound of her body sliding inside.

      She was a human child now, but was she harmless? According to Darla, until we killed Jamie, the demon that had created her and possessed her could come back into our world at any time. Jamie's very existence threatened our lives. Soon the child would be dead, and that threat would be gone.

      Jamie would die. I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. There had to be another way, some spell that would allow the tie between the child and the demon to be severed. Darla and her people weren't looking for it because they didn't care if Jamie lived or died. The death dealers feared the child as if she was still possessed by the demon. Was there a way to make them see Jamie for what she was now? But what was she? I wanted to believe with all my heart that Jamie was a human child who could not, would not harm us.

      I grabbed the remaining bag, carried it to the middle of the room, and dropped it on the floor. I lowered myself down to the ground, unzipped the bag, and slid inside. It would be a cold night. The bags would keep us warm enough that we wouldn't freeze. Darla said she taking care of our every needs. The only reason she didn't let me freeze to death was because she wanted to use me in another ritual. I zipped up the bag and snuggled against the warm material.

      I heard murmuring and realized Jamie was talking. I couldn't make out what she was saying. I looked out into the dark shadow where the child lay and wondered whose voices she was hearing? What was talking to her?
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight was streaming in through the open door. I smelled coffee. I rolled over and watched Dean walk into the room with a mug between his hands. There was a wide smile on his face.

      He made his way to my side and then settled down onto the floor next to me. "Morning, sleepyhead."

      "Morning." I couldn't stop from yawning. I had not slept well. I woke feeling tired and weak, and a moment of panic made me look at the black lines on my wrist. They had not moved since last night, at least not enough to notice. I tried to convince myself that I was just tired, that my fatigue was not due to the venom.

      I sat up and started to take the coffee from his hands when he moved the cup away and placed it down on the floor. Before I could ask what he was doing, he leaned over and reached for me. He pulled me slowly toward him.

      He is going to kiss me. I could see it in his eyes. I should have put out a hand to stop him. One word of protest from my lips and it wouldn't have happened. But it did. His lips pressed against mine. The kiss was soft and sweet. And it might have gone on longer if a loud noise hadn't made the two of us suddenly break apart.

      Both our heads spun toward the noise.

      Luke stood there watching us. The look on his face was murderous.

      Darla stood just behind Luke, a wide grin on her face.

      Before I could react, Luke's hands turned into fists. I watched fire begin rolling down his fingers and up his arm. Even in my sleepy mental state, one thought suddenly blazed through my mind: hellfire. If he hit Dean with it, Dean would turn, and we would all be killed.

      I yelled, "Don't!"

      Dean rolled away from me.

      A shot of fire came from Luke's hands and spiraled straight through the air at Dean. Jamie screamed.

      I scrambled to my feet, raised both hands, and yelled, "No!" As I did, a wave of blue washed through the room. The blue wave hit the stream of hellfire, and when the two magics met there was a burst of light. The air exploded and a shockwave flooded the room. It hit Darla and Luke, and they were thrown off their feet and into the air.

      I fell back down to the floor as a wave of exhaustion hit me. I could still feel the energy tingling in my fingertips. I rolled onto my side and looked for the others.

      Jamie was huddled in the corner, crying. Darla pushed herself off the ground and to her feet. When she faced me, her expression wasn't one of hatred—it was of pure fear.

      Luke got to his knees. When he looked at me, there was so much anguish in his expression.

      I tried to force myself up, but before I could, Luke got to his feet, turned, and ran out the door.

      I looked back at Dean. Whatever magic I'd done had not hit him. He hadn't changed. There was a scorch mark on the floor next to him. Luke's hellfire had missed its mark only because I had stopped it. I took a deep breath and used all my strength to force myself to my feet again.

      Dean started to move toward me. He said my name, but I took a step back and shook my head.

      "Check on Jamie," I said before turning and rushing after Luke.

      The men guarding the door had been hit by the wave of magic, too. One guy was rubbing his head. The other was picking himself up off the ground.

      I ignored the men and went after Luke. He was already twenty feet from the cabin and heading off into the woods.

      "Luke," I called out.

      He stopped and faced me. The look on his face was no longer one of anguish—he was back to being angry. That anger was now directed at me. I should have been scared, but honestly, I was just so glad to see him. Before he could say anything, I threw myself into his arms.

      "You're back," I said. I was hugging him tightly, but he didn't return the hug. His arms hung motionless at his sides.

      "I'm back," he answered.

      I pulled away from him and looked up into his face. "Did you find Mildred?"

      "No." He looked at me for a long moment and then seemed to shake himself mentally. "You seem better."

      "I made a counter-poison that helped." I raised my arm. The black veins were still there, but they were not as pronounced.

      Luke's eyes swung toward the cabin. Dean was standing in the doorway watching us. "I see he's still alive and kicking."

      I didn't know how to answer that. How could things have gone so wrong between us? Luke had been trying to breach the distance between us since we got here, but every time he tried, I turned a cold shoulder to him. I looked into his eyes. Caleb's eyes stared back at me. My hands were trembling as I pressed them against my throbbing temples. I had done this. This was all my fault.

      Those gray eyes circled in brown blazed at me, full of jealousy. "The two of you looked quite cozy."

      "He brought me coffee, that's all..." My words faltered.

      He seemed frozen, watching me.

      I inched closer. "I'm glad you're back. I missed you."

      A look of surprise crossed his face.

      I had been doing nothing but pushing him away since we got to camp. When he left, he probably thought I was glad to be rid of him. But the opposite was true.

      "Was there any word of Mildred or Wendy?"

      He shook his head. "Nothing concrete, but there were some whisperings of a group that's taking in new members. It's a lead worth following."

      "You didn't go investigate?"

      He gave me a long look. "I came back for you. I thought we should go together."

      It was my turn to be surprised. He came back for me?

      Luke's eyes swung back to Dean. Dean had not moved. "Why were you in the cabin?" Luke asked.

      "Darla doesn't trust me to stay put. She says she needs me for the next ritual."

      His eyes narrowed. "Darla told me all about the next spell they have to do, and she never said you played a role in it."

      

      "She said they got the spell wrong the first time around. She said she needs my blood."

      He looked over at his sister, who was standing just outside the cabin, watching us. A frown creased his forehead.

      I put out my hand and touched his arm. "I'm glad you're back."

      He looked from Dean, still standing in the cabin doorway, back to me, and then without another word he turned and walked away.
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      With Luke's return, Darla could no longer force me to stay in the cabin, but I still had a pair of death dealers shadowing my every step. I sat in the food tent with Dean a few seats to my right. We were watching Darla and Luke, who stood about twenty feet away, obviously fighting. But whatever they were saying to each other, they kept their voices low enough that we couldn't hear.

      Dean hadn't said much since Luke had returned. Honestly, I hadn't let him. Every time he tried to say something, I changed the subject.

      Freddy walked up to the table and looked over at the fighting siblings. "Looks like it's going to be a fun morning."

      "Do you know what they're fighting about?" I asked.

      "They're always fighting. Who's to say what it's about this time." He looked over at Dean. "Hi, I'm Freddy." He reached out his hand. "So you're the guy who turns into the incredible hulk."

      Dean took Freddy's hand and gave a chuckle. "Something like that, except I don't turn green."

      "That must be something to see." Freddy shook Dean's hand and then sat down.

      Dean's expression turned serious. "It's not something I can control. When it happens, people get hurt."

      Freddy paused for a long moment before saying, "Roger that. If I see you turn hulk-like, I'll run for the hills." Freddy didn't wait for a reply; he waved his hand in the air and said in a loud voice, "Where's the food? I'm starving."

      Dean gave me a smile as he got up from the table and walked over to a crowd of people standing at the edge of the food tents. I wondered if they were members of his family.

      I looked back at Freddy and watched him consume a plate of eggs someone had put in front of him. "Try slowing down so you can swallow," I said.

      Freddy gave me a wink and then glanced over my shoulder toward Jamie. Two death dealers had escorted her to the food tent. They now hovered a few feet away.

      Freddy leaned in and whispered. "I'm sorry. I tried to come see you, but Darla wouldn't let me. How was your time in there with that thing?"

      "Her name's Jamie."

      His face turned thoughtful. "Jamie? You gave it a name?"

      I gave him a hard stare.

      He raised a hand. "Okay, looks like there's hostility all over the place this morning. You people really need to get more sleep." He looked over at Dean and lowered his voice again, "Or you all need to stop waking up on the wrong side of the bed."

      It was obvious what he was implying. "Dean did not spend the night in the cabin with me⁠—"

      We were interrupted as a woman walked over and put a plate of ham on the table in front of us.

      Freddy reached out with his fork, stabbed a piece of ham, and put it on his plate. "It's none of my business who you want to go to bed with."

      I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. "I didn't⁠—"

      He raised his hand and stopped me. "I repeat, none of my business. But just so you know, the whole camp is a buzz with gossip about the two of you. I heard how our friend decided to turn your buddy here into a crispy fritter, but you saved the day with a magical wave that knocked everyone on their butts." He took a bite of ham and then said with his mouth still full. "I always miss all the excitement."

      The whole camp was talking about us? It was bad enough that they hated me, but now they were talking about my love life. I'd thought things couldn't get worse, but they had. "Luke misunderstood the situation."

      Freddy leaned closer and motioned toward Dean. "You were locking lips with buddy boy, weren't you?"

      I couldn't deny it. "He kissed me before I could stop him. I didn't kiss him back."

      Freddy raised an eyebrow and gave me a smile. "I'm sure you didn't."

      My eyes swung back toward Luke. "Maybe you can talk some sense into Luke."

      Freddy shook his head. "I'm staying out of this one. My mama didn't raise no fool. It's never smart to jump into the middle of a love triangle."

      "It's not a love—" I stopped. Freddy was goading me, and I was rising to the bait. There was no explanation that would make everything better. I'd been kissing Dean, and Luke found me. The whole thing was innocent, Dean kissed me before I could stop him, but how could I explain that to Luke? Then I remembered that Dean had swept me into his arms and kissed me when he first came into the cabin, too. He'd done it in front of the guards. How long until word of that kiss got back to Luke?

      I looked down at my plate. I'd lost my appetite.

      Freddy gave me a long look. "You feeling alright?"

      "I've got a splitting headache," I said, rubbing my temples.

      Luke and Darla had stopped talking to each other. Darla stormed off.

      Luke stared after his sister. It didn't take a mind reader to know what he was thinking. His face was full of anger and his hands were balled into fists.

      Luke had powers now that he didn't truly understand and didn't have control over. When he saw Dean and me together, he had lost his temper and used hellfire. I had to get Luke to believe that there was nothing going on between Dean and me.

      I looked over at Dean. He looked so calm sitting with the other death dealers eating breakfast, but I had seen firsthand what he could morph into. I shuddered at the thought of what would happen to Dean if he were hit full on by Luke's hellfire. I looked around the camp. If Dean turned into a monster in this crowded camp, how many would die? I had to try to contain the situation before it got out of hand.

      But Luke and Dean weren't the only people I had to worry about. Gage was out there somewhere, scheming. Gage was wielding powerful dark magic, magic he created with the help of the demon, and now the demon was gone—at least for the moment. But Gage was not the type to just give up. He was a man on a mission. His main objective was to bring the Legion over to our plane of existence. If he succeeded, our world would be thrown into chaos, and we would be forced to fight the demons again. The war that took place a hundred years ago would begin again. We didn't have the same knowledge about the demons as they did back then. There were no demon hunters we could turn to for help, no one to rescue us from the dark creatures if they appeared.

      My eyes swung back to Luke.

      He'd started to pace back and forth. Every inch of his body language made it clear that he was barely containing his anger.

      The throbbing in my temples increased. Now on top of everything else I had to somehow talk down a jealous boyfriend. A boyfriend who might, given the first opportunity, try to solve his problems by throwing hellfire.
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        * * *

      

      I told them I was going back to my tent to rest. It wasn't true. I had only walked halfway through the camp before I had to stop and rest. My energy was starting to wane a bit. The counter-poison had kept the poison at bay, but was it starting to wear off? How long did I have before the poison took hold of my body again?

      I looked at the lines, which had risen to just past my wrist. They seemed to throb in time with my pulse, sending small waves of pain and spreading the venom in time with the beat of my heart. I was exhausted, but my mind was buzzing, and I knew I'd never be able to sleep. I refused to spend my afternoon chasing Luke all over camp, but the situation was never going to get any better if he wouldn't let me explain. Would he even believe me once I did?

      He had always been jealous of Dean. And, if I was going to be honest with myself, he had reason to be. When we'd been in the hospital, Dean had kissed me a few times, and I had kissed Dean back. Why had I? No matter how much I tried to tell myself I didn't have feelings for Dean, it wasn't true. When Dean had burst into the cabin, joy had filled my heart. I was so happy to see him alive. I had to talk Luke down somehow. In his current state, with all the anger that blazed through him now, I was afraid he'd do something he'd regret.

      My hand went to my thigh. I knew firsthand what Caleb was capable of, but Caleb wasn't in control anymore. Luke might look like Caleb, but inside his true self was still holding on. He'd come back for me, and he'd really just had a jealous fit when he saw Dean and me together; those were the things that showed me Luke was in there and that he truly cared for me.

      I shook my head and leaned against a tree. I hit my hand hard against the rough trunk.

      "Boy trouble?" It was Darla.

      I knew she'd taken great pleasure in bringing Luke to the cabin, knowing that Dean and I were together and that her brother would flip out when he saw us. The look on her face had been like a Cheshire cat's when she watched Luke confront the two of us.

      "This whole mess is your fault," I hissed at her.

      She laughed. "Dean's a good-looking guy. You two make a cute couple. "

      I turned and faced her. "Are you trying to get someone killed?"

      "Dean can't hurt Luke."

      "He can if Luke blasts Dean with hellfire! You haven't seen what happens when Dean changes. People get killed."

      She looked away but not before I saw the uncertainty in her eyes. "My brother was only trying to scare him. To warn him off."

      "You're a fool," I said.

      Her voice rose in anger. "He's a fool for ever falling for you."

      Did she honestly seek me out just to get her digs in about Dean? No, I knew Darla better than that. She wanted something.

      She straightened her shoulders, the anger leaving her eyes. "I want to talk to you about the child."

      "Her name is Jamie." Jamie was currently sitting on the ground close to Dean and Freddy. She was looking over at me and when she saw my attention swing her way, she raised a small hand and waved. I waved back.

      "I don't know what you're trying to do by befriending that thing," Darla said.

      "I'm not trying to do anything," I answered truthfully. "She was scared staying in the cabin by herself. You let her out."

      "My brother believes that thing should be allowed to roam around. But I don't think it's a good idea to let it out."

      Darla's eyes scanned the area, and a worried crease formed between her brows. Not for the first time, I wondered if the elders and her uncle knew what she had done.

      "It's not a thing—it's a harmless child." Did I truly believe that or was I just saying it to contradict Darla?

      "Says you," Darla spat back.

      "I made it human. You're the one who found the spell. You said she isn't a demon anymore."

      Darla looked uneasy. "In theory, yes."

      "So what's the problem?" I demanded.

      "We have no idea what it's capable of."

      "She's human." This time I said it with more conviction.

      "It was created by a demon." Darla's voice turned cold. "A demon lived inside it."

      "And now that demon is gone, banished." But for how long? "Do any of the elders know you did the spell?

      Darla's eyes narrowed, "I did what was best for everyone."

      "Is that what your Uncle Franklin is going to think when he finds out?"

      There was a sharp intake of breath. "You didn't tell him, did you?"

      "No, your secret is still safe. Your uncle was more concerned with telling me how the trial is going to go—how fairly I'll be treated."

      She sneered at me. "You'll finally be held accountable for all the harm you've done."

      There was nothing I could say to change Darla's mind about me. The hatred she felt for me now was shining brightly from her eyes. She suddenly looked uneasy, her gaze swinging slowly around the clearing again. My guards were still there, but they were far enough away that they couldn't hear what we were saying.

      Darla took a deep breath, refocused her gaze on me, and smiled. "About the next ritual... I don't think my brother should come to it."

      Her words and sudden change in attitude surprised me. "Why not?"

      "During the last ritual, Luke almost broke the pentagram trying to get to you. He burned two death dealers." She looked thoughtful. "They weren't seriously injured, but my brother can't control himself when it comes to you." She walked over and touched the tree I was standing next to. "This next ritual is delicate. I can't be worrying about what Luke might do. There's too much at stake this time."

      "If you don't want him there, then you'll have to tell him yourself. He's currently not talking to me."

      She looked pleased. "Having a lover's quarrel?"

      It was my turn to get mad. "You knew what would happen when you brought him to the cabin."

      She raised her hand and said, "Let's just say I hoped. Dean seems like a great guy. You two would be great together."

      "Go to hell."

      She gave a harsh laugh. "We might all be going to hell if this doesn't work."

      "There has to be another way to banish the demon."

      Darla shook her head. "We've scoured all the books. This is the only spell we've come up with that might work. That thing is not natural. It wasn't born. It is an aberration." When I didn't say anything, she continued. "It was created by a demon."

      How could I make her understand? "But now she is a walking, talking, breathing human being. There has to be another way."

      "It's the only way to make sure the demon can't come back into our world." Her eyes narrowed. "You brought the demon forth. You released the evil thing. This is our one shot at sending the creature back to hell."

      I looked back toward Jamie.

      Darla's gaze followed mine. "Colina, it has to die." She said it in such a cold and emotionless voice.

      It didn't bother her to sacrifice the child. She only thought of Jamie as a thing—an evil thing that had to be gotten rid of. I realized there was no way I was going to get her to change her mind. "Are the elders really okay with us doing this?"

      She looked uneasy again. "When I explain what's at stake, they'll agree. It has to be done." She said those last words with such conviction.

      What would the elders think when she finally confessed all she had been up to?
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      I went back to my tent and spent the rest of the morning resting. Darla came back a few hours later, a malicious gleam in her eyes. Whatever she had come to tell me, I was sure I wouldn't like it.

      "It's time," was all she said, but her eyes were cold and vindictive.

      "Time for what?" I tried to deny her the pleasure of showing any concern, but I wasn't sure of my success.

      "Uncle Franklin called for the hearing since it looks like you'll live, and Luke is back. It starts at noon—now."

      I shrugged, rising to my feet, and calmly walking out of the tent. I glanced back over my shoulder and saw her looking after me in surprise, confused and annoyed by my reaction and then hustling to catch up. I felt stronger, but a disturbing weakness made my legs feel like Jell-O as I walked.

      Darla caught up to me. "In a rush to meet the firing squad, are we? That's fine with me." She moved in front of me and led me to the food tent, the largest space in the camp.

      It was crowded, but all noise ceased as soon as I walked into the tent. The tables were filled with death dealers; they looked at me with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. I felt exposed and nervous.

      Darla gave me a slow smile and then left me standing in the uncomfortable quiet, moving away from me and around to the edge of the space.

      The time had come. The trial was happening. At one end, space had been cleared to make room for an impromptu courtroom. Two tables sat facing a third that had been placed against the wall of the tent. All three were empty. Apparently, I would sit at one of the tables, facing the judge with my back to the audience. The thought made the skin between my shoulder blades itch, as if I could already feel the impending knife in my back.

      My eyes swung around to the faces in the crowd. Hatred glared back at me. And then I saw him: Dean. He was standing a few feet away. He raised his hand in greeting. I smiled tightly at him, happy to see at least one friendly face in the crowd.

      He made his way over to me, standing close enough that our shoulders were touching. I took a deep breath. I was no longer standing alone against the assembled crowd. I felt myself relax just a tiny bit.

      Franklin walked into the tent and stood looking at the crowd. He still wore an old suit, but it was a somber gray this time. It looked very out of place in the informal camp; he looked unexpectedly official.

      At the sight of him, my pulse quickened. I was about to be put on trial. The death dealers were finally getting their day of reckoning. Where was Luke? I had not seen him since he stormed off in anger.

      Uncle Franklin moved toward the table that sat in the position of honor and then stood motionless behind it. Two elders stepped out from the crowd. An ancient-looking woman in a black dress walked toward us. Her dress seemed two sizes too large. She was tiny and shrunken, but her eyes looked sharp and focused. The same could not be said for the other elder, a tall old man who seemed to struggle to make the short walk to the table, borne down by the weakness of old age. He slumped into one of the chairs with relief, the woman took a chair, and Franklin remained standing.

      Franklin cleared his throat and then raised his voice until it could be heard over the murmuring of the crowd. "Let's get started." He raised a hand, and the crowd became silent. "While this is not a court of law, this proceeding carries the full authority of the council. Any guild member may call for a hearing of their grievance before a guild tribunal. They may bring charges against any other member of the guild, but they must do so in front of the guild and their accused. All findings of this tribunal are final. If the accused is found guilty and refuses to accept the findings of the tribunal, they will be turned over to the civilian authorities for prosecution of their crimes."

      My mind raced, trying to decide whether to be reassured by his words. I could refuse to accept their findings? A flash of joy raced through me, quickly washed away by reason. They would turn me over to civilian authorities. Those same civilian authorities did nothing while the Redeemers murdered every death dealer they could find. Would I even get a trial in a non-mage court, or would I get killed for resisting arrest on the way to jail?

      Dean reached out and took my hand. He gave it a squeeze.

      "Colina Campbell, please advance to the tribunal to hear the charges and face your accuser." Franklin gestured toward one of the tables that sat facing him.

      I looked over at Dean. For one brief moment, I wondered what would happen if I tried to leave. I had no doubt that they would try and stop me. My choices became very simple: be dragged to the table or fight. The death dealers were scared of my magic, but they also outnumbered me. There were at least one hundred death dealers in camp.

      I gave Dean's hand a squeeze and then pulled mine from his grasp. I straightened my shoulders and walked slowly forward until I stood behind one of the empty tables, facing Uncle Franklin.

      Once Franklin saw I was following his command, he turned and scanned the crowd. He focused on his niece. There was no welcoming smile as he looked at her. Instead, he addressed her in very formal language. "Darla Cross, step forward and state your charges."

      Darla strode forward, her head high and her expression determined. A few claps and shouts followed her movements from the crowd, and then a louder ragged cheer from a group of younger death dealers at the back of the tent.

      Franklin's hand came down on the table with a loud smack, making the old man who sat next to him jump. When silence fell again, he addressed the crowd in a firm voice. "This is an official hearing of a guild tribunal. No one may speak unless recognized. If I hear anymore outbursts, we will expel the audience and continue the hearing behind closed doors!" He glared at the crowd until he was sure that they understood him and then sat down. He turned his attention to Darla.

      During the pause, Dean and Freddy had made their way forward until they stood quietly behind me. I had at least two supporters in camp. Where was Luke? I knew he was mad, but I never imagined he would forsake me, not now, not when I needed him to stand by my side more than ever.

      Darla turned to face me, and I tried not to wither under the force of her anger. I squared my shoulders and focused on keeping my expression calm. An excited murmur rose in the crowd in anticipation of her words.

      "Colina Campbell, I accuse you of using forbidden magic— namely, raising zombies and a demon." The accusation echoed in a suddenly silent tent.

      The horror of her words seemed to stun the crowd, though everyone must have known what she would say. What I had done was not a secret.

      After a moment, the audience seemed to wake up, and an angry chorus rose to fill the space. Franklin had told them to be quiet, but they were too full of pent-up anger to listen.

      All I could think was, it could have been worse. She could have accused me of a huge host of crimes. I'd forced Luke's spirit into Dean. Worse, I'd murdered in the name of revenge. But Darla had not been present during those events. I had only known Darla for a few days before circumstance and chaos took us down different paths. She only knew what happened since then from what Luke told her. Had he confided all my terrible deeds to his sister? Or had he kept my secrets?

      I tried to ignore the angry words that occasionally rose above the general vindictive hum.

      "Anyone have any marshmallows? I bet the little witch will make a great bonfire!"

      Another woman's voice close behind me was far more disturbing: "When she dies, will I stop hearing my dying husband’s scream in my dreams?"

      I flinched, horrified. When I raised the dead, raised a demon, I put a target on every death dealer. Even now, death dealers were being hunted and killed because of my actions. I was filled with such a terrible sadness and shame. Such despair. A part of me wanted to turn and shout back at my accusers. I wanted to tell the woman that that vengeance would not take away her pain; that instead it would only add new regrets to her husband’s memory. But I didn’t say a word.  I doubted she would welcome my words.

      Revenge had made me do things I couldn't take back. True, I had raised a demon and the dead, but they were pure accidents. I had killed, but my victims were people who held murder in their hearts. It was true—my actions had brought trouble down on the death dealers, but I wasn't the one hunting them. I wasn't hurting them. The Redeemers, the demon and his cohorts, like Gage, and the scared, violent non-mage populace were the ones to blame. I didn't murder this woman's husband.

      Tears were running down my cheeks. I wiped them away and, through blurry eyes, looked into Darla's face. Darla wanted me to pay. She blamed me for everything that happened. I was the one who killed her brother. The one wh0 brought hatred and fear to her family's doorstep.

      Franklin raised his hands again. Eventually, the crowd went quiet. "Brothers and sisters, this is a difficult subject for all of us. No one here is untouched by the events of the last few months. Our fallen family deserves justice and more than that, they deserve the truth. The only way to get to the truth is to ask our questions and hear the answers with an open mind." He paused, gazing thoughtfully around at the angry faces.

      He seemed so confident, so calm in the sea of anger. I found myself wanting to follow him, to trust him. I slowly turned to scan the audience. Franklin had their full attention. Many heads nodded, and even the angriest faces seemed unwilling to argue with him. He had a strength, a magnetism that they all trusted.

      I was filled with grief for what Luke lost. This man was the promise of what Luke could have become, the future my rash actions had stolen from him.

      Franklin returned to his seat and turned to face Darla again. "Miss Cross, what evidence do you have to support your accusations?"

      That's when I saw him: Luke. He was edging through the crowd.

      When he saw me, he stopped. The look on his face was not one I could read. Was he still angry? Was he on their side now? And then he began to make his way toward me.

      Darla saw him. For the first time I saw an expression of doubt fill her eyes.

      Luke looked at his sister and then back toward me. He started to move.

      I was honestly surprised and relieved when he stopped beside me. His hand came to rest on my shoulder. "I'm sorry I'm late."

      I felt foolish for ever doubting that he would show up. I reached up and covered his hand with mine. "I'm glad you're here."

      Darla studied her brother. "There is eyewitness testimony."

      Luke kept his eyes fixed on Franklin. If Darla was counting on her brother's testimony for her vengeance, it didn't look like he would make it easy. Luke was choosing sides, and once again he was clearly on mine.

      Darla looked at Franklin. "I will personally testify to what I have seen. I also ask the tribunal to call on Luke Cross, Dean Hall, and Fredrick Martin to bear witness to Colina Campbell's crimes."

      I knew neither Luke, Dean, nor Freddy would testify against me willingly. However, I also knew that if they refused to talk, the guild members might never forgive them for standing by me.

      Franklin nodded formally. "Miss Cross, the board will now hear your claims."

      The two other elders seemed to relax slightly, settling into their chairs for the long haul. Franklin gestured for Darla to move and sit at one of the tables facing him, and then he turned and nodded at me. He turned back to Darla, his face softening, and for the first time it really hit me—she was his niece. All of his loyalty was with her. He might say he was going to be impartial, but could he really be? I killed his nephew. Luke was in a stranger's body because of me.

      Franklin spoke to her in a reassuring tone, "Darla, why don't you tell us what happened?"

      Darla's icy expression didn't thaw, but she gave him a small smile before she started talking. "Colina came into our shop while you were away on the retreat. She said that she wanted to learn the Death Arts. " Darla paused for a moment, staring off into space as she remembered that night.

      I tried to remember it as well—the night that I had first met Luke and his sister. So much had happened. So many terrible things. It seemed like a lifetime ago. I wasn't the same girl that walked through that magic shop door. The darkness changed me. The meek, gentle healer who started down this dark path was no more. In her place was someone full of blackness. Someone with dark powers. Someone who could control the dead.

      I looked over at Darla. She wasn't the same, either. When I met her, she was an innocent girl with long, blond hair and a penchant for Root beer-scented incense; a sweet young girl whose heart was now full of vengeance. How much of her change was due to going through the three rituals? How much of it was because of the things I had done? The loss of her brother?

      I remember all too clearly how my heart had pounded and my blood had boiled with the need for revenge when my family had been murdered.

      The silence seemed to stretch on forever, until Franklin gave her a gentle nudge. "Did Luke agree?"

      Darla's eyes focused, startled, and continued in a rush. "Not then. When he told her to leave, she faked some kind of fainting fit so we wouldn't kick her out."

      

      I heard Luke begin to protest, but Franklin interrupted him. "Do you have proof that Colina faked fainting?"

      "No," Darla grudgingly admitted.

      "I would caution you to stick to the facts. "

      "Fine. Colina appeared to faint, and we felt sorry for her. We didn't want to kick her out on the street. We let her stay until she was strong enough to leave, and we haven't been able to get rid of her since. And that's a fact. The people she was running from followed her. They attacked us. I was captured." The words I was captured were said with very little emotion.

      I remembered the scared girl tied up in the basement, her hair chopped off.

      Darla seemed to mentally shake herself. "I was held captive until Luke and Freddy rescued me." A shadow crossed her young face. When she turned to look at me, she looked much older than her years. "We were out, free and clear, when Colina insisted on going back into the hotel where I was kept. We followed her back in."

      The old tribunal member sat forward to ask, "Did she say why she needed to go back in?"

      "She said she had to rescue the rest of the hostages, but that was just an excuse. She didn't even try to free them. She only wanted revenge for the death of her family, and because of her, my brother died."

      Franklin's expression was stern. "What happened when you returned to the hotel?"

      "She killed a guard with an axe and then raised him as a zombie and set him loose on the crowd."

      The audience grumbled darkly, quieting when Franklin glared at them. "You saw her raise the zombie?"

      "I know she stuck an axe in the guard's head, and when he collapsed, she touched the dead body. The body stood up and pulled the axe from its own head and went on a killing spree. It killed Macaven's men."

      Another round of hostile whispers echoed in the tent.

      Darla continued, obviously pleased by the reaction. "When the zombie didn't kill enough people, she raised a demon. The demon killed all the mages—killed Luke." There was a catch in her voice, one filled with remembered pain. Her eyes sought out Luke, who stared back at her, his eyes filled with sorrow.

      She wasn't lying. I had done those things. Guilt clamped its hand around my heart, making it hard to breathe.

      The thin old woman to Franklin's left broke her silence to ask a question. Her voice seemed to come from a much younger woman, made lively by an inner vitality despite her years. "And who is this Macaven?"

      Darla paused as if the question surprised her. "He was a death dealer from the Garuda Guild, I believe. He's dead."

      Darla stood looking at the three elders. She was silent for so long that finally Franklin said, "Darla Cross, do you have anything else to add?"

      She slowly shook her head. "No."

      "Very well. Is there anyone who would like to ask this witness any questions?" Franklin addressed the crowd, but his eyes came to rest on me.

      I tried to gather my thoughts, to think of something that would explain the stark terrible facts of what I had done. How could I defend myself? Everything Darla said was true.
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      To my surprise, Freddy stepped forward. "If it's all right, I have some questions. I know that I am not a member of the guild, but I am a witness to the events, and I may be able to help shine some light on the subject."

      Franklin looked left and right at his fellow board members, who each nodded in turn. "Very well."

      Freddy turned to Darla, a nervous smile on his face. "While you were in the custody of these men, did they tell you why they took you?"

      Darla's eyes narrowed as though she thought Freddy was trying to trick her with his question. But then she just shrugged and answered, "Yes. We were to be sacrificed."

      "We? How many people were held captive?" Freddy asked.

      "I'm not sure."

      He pushed her. "More than a few?"

      "Yes." She finally answered.

      Freddy's chest puffed up. He seemed to be enjoying his role as inquisitor. "Why were you going to be sacrificed?"

      "They didn't really discuss it with us." Darla was starting to look frustrated.

      "So, you had no idea why they were holding you? They never mentioned why they wanted to sacrifice you? What purpose it would serve?"

      "They were talking about some big ritual."

      At her answer, he smiled tensely. "What sort of ritual?"

      I let out a sigh. He was trying to get her to say the Garuda Guild had been planning to raise a demon. If he got her to admit it had been their intention, then maybe I could convince them that my releasing the creature had been an accident.

      Darla glared at Freddy, refusing to speak.

      Franklin leaned forward in his chair, and all eyes turned to him. "Darla Cross, as the person bringing the complaint, you do not have the option of standing mute. If you do not answer all of the questions, we will be forced to dismiss your claim."

      Darla gave Freddy a hateful glare. "The guards said they were going to summon a demon to do their bidding."

      Another murmur rose from the audience.

      Darla raised her voice to cut through the noise, turning to look at me. "But they didn't release the demon! She did!" To emphasize her words, she stabbed an accusing finger in my direction.

      "Did they say how and when they were planning to raise this demon?" Freddy demanded.

      "They were preparing for a conclave. I believe that is the party Colina crashed." Darla spoke quietly, grudgingly.

      "Do you know the exact method used to bring out the demon?"

      She crossed her arms. "No."

      "So how do you know Colina raised it?" His tone was now light, conversational, but the entire audience was on the edge of their seats.

      "The demon said so."

      "Did the demon say that it came at her bidding?" Freddy asked. Darla stayed silent and looked at her uncle.

      Franklin said, "Answer the question."

      "It said Macaven was trying to summon it, but he failed. When he did, Colina stepped in and brought that evil creature forth. She brought it here. Her magic is what pulled it straight from hell."

      A gasp rose from the audience.

      All the while Freddy and Darla verbally sparred, Luke stayed silent.

      "Is it possible that Colina stepped into the middle of a spell put together by Macaven?" Freddy paused dramatically and then continued, "That Colina inadvertently got in the way and made the spell go haywire?"

      Darla's eyes flashed, "It never would have happened if she hadn't barged in without thinking!"

      Freddy looked skeptical, "Are you sure Macaven's spell wouldn't have worked?"

      "I don't know if Macaven could have pulled it off. But if he had, that damned creature would at least have been bound. There wouldn't be a demon roaming around free doing whatever it wants!"

      The expression on Freddy face turned to shock. "You would rather have the demon under the control of Macaven? A man with no morals? A man who intended to sacrifice you during the spell? What happened was an accident, Darla. Colina didn't go into the hotel intending to bring forth a demon. It was all a terrible, terrible accident."

      I felt tears swelling in my eyes at his words.

      Darla looked at Freddy as though she wanted to say something, but she didn't. She kept silent.

      Freddy looked at the audience, as if gauging whether his point was made. He nodded and turned back to the board. "Thank you for your patience, that's the last of my questions." He walked back to stand behind me, silent stares following his every move.

      Franklin cleared his throat. "Does anyone else have any questions for this witness?" Silence met his question, and he turned back to Darla. "Miss Cross, you may now call any witnesses who can back your claims."

      Darla struggled to gather herself before turning to look at her brother. "I call Luke Cross."

      All heads turned in unison to look at Luke. He still stood by my side.

      Would he defend me or join the accusers? I held my breath as I waited to hear what he would choose.

      His voice was soft when he said, "I don't have anything to say."

      Franklin looked surprised at his answer. "You're refusing to testify?"

      His hand was still on my shoulder. His fingers pushed into my skin. "Yes, I'm refusing to testify," he said through gritted teeth.

      Franklin looked speculatively at Luke, sadness and concern shadowing his eyes, before turning back to Darla. "Do you have any other witnesses?"

      Darla turned to look at Freddy, her brow creased in consternation.

      Freddy grinned back as if daring her to call on him.

      She must have thought better of it. As a last resort, she looked at Dean, who shook his head slowly back and forth. Darla was on her own.

      "Does anyone else wish to speak?" Only silence met Franklin's question.

      He turned his attention to me. "Miss Campbell, you have the right to reply to this charge. If you wish to call witnesses to your defense, you may do so."

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. What could I possibly say in my defense? Feeling self-conscious at all the people staring at me, I ran a hand through my hair and then felt my cheeks burn in embarrassment. As if unruly hair would make the board more or less likely to burn me at the stake.

      As my hand moved through my hair, the angle of my wrist gave Franklin a clear look at the black lines weaving up my forearm, the clear sign of demon poison slowly following the veins to my heart.

      Franklin's eyes widened in shock. He looked from me to Darla but didn't say anything.

      I yanked my sleeves down and racked my brain, trying to think of anything I could say that would make this better. Darla had been right to focus on the night of the conclave. I had raised the demon, and I had raised a zombie and used it to kill. I had done everything she accused me of. Freddy had done his best to show that there were extenuating circumstances, but I doubted that would make a difference. There were no circumstances that made it acceptable to raise a demon.

      I began speaking without much idea of what I was going to say. "I'm sorry... Sorry for everyone who was hurt by my part in this. Macaven killed my entire family, all to power his demon-summoning spell, and when I tried to stop him, I somehow set it free. I know my actions have affected everyone in this room." I forced myself to turn and look into the crowd. Facing the countless death dealers, I squared my shoulders and said defiantly, "But even knowing that, I don't think I would've done anything differently. Macaven had to be stopped, and no one else was doing anything. Macaven paid for his crimes with his life. It brought me no peace, but it had to be done." I swallowed hard. "And I regret especially what this has cost Luke...and I have spent all of my time since trying to make it up to him."

      I hesitantly looked up at Luke. He smiled back at me, his eyes filled with a lifetime's worth of sadness. In that moment I didn't see Caleb at all in his face—just Luke. Hot tears filled my eyes. I looked down at my hands, turning back to face Franklin and the elders before the audience could have the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

      Franklin waited for a moment to be sure I was finished before speaking. "If there is no one else that wishes to speak, the board will retire to deliberate."

      He waited to be sure no one else wanted to speak, and then he rose to his feet and headed out of the tent. The rest of the board followed slowly.

      As soon as their calming presence was gone, the tent dissolved into chaos. The cacophony of raised voices made it impossible to hear individual discussions. Luke, Dean, and Freddy came to sit with me, trying to make small talk to pass the tense wait, but I couldn't make myself sit still. I excused myself to find an outhouse, but once outside I just moved away from the noisy tent.

      Soon I came across more raised voices, and I almost moved away—I didn't want to hear some random death dealers arguing about whether or not I should die—but then I recognized Darla's angry voice. I froze, listening carefully.

      "...but, Uncle Franklin, we had no choice! We have to deal with her and the demon now, before they can figure out how to bring the rest over!" I caught sight of the two of them around the corner of a tent. They were standing close together in the fringes of the dense forest—far enough not to be heard by the rest of the camp, but not to cover their raised, angry voices.

      "That isn't your decision to make, young lady," Franklin said harshly. Taking a deep breath, he continued in a tone of overtaxed patience. "The guild has a council for a reason. Our gifts make our kind susceptible to rash and overly harsh decisions, and the council keeps us from just the kind of notoriety this incident creates."

      He looked toward the far side of the camp where the cabin was visible through the trees. "Are you telling me there is a demon in that cabin?"

      "Yes, but it's bound in human form. We can kill it and end this once and for all." Darla's voice was emphatic.

      "And what about the child it has possessed?"

      "It didn't possess the child, it made it from scratch."

      Franklin shook his head, "No, my dear, that's not the way it works. The demon had to have something to work with, some seed to build on."

      Darla looked confused, working through Franklin's logic despite her anger. "No—it looks like Colina. I guess it somehow used her sacrificed family to make a vessel. But that doesn't make it a person."

      "That is for the council to decide, not you. Colina, may die because of this spell of yours, and I'm not entirely sure that wasn't your plan from the start."

      Darla made no attempt to deny it.

      He took a deep breath, glaring into Darla's eyes as he spoke slowly. "You will not take any action from now on without council’s consent. This little ritual of yours is canceled until further notice."

      "Uncle Franklin, you can't do that. We have to act now while we still can!" Darla curled her hands into fists, barely containing her anger.

      "It is already done." He spoke firmly but then softened his voice and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Darla, for your own sake, leave this in the council's hands. You don't need the weight of this decision on your soul."

      Without another word, Darla turned away from him, striding into the woods with tears of betrayal in her eyes. I stepped back behind a tree before either of them could see me, waiting until I could no longer hear the leaves crunching under their feet before I walked back to the tent.

      Darla may not have been able to count on family loyalty to hand her my head on a platter after all. If Franklin was concerned about my safety, it must've meant that he didn't intend to do me in. That, at least, was promising.
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      As I stepped back into the tent, noisy conversations paused, and all eyes turned to me. I took a few steps in, and then conversation started again. As I walked between the tables I heard whispers of "Garuda Guild" and "Macaven."

      If nothing else, the trial let the Phoenix Guild hear from Darla's own mouth that someone else might have borne some of the guilt for what happened.

      I moved back to my table at the front, now crowded with Luke, Dean, and Freddy. I was a bit surprised to see them all sitting together peacefully. Freddy seemed to be carrying most of the conversation. I sat down at the end of the table, my knees rubbing against Luke's on one side and Dean's on the other.

      Freddy kept up a constant stream of irreverent comments interspersed with jibes at everyone's expense. I suffered an odd sense of déjà vu. I remembered spending time with people my own age, laughing and talking about nothing of much importance, and I became very homesick for my own clan and family. I knew there was no going back. My family was dead, and my clan would never forgive and forget. They would be even less understanding than the Phoenix Guild. At least the guild acknowledged the occasional need for violent action. The clan, on the other hand, would never understand such acts of violence or the darkness that now coursed through my body and my mind.

      I wondered how long it would take for the elders to render a verdict. If it took too long, would the death dealers mingling around decide to take justice into their own hands?

      At some point Darla came back in, and several of her young friends joined her at her table. They whispered in harsh tones and shot angry looks in my direction.

      At some point board members filed back in and made their way to their table. The audience instantly went quiet, this time without any prompting from Franklin. Anticipation charged the air. By the look on the crowd's faces, they were hoping for blood.

      My body tensed. I realized my hands were curled into fists. I was ready for a fight if they wanted one. I looked over at Luke. His whole focus was on his uncle. I could tell by the clench of his jaw that his thoughts were running along the same lines as mine.

      I took a deep breath and tried to remain calm, sitting stiffly in my chair as I waited for the verdict.

      Franklin seemed to sense the tension running through the crowd, because he didn't take long to come to the point. "The board has reached a verdict. Colina Campbell, we find you guilty of violating guild law."

      My heart sank. I don't know why I was surprised at the ruling; did I honestly expect them to find me innocent? I hadn't exactly gone down on my hands and knees and begged forgiveness.

      At the verdict a cheer went up from Darla's table, but to my surprise it didn't seem get much traction in the rest of the room. Everyone was quietly staring at Franklin. I realized the most important part of the verdict hadn't been announced—my punishment.

      "Colina, you will be taken to the elders at Fjellborg, our oldest retreat, to be educated in how to use and control your powers. They will also instruct you in the rules and limitations of your new guild. You will remain there until your twenty-sixth birthday. When you turn twenty-six, the council will review your progress to be sure that you are no longer a threat to yourself or to others."

      A shock went through my system. I looked around at the crowd. There were many unhappy faces. Seven years held prisoner at a remote location was not a severe enough punishment for the Phoenix Guild. I started to stand, but Luke's hand reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was so tight, I gasped. We looked at each other. I could see the anger in his eyes, could feel his fingers begin to heat with hellfire. He was keeping it under control, but just barely.

      "Colina, it's suicide to try and fight," he hissed under his breath. "You have to tell them you accept their verdict."

      I pulled my arm way and hissed, "You're insane if you think I'm going to let them lock me up for seven years."

      "I'll go with you."

      His words made me pause.

      His eyes narrowed. "I will convince my uncle to let me go with you."

      I gave a harsh laugh. "You really think he would let you? And even if he would, you want to go off to this place? You know they'll have me under constant supervision. I won't be able to leave. I will be a prisoner for seven years. How is this not worse than being held hostage by Gage?"

      "My people only want to keep you safe..."

      My people. My words were laced with anger as I spat back, "Your people are no different than Gage. They want control over me, over my magic."

      Dean and Freddy had both stayed silent until now, but Dean leaned forward and said, "They want to reign your magic in."

      "Reign in my magic or control me, what's the difference?"

      Freddy spoke, "Colina, this verdict is a good thing." I started to protest, and he raised his hands as if in surrender. "I get you aren't thrilled with idea of going to this place. But the verdict could have been worse. It could have been death. At least you're alive."

      "I'm not letting them take me anywhere." I said the words through clenched teeth.

      There was a commotion. It was Darla. She had jumped to her feet and was shouting at the top of her lungs at her uncle. "This is not justice!"

      The others at her table jumped up with her, shouting protests and threats.

      Franklin's hand smashed down on the table, making a loud clap and startling both of the other board members. "That's enough! The board has made its ruling and the matter is closed!"

      Darla stood for a moment, staring at him, her mouth set in a firm line, and then she turned and stormed from the tent, followed by her grumbling minions.

      The assembly broke up quickly as groups left the tent, talking intently amongst themselves.

      Franklin exchanged quiet words with the other board members and then walked toward me. "Colina, I hope you see that this outcome is best for everyone."

      Luke's hand shot out and grabbed mine again. He wanted me to go along.

      I would for now. He was right—it would be suicide to try and fight with so many death dealers present. I had to play it smart. Wait until nightfall to try and make my escape. When I escaped, would Luke go with me? He had just told me he was willing to go off and live in a remote death dealer camp for seven years.

      I looked at Franklin. He was waiting for me to say something. I forced words out of my mouth. "I do see that I am being treated fairly. Thank you." I tried to smile, though I doubt I pulled it off.

      I could see by his expression he knew I didn't believe what I was saying.

      He looked at Luke and then back at me. "It is for the best. Our most capable mages study at Fjellborg, and if there is anyone who knows how to help you, they will be there."

      "Help me?"

      "Yes." He reached out and gently grasped my wrist, turning it over to show the black lines scrolling up my forearm. "You have been bitten by the demon. Its poison will kill you slowly, by inches, and the darkness will creep into your soul as much as your body. We have some records of victims of demon poison, and it isn't a good way to die. If there is anyone who can help you, they are at Fjellborg. We have some records left from the demon wars, and we might be able to find a cure."

      He gestured at two young death dealers who hovered near the door, not quite looking at me. "In the meantime, Jack and Lyla will keep an eye on you for your own protection. Emotions are still high, and we don't want any more tragedies."

      "What about Jamie? What are you going to do with her?" I demanded.

      "Jamie? Oh... You mean the demon." He looked off in the distance for a moment and then back at me. "The creature will go with you. Some of the most powerful members of our guild are at Fjellborg. It may take some time, but they will find a way to send the creature straight back to hell."
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        * * *

      

      I'd closed my eyes to rest, and when I opened them again, I found it was dark outside. I was alone in the tent. A lantern burned brightly on a nearby table.

      Luke and I had been escorted back to my tent, trailed the whole way by my two new guards. Once Luke saw me settled on the cot, he made me promise I wouldn't do anything rash and then left with a vague comment about going to talk to his uncle.

      I didn't try to stop him. I had just been told I would have to spend the next seven years in some remote death dealer camp under lock and key. What difference did another hour or two make?

      Seven years they thought they would keep me prisoner. Did they really think I would just go along with their plans? I shook my head. I wasn't staying here. I would rather die trying to escape then go meekly with them to be held prisoner again. What would Dean think if I told him what I was thinking? Would he help me? Or would his loyalties lie with his people?

      I peeked outside and saw two figures standing close by the tent entrance, illuminated by the moonlight; my guards were still in place. When Luke got back, I would try and convince him that we needed to escape tonight. If we waited until everyone was asleep and then overpowered our guards, we might be able to make it out of the camp before anyone realized.

      Just as I was contemplating which guard to knock out first, Dean walked into the tent. "How are you feeling?"

      "I'm okay." But I wasn't really. I felt stronger since taking the counter potion, but I could still feel the effects of the poison. My mind was fuzzy, and there was a general weakness in my limbs. How long could I go on like this? How long until the poison killed me? Uncle Franklin had tried to sound confident when he said they would find a way to heal me, but I knew the truth. They knew as much about the demons as I did, maybe even less. The only one who truly knew about demons was Mildred—the old woman had been around when demons roamed the earth. She was my one chance of surviving.

      When Mildred first told me she'd walked among demons, I didn't believe her. How could she possibly be so old? The demons had been freed a hundred years ago, and Mildred looked like a woman in her seventies. But I'd seen Mildred wield incredible power. She had done everything she could to help me when Gage had taken me prisoner. I had to believe she was my friend and that she wanted to help me. I had to believe the things she told me about the demons. If she'd been around during the demon wars, she'd have to have some knowledge of demon poison and, hopefully, its antidote.

      "Are you sure you're okay?" Dean asked, peering down into my face.

      "I'm fine," I lied.

      "You look pale." He started to reach for me, but I moved away.

      "You don't need to worry, Dean." My face must have revealed something, because Dean crossed his arms and gave me a stern look.

      My thoughts turned to Jamie. She was safe for the moment. Franklin had forbidden Darla from doing the next ritual.

      "You aren't going to abide by their ruling." It wasn't a question. "I can tell you're up to something. You know you can trust me."

      We had been through a lot together. Back in the hospital I had trusted Dean with my life. I knew he cared about me, but if I told him I wanted to escape... Was our history together enough reason for him to turn his back on his guild and become a fugitive alongside me?

      I guess it's time to see where his loyalties lie. "I'm getting out of here."

      Without hesitation, he answered, "Count me in."

      I looked at him. He had such a determined look on his face. "When I said 'we,' I meant Luke and me. Dean..."

      He raised his hand and interrupted me. "I'm not letting you out of my sight again."

      "If they catch us escaping, there will be consequences. Dean, these are your people. I know how much you care for them. I can't be the reason you betray them. Besides, even if we are able to escape, it's not safe out there for death dealers."

      "I'm not leaving you," Dean said quietly. He reached out and snatched my hand before I could pull it away. He put his other hand over his heart and said with a wide smile, "Wherever you go, I will go."

      A death dealer quoting the Bible? "Idiot," I laughed.

      "Sorry to interrupt," an angry voice spoke from the entrance of the tent. It was Luke.

      I pulled my hand away.

      Luke's eyes went from Dean to me. I could see his frustration blazing in them, but no hellfire slid across his skin. If he was angry, he was controlling his emotions this time. How could Dean go with us? Every time Luke looked at Dean, he had murder in his eyes. All it would take was for Luke to lose his temper one time and shoot hellfire at Dean. If Dean turned berserker, he could kill us all.

      Luke turned to me stiffly. "Darla wants to talk to you."

      I stood up and looked back at Dean, trying to come up with a reason for him to leave. "Can you go check on Jamie?"

      "Sure," Dean said, getting off the cot. He pushed past Luke and left the tent without another word.

      I stood on trembling legs for a moment and then sat back down on the cot. "What does your sister want?"

      "I'm not sure what she wants, but she was insistent that she needs to talk to you immediately." Luke watched me struggle to stand. "Do you need help?"

      "No, I'm fine." I pushed myself upright again. I wavered a bit on unsteady legs, but Luke made no move to help me.

      He turned and walked out of the tent and across the campsite.

      I slowly followed after him, my guards trailing behind. What could Darla possibly want besides my head on stick?

      When we reached the edge of camp, we found a group of five death dealers surrounding Darla. They parted when they saw us.

      Darla walked up and stopped a few inches from me, glaring. For a moment, I thought she might try and hit me.

      Luke growled, "Darla, you promised to keep it civil."

      I thought for a moment she might turn that anger I could see brimming just under the surface on her brother. But instead, she did something totally unexpected. She gave me a wide smile. "Glad you could make it."

      There was something sinister about her smile. I looked around. The guards were no longer behind us. Were they loyal to Darla? I scanned the area once more. There was no one close by. We were on the edge of camp. Darla had me alone.

      "Don't worry, Colina, I don't want to hurt you. Just the opposite, actually: I need you."

      "Need me for what?" I demanded.

      She looked up at the moon. "For the second ritual. Time we sent your little friend back to hell."

      Darla was going to go against her uncle and do the second ritual she had talked about before he came to camp. "Why should I help you do anything?"

      Darla's smile was already showing signs of strain. "Because we both want to finish this. To be rid of the demon once and for all." The smile slipped completely.

      I was relieved—an angry Darla seemed to ring more true than fake-friend Darla.

      "So you're happy to leave yourself in my uncle's hands, are you? You like the idea of hanging on the top of a mountain with a bunch of old people doing homework? If you help me, I will help you. I'll help you escape from the guild."

      "You wanted me to be punished."

      "I wanted..." she started, her voice almost a shout. She stopped, trying to gain control of herself. "I wanted justice, but I can't get that here."

      "I won't hurt Jamie."

      She didn't seem surprised by my words. "I see you've grown close to the little monster." She put her hands out as if in surrender. "I'm not interested in the human child. I want to banish the demon."

      I knew Darla thought I didn't want to harm the girl because she looked like me. It was true that she resembled my family. At the moment, she was the only link I had left to my father and brother.

      Maybe that was a part of the reason I wanted to save her, but my instincts were telling me it was wrong to kill her. "You said the first ritual would make the demon human. And the second one would allow you to kill it." I looked over at Luke. He was watching his sister, but so far he hadn't said a word.

      "Our first translation of the spell wasn't exactly perfect. The spell we are going to do won't hurt the child. It will just banish the demon that is still trying to cling to her."

      I looked at her, trying to decipher whether she was telling the truth. Could I trust Darla?

      "If you help us with this spell, I will help you get away." She held her anger in tight control, but she couldn't hide her impatience with having to talk me into it.

      "And if I do the ritual and you help me escape, how will your uncle feel about your betrayal?" I remembered Franklin forbidding Darla to complete the spell. He'd been worried about Darla's intentions, as was I.

      "Let me worry about Uncle Franklin. If we send the demon back to hell, he'll come around. I might even be able to convince him you aren't worth going after." She tried for another smile. It didn't reach her eyes.

      I turned to Luke. "What do you think?"

      Luke was watching his sister closely. "I think if there's a chance we can banish the creature, we should do it. Darla is right, if we do this, given time I might be able to convince my uncle that there's got to be another way."

      Darla's face suddenly became guarded. "There's one more thing, and you probably aren't going to like it." Her glance swung toward her brother. "I need Luke to do a separate spell during the ritual. One that will help strengthen the protection around the pentagram." She was now addressing him directly. "The spell you have to do must be done over a power source." She pointed across the campsite toward the small cabin. "The cabin is sitting on one. The energy lines run along the edge of camp, which makes the cabin the only convenient place to access its power. Brother, I need you do the spell in there."

      I could tell by Luke's expression he didn't like the idea. If he was in the small cabin doing a protection spell, then I would be on my own doing the ritual with Darla. Once again, I wondered if I could trust her.

      I could barely make out the cabin from where we were standing. It was on a power source? I wondered why they'd chosen that cabin to keep Jamie in if it was sitting on a natural reservoir of power.

      I knew the earth's raw energy ebbed and flowed like rivers and pools under the surface. If Darla was right, that meant the area under the cabin contained a wide river of this power. No one with magic, or even sensitivity to it, liked to live in close proximity to that much energy. It was like living near power lines—you could almost feel the energy in the air, feel it bouncing against your skin. It could make you uncomfortable and on edge. No one wanted to live too close to a source like this, but still people were attracted to such power and often lived on the outskirts of it. I had been taught that all sorts of things—humans, animals, and spirits—were attracted to such power and followed the energy flows.

      It was interesting that the death dealers had picked a camp in a relatively calm area beside two rivers—one made of water and one of power.

      Darla looked from her brother back to me. "Timing is going to be everything in this ritual. We have to do the banishment at a specific time."

      "Let me guess: the witching hour?" I whispered.

      Darla nodded and signaled the others before she started walking toward the trees. Her minions all fell into line and followed her.

      Luke reached out and took my hand. I glanced back at the camp. If this ritual worked, I could finally right the terrible wrong I had done when I let the creature loose. It might be the first step on the path toward my redemption.
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      An hour later I, like everyone else in the clearing, was wearing a long black robe over my gray T-shirt and black jeans. I stood alone in the middle of the pentagram. This was a far bigger pentagram than I'd seen used before. It spanned at least ten feet across, drawn around a rock altar. Surrounding the altar was a circle of black, lit candles. A chill went down my back. I wanted to be anywhere but here. I took a deep breath, let it out, and looked up at the honey-colored moon. It was well past midnight.

      My eyes swung around the clearing. On one side was Darla. She had a big black leather-bound book in her hand, and she was chanting. As she spoke the words of the spell, I watched dark storm clouds begin to slide across the moon. Darla was doing a forbidden ritual she found in one of the old magic books. A sense of wrongness clung to the entire affair. I shivered in the dark, more from fear than cold. I knew Luke was in the small cabin. Before he left, he had shown me the spell book his sister had given him. The book was very old, with a cracked leather binding and missing pages. When he flipped the book open and showed me the spell he was to do, I'd felt a deep sense of foreboding.

      In the middle of the page was a drawing of a large, dark creature with horns. A demon. Somehow Darla had come across a binding spell. Luke's spell would throw an invisible energy net around the campground. If somehow the demon couldn't be contained within the pentagram, if it found the power to escape, Darla hoped the binding spell would contain it within the campground. If that did happen, would the death dealers be able to stop the demon? Would I? I was light-headed and weak from the poison. I doubted I held enough power to take on a demon even on a good day. It made me wonder again what type of magic the demon killers of old possessed. I looked back toward Darla. On either side of her were two robed figures: a girl and a young man. They both sported black hair and eyes that disappeared in the shadows of their black hoods. They were obviously brother and sister, and I could feel dark power clinging to them. The death dealers Darla had chosen to back her up would be strong, and I spent a fruitless moment trying to size them up. The young man held a small sword in his hand, and the girl was holding a silver chalice.

      I watched as another death dealer brought Jamie into the clearing. Her eyes were wide with fear. The robed figure pushed Jamie forward. They stopped at the edge of the pentagram. As the robed figure stood in the light of the candles, I could see it was a guy about my age. A wide malicious grin gleamed across his face as he gave her a hard shove. Helpless, Jamie fell forward.

      I leaped and caught Jamie before her head slammed into the ground. I hugged her close to me and whispered, "It's okay." But I knew everything was far from okay. In a matter of minutes, we were going to do a forbidden ritual and none of us had any idea what to expect, or if it would work.

      The robed figure made his way over to Darla's side, and when he was next to her, Darla handed him the book.

      Jamie whimpered and wrapped her arms around me.

      I cradled her body against mine and stroked her hair. "Don't be scared." I couldn't keep my voice from trembling.

      When I looked back at Darla, she had the sword in her hand, and she moved in front of the girl holding the chalice. In one quick movement, Darla waved the blade in the air and brought the edge of it down against her own wrist. Darla sliced her skin, and I watched as drops of blood dripped into the cup.

      The pretty young death dealer wrapped gauze around Darla's arm. Then she reached her finger into the cup, grim concentration lining her face, and smeared the blood on Darla's forehead and cheeks. The girl dipped her fingers again and then drew another symbol on each of Darla's arms.

      Darla took the cup in one hand and the sword in the other and started toward the pentagram.

      The robed death dealers moved closer together and began to chant. As their voices rose, the wind began to whip through the trees.

      Darla now stood on the outside of the pentagram. "Ready?" she said, looking at me.

      My arms tightened around the child. This is madness. "Ready," I said with trembling lips.

      Darla shouted out a string of words. It wasn't Latin. Was it Gaelic? During the last ritual, the spell had been in Gaelic. I didn't understand a word of it, but somehow when I started to say the words the spell had taken over and foreign words spewed from my mouth.

      Luke said they'd been searching for a spell to banish the demon since I had let the creature loose. How long had Darla had this spell tucked away and ready to use? She must have had plenty of time to practice the words of the spell until she could say them with confidence, because there was no hesitation whatsoever in Darla as she stood before us and began chanting away.

      The air around us took on a red hue as a heavy mist began to fill the clearing. Darla took a deep breath, let it out, and then walked into the pentagram. There was a sudden bright flash of light, the wind began to roar, and the flames of the candles shot up into the air. But I realized in a moment of horror that it wasn't just the wind I felt brush against my skin. I could feel ghostly fingers caressing my hair and the backs of my hands. I could hear whispers slide across my ears. I physically froze as I realized more than a dozen spirits were swimming all around us.

      I looked up at Darla as she stood over me.

      Why hadn't she told me there would be spirits involved in this spell? Why was she being so secretive about this ritual? Because she still doesn't trust you. The words whispered in my ear.

      Darla pointed to the altar.

      I knew she wanted me to pick up the child and lay her across the altar. It was all part of the spell. I felt that overwhelming sense of foreboding again. This wasn't right; I needed to stop this ritual before it was too late. I faced Darla and started to speak.

      But before I could get a word out, Darla waved her arms and shouted out. The blood symbols on her arms began to glow, and a wave of cold washed over me.

      The spirits around me began to pull on my clothes and my hair. I tried to cry out, but no noise came from my mouth. My arms and body went limp, and I dropped down next to Jamie on the ground.

      I watched in horror as Darla stood over me, waving the sword in the air. With each word she spoke, the wind grew stronger. When the gale seemed like it couldn't grow any stronger, she stopped chanting and gave me a wide smile.

      "The circle must be complete," she said.

      I realized that this had been her plan all along. This was why she had kept Luke away. I was an idiot to have ever trusted her.

      Darla planned to sacrifice me tonight.

      It was no small feat for Darla to drag me over to the stone altar and pull my body slowly up onto it. I never would've thought her strong enough, but she somehow managed it, and all I could do was helplessly watch. The spell had completely paralyzed me—I couldn't move, I couldn't speak.

      Once Darla got my body on the rock, she moved back toward Jamie. She picked up the motionless child and carried her over to the altar. She laid her down on top of me.

      Darla moved slowly around us. She arranged Jamie so her arms and legs were directly over mine. We both lay face up and spread-eagle on the rock.

      "I'm sorry I have to do this." It was Darla's voice. I could feel her breath on my neck. "But it has to be done. Colina, your blood must be shed along with the child's."

      The truth hit me like a thunderbolt. She was about to kill us both. Everything inside of me was screaming to move, to get free, but I was a prisoner inside my own body. Anger and fear rose in me. My ears were listening for my spirit pack howling on the wind, but there was nothing. Nothing but the sound of Darla's people chanting in the background.

      Darla whispered in my ear, "I'm afraid I told a bit of a fib. The spell Luke's doing is not to bind the demon if he gets out of the pentagram. It's to bind you. Your magic won't work, not for a short while. It will be long enough for me to sacrifice you both. Luke doesn't know he's betraying you. The fool is still in love with you, but not for long. He'll mourn for you, but he'll get over it. I'll be by his side. I'll help him move on. "

      I felt a sharp pain and a burning sensation as the knife sliced across my right wrist, and then a few seconds later I heard Jamie cry out and felt her hot blood slide down my arm.

      Jamie was making noise, which meant whatever spell Darla had done to me hadn't been done to her. Jamie could break free. She could run away, get help. But she didn't move.

      Darla moved to my other side and sliced my left wrist. Both wrists now throbbed as my blood dripped down my skin and onto the rock. I tried to move, but I was still frozen.

      Storm clouds swirled above, blocking the moon, and a drop of water hit my face. It was starting to rain.

      Darla's face appeared above me, blocking my view. "I'm sorry it has to end this way, but you have to understand. This is the only way to keep us safe." Darla clutched the sword in both hands.

      I could feel Jamie's head underneath my chin. Run, Jamie! Get away! I screamed the words over and over in my mind. But Jamie was not a reader. She couldn't hear my thoughts. She lay against me, and I could feel her body trembling in fear. She was too scared to move. Too scared to try to save herself. There was no one coming to our rescue. Darla had made sure no one who might help us would be around to see her wicked deeds. After she'd killed us both, how would she explain it to her brother? Would she lie to him and tell him it was a spell gone wrong? Tell him the demon had killed me in the pentagram before she could come to my aid?

      Darla raised the sword up into the air and pointed it at my throat. "First you must die, and then the vessel will perish. The circle must be complete."

      I was about to die. After all I'd been through, all the horrible things I'd survived, this was going to be the end. My thoughts went to my family, to my friends. To Luke.

      Why hadn't I tried harder to make things right between us? Everything I'd done since he'd died was to bring him back to me. But yet, somehow those feelings had been pushed aside by the fear I had for Caleb. They were buried deep down inside me. The face of Caleb had scared me so much that I hadn't been able to look past it. Why couldn't I see past the dark parts of Caleb? Why couldn't I see Luke?

      Darla had tried to tell me her brother was still the same, but I knew it wasn't true. But did it matter that he'd changed? I had changed. I was so different now from the girl I had once been. So many things had happened over the last year. He was still in there, still fighting to find his way through a sea of angry emotions. I could have helped him, but instead I pushed him away. A teardrop slid down the corner of my eye. Now there was no time left to make things right.

      The metal tip of the sword poised above me, sparkling in the candlelight. The blade moved down until I felt the tip of it pressing against my throat. It would take but one thrust, and the sword would pierce my throat.

      Darla looked up into the sky and started to shout out the words of a spell.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the end to come. There were so many things I had left undone. Too many wrongs I couldn't undo. My spirit would be like my mother's, wandering restlessly between this world and the next for an eternity.

      Darla's voice suddenly stopped chanting. I opened my eyes to see her look over her shoulder and scream, "No!"

      And the world around us exploded.

      I was thrown into the air, and my body crashed hard on the ground. I lay there, my ears ringing, my mind confused, my body bruised and bleeding. I tried to move but found that I was still paralyzed.

      People moved and yelled around me, and then Luke's face was hovering over mine. "Colina!"

      I blinked, and Luke's face disappeared. The back of my head began to throb. I could feel tears sliding down my cheeks. I wanted to scream out that Darla tried to kill me. I wanted to run away, but all I could do was lay there and pray for Luke to come back. The throbbing in my head increased; it felt as though my skull was going to explode. A coldness spread through my body and limbs. This is how I'm going to die, I thought. Alone, lying broken and bruised on the ground with demon poison coursing through my veins. This is the karmic payback for all the things I've done. All the harm I've caused.

      I wondered, when I was in spirit form, would Luke be able to see me? Hear me?

      The cold eased, and a tingling, like a sleeping limb awakening, spread through my whole body. I instinctively tried raising my hand to rub my aching face, and it moved. My hand moved. I gathered my will and heaved myself into a seated position. My movements were wooden. I seemed to have limited control.

      Around me, chaos reigned. Luke stood facing down the two young death dealers, fire dripping from his hands. Puddles of it flowed away from him like burning oil. Blackened earth crossed the line of the pentagram, breaking its power. That explained why the spell stopped—Luke must have burned through the pentagram's border.

      As I watched, dozens of banshees swirled into existence and rushed toward him. The death dealers were raising their banshees to attack Luke. Fires flared high around him, and his flaming banshees raced to meet the challenge, more terrifying than any banshees I'd seen. These were not the lost souls of other death dealers stuck between worlds and bound—instead they were damned souls, ripped from across the veil by Caleb's horrible power.

      Smoke and ash filled the air, and as the banshees met, bone-chilling screams added to the hellish scene. The weaker banshees faded and disappeared as they met the damned ones, and soon the death dealers were fleeing, their cloaks smoldering as Luke's damned banshees chased after them.

      Darla lay beside the altar, moving groggily, obviously stunned by the breaking of such a powerful spell. She grasped at the earth around her, looking for the hilt of the sword that lay inches from her outstretched hand.

      I tried to rise and stop her, but I still didn't have the strength to get to my feet. I flopped back to my side and then rolled to my knees in frantic haste. Blood roared in my ears, and I almost collapsed again.

      Darla, however, had managed to grasp the sword and rise to her feet. She leaned unsteadily against the altar, looking at me with wild eyes. Her focus shifted to the child, who lay curled on her side, holding her sliced wrist and crying quietly. Darla took an unsteady step toward her.

      I gave up on trying to stop her physically and instead reached out to find another kind of weapon. The roar of a bear ripped across the clearing. I looked up to see the hazy outline of my spirit bear leap to the top of the altar behind Darla, its misty form solidifying as it prepared to strike and bring her down. It raised its paw, and with one wide swipe, Darla was knocked to the ground.

      More death dealers rushed into the clearing, coming to help their comrades; the camp must have finally heard the fighting and come to investigate. I used every ounce of strength I'd left to call on the rest of my spirit pack. All around us, wolf howls filled the air, and the screams of death dealers followed. For a moment, the death dealers tried to stand, but my spirit pack ripped through the banshees that they raised to defend themselves. The mob broke up, fleeing with spirit creatures on their heels.

      The world spun, and I fell onto my back. I wiped a hand across my face, only then noticing the blood flowing from my slashed wrist as it dripped across my cheek. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply.

      Something brushed against my face, and I opened my eyes. It was Dean. His head was close to mine. "Thank Goddess you're alive," he said. My body was hoisted into the air.

      Luke's voice shouted, "Hurry, they're coming. Run!"

      Those were the last words I heard as my eyes closed and my mind slid away into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I came to, I was lying in a bed, a colorful handmade quilt covered me. Light shone through a crack in a set of dark-blue drapes. The back of my head throbbed. I looked around the room.

      There were knickknacks everywhere—little figurines of cats and dogs covered most of the flat surfaces. The cabins in the camp were sparsely decorated. Wherever I was, I was no longer in the death dealers' camp.

      The door opened, and I froze. I let out of sigh of relief when I recognized Dean coming through the doorway.

      He gave me a wide grin. "Sleeping Beauty has finally woke up."

      I pushed the covers off and moved to get out of bed, but stopped as I realized I was wearing nothing but a red, oversize flannel shirt that reached down to my knees and a pair of white socks. Both my wrists were wrapped in white gauze.

      Dean rushed forward. "Not so fast. You took a good bump on the head and lost a lot of blood from the cuts on your wrists. How are you feeling?"

      I reached up and gingerly touched the large lump protruding from the back of my head. "I'm tired and bruised, but very much alive. No thanks to Darla."

      Gone was the grin. "She could've killed you," Dean said.

      "That was her plan all along." And I'd been dumb enough to fall into her trap.

      "And why she made such a point of keeping the rest of us busy and away from the ritual." Dean sat down on the bed.

      "She was doing a spell that needed my blood. She was going to push that sword through me and Jamie."

      His eyes filled with anger. "Darla wanted to kill you. And she almost got away with it."

      "Why didn't she?"

      He gave me a puzzled look.

      "Why didn't she get away with it? She was saying the spell—the sword was at my throat. What stopped her?"

      A frown creased his forehead. "I wish I could say I came to your rescue, but it was Luke. I don't know why he left the cabin but thank the Goddess he did." Dean reached out and took my hand in his. "I don't know what I would have done if I had lost you."

      I gave his hand a small squeeze and then slowly pulled my fingers out of his grasp.

      He was watching me. Those blue eyes were so intense. He'd made it clear how he felt about me, but how did I feel about him? In those last moments when Darla had the sword to my throat, and I thought I was about to die my thoughts had been only of Luke.

      "I was on the other side of the camp when I heard all hell break loose. When I came into the clearing, you were on the ground," he said.

      Dean had arrived when most of the fighting was over. If he'd come sooner, some of the magic that had been whizzing through the air might have hit him. If it had, he would've changed. Then we would have had more to deal with than just the death dealer's banshees.

      I looked around the room. "Where are we?"

      "A farmhouse."

      "A farmhouse? Whose? Where's Luke? Jamie?" My chest tightened in fear as I waited for his answer. Did they make it out alive?

      "They're here. They're safe. "

      "I want to see Luke."

      The frown was back on Dean's face. "He's not here."

      "Where did he go?"

      "He's out doing some type of magic to keep them from following our trail. He said it's something like wiping away footsteps in the sand."

      I reached up and touched the bump again. "How long was I out?"

      "Four days."

      I'd been unconscious for four days? I looked down at the bandages wrapped around my wrists. They covered the cuts Darla had made when she had spilled my blood. I'd made it out with just a few cuts, some bruises, and a lump on my head. Had Jamie been as lucky? "Was Jamie hurt?"

      "She has some cuts like yours, but we bandaged them up."

      I started to make a move to get up again.

      Dean put up his hand. "Colina, Jamie is fine. She's sitting with Mrs. Olsen in the kitchen, watching her make biscuits. Mrs. Olsen took us in. We're safe here."

      "And now they're hunting us, Darla and her people." It wasn't a question. "Darla knew what she was doing all along. She lured me to the ritual. She made sure Luke was out of the way. She planned the whole thing. She planned to sacrifice both of us." Who would've thought Darla was capable of such a wicked act? But I knew to what lengths people would go to protect their own. When the ones you love are in danger, it's easy to cross the lines of morality. I'd learned you could justify just about anything when you needed to.

      "Darla won't let us go," I continued. "She'll keep hunting until she finds us."

      Dean got up and walked over to the drapes, opening them to look out the window. "We traveled for two days before we got here. When we stumbled onto the farmhouse, Mrs. Olsen took one look at the bunch of us, took us in, and started feeding us. She's been taking care of you."

      "Does she know we're death dealers?" I asked.

      "She didn't ask, and we didn't offer much information. All Mrs. Olsen seems to care about is that we need her help."

      If only the rest of the world could be so compassionate. Darla would come eventually. Luke was trying to cover our trail, but if we stayed here too long, they would catch up with us. We needed to keep moving. This time I pushed the covers away and swung my feet over the bed. The sudden movement made me dizzy. I fell back.

      Dean turned to me; his face filled with concern. "You need rest."

      "I'm fine." Even as I said the words, I knew it wasn’t true.

      Dean leaned down and grabbed my arm. He lifted it and pointed to my blackened veins. The poison had started traveling up my arm again and was now under a third of the skin between my wrist and elbow. "You're not okay. You're not going anywhere until you've had a chance to catch your breath." His fingers grazed gently along my arm before he reluctantly let me go. "Rest. I'll be back later to check in on you."

      I watched Dean walk out of the room. We shouldn't stay here. We should keep moving. Darla tried to kill us. She was not going to stop until she completed the spell. Her only concern was keeping her people safe.

      I knew what it was like to have a single-minded purpose. Mine had been revenge—Darla's was survival. She would go to whatever lengths necessary to find us. But if she came at us again and Luke defended us, would she turn on Luke? She was capable of murder, of that I was now certain, but I didn't think she was capable of hurting her brother. His soul might be in another body, but every time she'd talked about Luke, she'd been defending him. I had my doubts about Luke, but Darla never wavered in her support for her brother. She wouldn't hurt him.

      But could he hurt her? Had Luke injured any of his people during the fight? Had he used that hellfire against his own sister?
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        * * *

      

      I don't know how long I napped, but when I woke it was to the sound of footsteps.

      An older woman with a face full of wrinkles and kind eyes stood in the doorway holding a wooden tray. She wore a brown dress that covered her from her neck all the way down to her shoes. Her brown hair was tied back in a bun. Mrs. Olsen, I presumed. A flowered teapot and porcelain cup and saucer sat on the tray.

      "Hello, dear." She set the tray down on the bed and poured tea into the cup, handing it to me. "I didn't mean to wake you. I wasn't sure if you were up to eating yet. When I'm not feeling well, a spot of tea always seems to help."

      I smiled, gratefully accepted the cup, and took a sip of the hot tea. My stomach grumbled loudly.

      Mrs. Olsen smiled. "I have freshly baked biscuits and a roasted chicken for dinner if you're hungry."

      I was about to answer when I spotted Jamie. She was standing in the doorway. There was a bruise on her cheek and small cuts along her arms. Both her wrists were bandaged. Her eyes were wide. She didn't make a move to enter the room, nor did she speak.

      Mrs. Olsen followed my gaze and spied Jamie. "Come in," she said. She leaned in and whispered to me as Jamie started forward, "Your sister was so worried about you. The poor child—she hasn't uttered one word since coming here."

      When Jamie was close enough, Mrs. Olsen reached out and patted her arm. "She's been such a dear helping me in the kitchen. And your brother Dean is such a nice boy. Your other brother should be back soon, he usually makes it back before sunset."

      Was she talking about Luke?

      She didn't wait for me to answer; she seemed happy carrying on the whole conversation all by herself. "He told me about the scoundrels who attacked you and your family. The world has become such a violent place." She patted my hand. "Drink your tea. I'll bring you some food later." She turned and walked out of the room.

      Jamie stayed a short distance away, watching me.

      I said her name and put out my hand. She walked slowly toward the bed until she was next to me. "Are you alright?" I asked.

      She stared at me and didn't say a word.

      I put the cup of tea on the side table and looked down at the white bandages on her arms. They matched mine. "I'm sorry I couldn't stop her."

      Still, not a word from the child.

      I reached out and pulled her toward me. Her body gave way, and she sat down on the bed next to me. I pulled her close until her head rested on my shoulder. I stroked her hair. "I'm so sorry I couldn't stop her," I said again. The words came tumbling out and with them came tears.

      That's how Luke found us a short while later. He came into the room and looked down at the child in my arms and my tear- streaked face. He didn't make a move to come any closer, but said, "How are you feeling?"

      "Good. As good as I can under the circumstances," I answered. "How are you?"

      "I'm fine," he said. I didn't believe him. I could see dark shadows under his eyes, like he hadn't slept in days. There was such anguish in his face, such guilt. Whatever happened back at the camp still haunted him.

      I wanted to take him into my arms and tell him everything was okay. He had no choice but to defend himself against the death dealers. They'd tried to kill me. He was only trying to save me. But I knew he'd done something he probably would never have thought possible—he'd gone against his own people.

      I had wondered what side he would choose, and he had taken mine. He had fought to protect me. He had injured, maybe killed, members of his guild, his family, to keep me alive. Now that decision and those actions were eating away at him. I could see his inner turmoil all over his face.

      After a few heavy moments, he broke the silence. "Mrs. Olsen says dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes. Did you want to get up? Or I can bring you a tray of food."

      "I'm feeling a lot better."

      Luke looked down at the child. "Jamie, Mrs. Olsen wants to know if you would like to help her frost the cake."

      I could feel Jamie start to move out of my arms. I had the strongest desire to pull her close to me again. Try as I might to remind myself, she was a child created by an evil creature, every time I looked into Jamie's face I saw my family—their looks, their expressions. Jamie might not be my sister in spirit, but she was the closest thing I had in reality.

      Jamie walked slowly out of the room. She paused in the doorway and looked back at me.

      I gave her a smile. "I'll see you at dinner."

      She nodded and disappeared around the corner. Luke turned to leave.

      "Luke," I said.

      When he turned back, I saw his expression had become guarded. He walked over to the bed. His fists were curled as if he thought he was about to do battle. "I'm not ready to talk about what happened," he said. "What Darla tried to do..." His voice broke. He shook his head and looked away. "I can't talk about it. Not yet."

      "I understand," I said quietly. He fought to protect me. He had only ever shown me that he cared, but I kept pushing him away.

      His eyes met mine. "I'm sorry about the way I acted back in camp." He uncurled his fists. "When I saw you and Dean together in the cabin..." He took a deep breath and then continued. "I overreacted. I never meant to hurt Dean or you. My temper seems to get the best of me, but I'm working hard to control it."

      He suddenly looked so lost. I wanted to reach out and pull him to me. I wanted to hug him. To reassure him that everything would be okay, but instead I said, "I know how hard it must be for you."

      "After I went through the rituals to gain dark magic, I spent so much time learning how to control the anger. The darkness. You know what it's like. The way the rituals change you."

      I did. Only too well.

      He walked over and looked out of the window. "I really thought I'd found a balance. So many of our kind lose themselves to the darkness. I vowed I wouldn't be like that. I'd never give into the anger. Vowed never to be like my father."

      Luke never talked about his family. When I'd met him, he and Darla had been watching their uncle's magic shop. "I just assumed you lived with your uncle because your parents were dead."

      He turned away from the window to meet my eyes. "My mother is dead. My father is very much alive. I don't talk about my parents. It's not something that we discuss, Darla and I. The memories are painful, unpleasant." He looked away again, but I saw the pain in his eyes before he could hide it. "My uncle took us in a few years ago after my mother's death."

      This time I didn't hesitate; I stood, crossed the room, and went into his arms.

      I pressed my head against his chest.

      His hand came up and stroked my hair. "My father was never quite right after he went through the rituals. But no one knew how much he'd changed. No one realized what he'd become." Luke paused, and I tightened my arms around him. "He started beating her after they were married, and by the time we came around..." He gave a long sigh and leaned against me. "He was a man who believed any misbehaving should be met with proper punishment."

      "He beat you," I whispered.

      "It got worse as we got older. She never tried to leave him. I understand now that he kept her with him through fear. He threatened to harm her, harm us, if she ever left. But in the end, staying with him didn't save her. I swore that I'd never be like him. I promised myself that I'd control the darkness, and I did. I found a balance." He pushed me back and looked into my eyes. "I'm not like him. I was nothing like him, but now... Sometimes the anger is all consuming. It blocks out all reason. Colina, I'm scared of what I might do." He reached up and gently touched my cheek. "When I saw you and Dean together, I wanted to kill him. I would have hit him with my magic if you hadn't stopped me."

      "It's not your fault. You were forced into a body..."

      He cut me off with a harsh laugh. "Of a psychopath. I know what Caleb was like. The anger and hatred that roared through him roars through me now. But I know I can get a handle on it. I did before, but until I do, it's not safe to be around me."

      "I'm not scared of you," I said.

      "We both know that's not true. I see the way you look at me. The way you shy away from me when I reach for you. Things aren't the same between us."

      "I want them to be."

      He let go of me and took a step back. "I know that things have changed. I've changed. I still love you, but I understand why you can't love me back." With those words, he turned and walked away.

      I wanted to go after him, but I wasn't sure what I could say to make him see that wasn't true. Not after the way I'd been treating him. The way I'd been keeping my distance from him. He'd tried to bridge the gap between us, and I'd been too full of fear to see the truth—Luke was still here with me. It might be Caleb's body that he possessed, but his heart and soul were Luke's.

      I'd been so scared that the old mage had been right. He had said that once a soul jumped a second time into a body, it could get twisted into something else. I had feared that the Luke I loved was lost forever. And when I looked into Caleb's face, I'd only been able to see the pain Caleb had given me when he tortured me. I couldn't see past it all. I couldn't see the guy I fell in love with, and the whole time Luke had been there, loving me.

      How much pain had I brought him by pushing him away? Luke was in there—he was fighting. He was fighting for himself, for us. I just had to keep believing in him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at the table, dressed in a long, furry, light-blue robe. To say the meal was uncomfortable was an understatement. Dean never took his eyes off me. Jamie was silent the whole time. She took bird-like bites of food as her eyes swung back and forth, watching us all. Luke kept giving me sideways glances, but every time I looked back his way, he wouldn't meet my eyes.

      Mrs. Olsen seemed oblivious to it all. She cheerfully chatted away about her neighbors, the postman, and every one of her favorite television shows.

      I didn't have much of an appetite. I pushed my food around my plate in an attempt to make it look like I was eating. Now that I was up and moving around, I realized how bruised and battered I felt. Thankfully, the throbbing in my head had lessened to a dull roar.

      When the meal was over, Dean began to fuss over me. He wanted to make sure I was comfortable. He tried to convince me to go back to bed. Luke sat quietly watching the two of us and then, without a word, got up from the table and walked out of the room.

      I finally convinced Dean he needed to help Mrs. Olsen clear the table and wash the dishes. The minute Dean walked into the kitchen with a pile of dishes in his hands, I escaped outside. The cool air caressed my skin. I looked up into the night sky. There were no clouds, only a million stars twinkling brightly around a partial moon. I looked off in the distance. The closest lights I could see were at least a mile away. About twenty feet from the house was a large barn; I could make out its outline in the moonlight. Mrs. Olsen had talked about owning chickens and a cow.

      She had never mentioned a Mr. Olsen, but I saw a photograph on the fireplace mantel of a young couple. In the photo, I recognized a younger Mrs. Olsen. She wore a white wedding dress and stood next to a young man in a dark suit. Had he left, or had he died? There didn't seem to be any easy way to bring the subject up. So far, her endless chatter hadn't included an absent or dead spouse.

      Marriage. At the thought, images of the dark wedding I had been forced to go through flashed into my mind. I looked up at the sky. Gage was out there somewhere. Just thinking of the way I'd gushed on about my love for him made me sick to my stomach. He had to get me into his bed to finish the spell. I would die before I let that happen.

      Gage was trying to bring a legion of demons back into our world. Instead of focusing on finding him and stopping him, I was stuck at a farmhouse with a group of death dealers on my trail. I knew they were chasing us. I knew Darla would be scouring the countryside looking for us, and once she found us, she would try to finish what she started in the woods. And if her brother protested, would she harm him? Make him a prisoner?

      A felt a chill run down my arms. I shivered.

      "Cold weather is coming." Luke stood in the shadows near the barn. I might never have seen him if he hadn't spoken.

      "Dean says you've been going off and doing something to keep them from finding us." Luke told me he didn't want to talk about his sister, but we had to talk about the fact that the death dealers were after us. They might be upon us at any minute.

      "I've been using Caleb's magic to cover our trail," he said. He made no move to come to my side.

      I walked over to him. "It's your magic now," I whispered. Mildred hadn't given Luke a choice—she'd arranged the hellhound attack that killed Caleb. Once the demon dog had ripped Caleb's spirit away, she cast the spell that transferred Luke's soul into Caleb's body. If Mildred had told me what she was planning, would I have stopped her? I knew Luke hadn't been happy sharing a body with Dean. If Luke had stayed in Dean's body, eventually Luke would have tried to take over completely. When he tried, Dean would have fought back. Dean had told me he had defended himself, and my biggest fear had always been that one day, Dean would somehow push Luke's spirit out.

      "I know you have feelings for him," Luke said.

      For a moment, I thought he was talking about Gage, and then I realized he was talking about Dean. I felt myself blush. If I said his accusation wasn't true, Luke would know I was lying. No matter how much I tried to fight it, I clearly had feelings for Dean. I was as confused about those feelings as anyone.

      At my silence, a frown creased Luke's forehead. I could see his hands curl into fists. "The jealousy that rages through me when I think of the two of you together... I can't control myself. I'm worried I might lose it and hurt you."

      He started to back away, but I reached out and grabbed his arm. "You would never hurt me." And as I said the words, I realized for the first time that I actually believed them.

      The anguish and guilt appeared again in his eyes. "Colina, I don't ever want to hurt you."

      "Didn't you hear? I'm one of the strongest mages around."

      He smiled at that, reaching up and brushing my bangs from my face. "Don't give up on me. I know I can find my balance again. I just need time."

      "I believe in you," I said. I leaned in and kissed him. This time, I didn't flinch when he kissed me back.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Olsen lent me one of her nightgowns. It was a long, old- fashioned, white cotton nightgown with a row of wooden buttons running down the front. The gown fell all the way to the floor. I felt foolish wearing it, but Mrs. Olsen had looked so pleased when she'd offered it to me that I couldn't turn her down.

      I was tucked away under a heavy quilt flipping through a magazine when there was a knock on my door.

      "Come in," I said.

      Dean entered. "All settled in for the night?" The gray flannel pajamas he wore were two sizes too big.

      I didn't mean to laugh at him, but I couldn't help myself.

      "Laugh away." His eyes slowly roamed over me. "You look adorable."

      I could feel myself blushing. The nightgown I wore came up high on the neck and covered my arms. It was something a grandmother would wear.

      Dean started toward the bed. There was a gleam in his eye—one I was more than familiar with.

      "Where's Luke?" I asked.

      Dean stopped and stared at me for a long moment before speaking. "He said he needed to take a walk before going to sleep." There was concern in his eyes. "How are you feeling?"

      "I'm feeling fine," I lied. I still felt a weakness deep inside. The demon poison was still working its way through my veins, but I had to stay strong. I had to keep going until we found Mildred and a way to counteract the poison for good.

      "I saw how little you ate at dinner."

      "I wasn't hungry." Changing the subject, I asked, "Where's Jamie?"

      "She's been sharing a bed with Mrs. Olsen."

      I don't know why his answer should surprise me, but it did. If Jamie were scared to be alone, I had thought she would have sought me out for comfort. Did she blame me for what happened back at the death dealer's camp? I blamed myself for not being able to keep her safe.

      I could see indecision flash across Dean's face as he watched me. I didn't know what to say to him. I knew all I had to do was give him one sign, one opening, and he would take me in his arms, so I remained silent and still.

      Finally, he said, "I'm off to bed. Try to get some sleep." He turned and walked toward the door. At the doorway, he spun back around. "Colina..." He stood there looking at me, uncertainty clear on his face.

      All it would take was one smile, one word, and he would be by my side. But I did none of that.

      He watched me for a long while until he finally broke the silence. "If you need anything just give a shout. I'm right across the hall." He turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      After the door closed, I whispered, "Good night."

      I brushed my fingers against my lips. I could still feel the warmth of Luke's lips pressed against mine. It had been a brief kiss, but it had made my heartbeat quicken. It seemed like such a long time ago that Luke had touched me, kissed me. Such a long time since we'd been in each other's arms. I desperately missed him and, for the first time, could see past Caleb's face. The way he moved, the things he said... When I looked into those eyes, I could finally see Luke staring back.

      I put away the magazine, turned off the lights, and settled down into bed. As soon as I dozed off, the nightmares started.

      Wendy was screaming out my name. She was tied to a chair, her hands and feet bound, struggling to get free. A large dark shape was making its way toward her. I tried to get to her, but terror froze me in place. Wendy saw the shadow and her eyes filled with fear. She shouted at it to stay away, but it kept coming. It reached out and grabbed her, and the air filled with screams of pain. The dark shadow slowly slid inside her. As it did, Wendy's eyes changed color, getting darker and darker until they were completely black.

      An evil smile bloomed on her face as she looked directly at me and said in a voice that was no longer hers, "Soon. Soon we will be free."

      Everything around me went dark. I heard a baby's plaintive wailing in the distance. I tried to find the baby, but every time I moved in one direction, the crying seemed to come from the opposite way. And then I was back in the mining town, standing in a room as rubble rained down on Jacob. I could see Jacob's twisted body under a pile of plywood and plaster. His eyes opened, blood streaming down his face.

      He cried out, "Heal me!"

      But I knew I couldn't heal him. I no longer had the light, the serenity, the balance inside me to heal. Only anger and darkness filled me now.

      Then Gage stood before me. He reached out and took me in his arms. His breath was heavy against my neck. "I've been waiting so long to have you by my side," he whispered. " You're mine." As he said the words, his arms tightened around me.

      Discordant music started, and his body began to sway, pulling me along with him. We danced around the room, and then we were somewhere else—in a field of flowers. The smell of red roses filled the air. Gage's lips were on my shoulder. He gently lowered me down to the ground. I looked up at him and remembered how much I loved him.

      He smiled and said, "You'll always be mine." His words floated around me as his hands caressed my body.

      And then I stood over a grave. The tombstone said LUKE CROSS. I held flowers in my hand; the wildflowers Luke had given me back in the death dealer camp. Dark storm clouds began to slide across the sky. Drops of rain fell, one after another. I opened my hands and watched the flowers float through the air, carried away by the wind. As the flowers fell to the ground, they morphed into red roses. The red petals scattered across the freshly dug grave, and everywhere the petals landed, pools of blood appeared.

      I bolted upright in the bed. There were beads of sweat on my forehead. Nightmares. They were only nightmares, I told myself.

      A flash of lightning lit up the room, and a few seconds later there was a loud crash of thunder. A storm was raging outside. I pulled the blanket back and got out of bed, moving to the window. Raindrops fell against the glass. There was another flash of lightning and for a second, a dark figure was illuminated. Someone was standing out there in the rain, looking up at my window.

      My heart pounded in my chest. Had Darla and her people found us?

      Lightning flashed. The figure was still there, but this time I recognized who it was. Luke.

      He lifted a hand in greeting, and I raised mine in return.

      For a long moment, Luke stood there watching me, and then he turned and walked off into the darkness.

      He was out there doing magic to keep them from finding us. Keeping us safe from his family. He'd clearly chosen a side—mine.
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      The next day I forced myself out of bed. I shuffled around the room. Mrs. Olsen must have taken my clothes, washed them, and stitched them up. They now lay freshly laundered in a pile at the foot of the bed. I pulled on my jeans and slid on my gray T-shirt. When I was done getting dressed, I collapsed back on the bed. I looked down at my arm. The lines were more vivid now and had moved higher up my arm. Soon they would reach halfway up my forearm.

      How much time do I have before the poison travels from my arm to my heart? I pushed the thought away, forced myself back to my feet, and went downstairs.

      In the middle of the kitchen table was a large plate with squirrels painted on it. Mrs. Olsen was sliding freshly baked cinnamon buns off of a cookie sheet and onto the plate.

      She gave me a smile and nodded toward the stove. "There's some oatmeal cooking. I made a fresh pot of coffee, or there's juice, if you prefer." Her brown hair was pinned carefully up into a neat bun. Today she wore a long black skirt and a white long-sleeved blouse with ruffles at the neck.

      Mrs. Olsen put down the empty cookie sheet and picked up a bowl. She stirred the contents of the bowl with a large spoon a few times and then withdrew it—the spoon was covered in white sugar frosting. I watched as she carefully drizzled it across the buns.

      "Where is everyone?" I asked.

      "Jamie is still sleeping. She had a rough night plagued with awful nightmares."

      She's not the only one. "And the others?"

      "Dean is out feeding the chickens. He offered to do a few chores for me—such a nice boy—and I just saw Luke through the window walking out in the woods."

      I picked up a cinnamon bun. It was still hot; I took a quick bite before dropping it back on the table. "It's good," I said, my mouth still full of the sweet, gooey mixture.

      She gave me a wide smile. "I love to bake. It's nice to have someone to cook for again." Mrs. Olsen went to the stove and stirred the pot of oatmeal.

      I motioned to the door. "I think I'll go outside for some fresh air." I picked up a paper napkin from the table and wrapped the cinnamon bun in it.

      As I headed out the door, she called out to me. "It's cool out. You better take a jacket. You can borrow mine." She pointed to a beige jacket sitting on the back of one of the kitchen chairs. "Plenty of clouds in the sky. They're calling for rain again tonight."

      I grabbed the jacket, put the bun in my pocket and walked out of the house. I headed toward the trees about twenty feet away. At the edge of the forest, I pulled out the roll and took another bite. I knew I should eat all of it. I barely had any dinner. But the truth was that I wasn't hungry. I had only taken a bite of the cinnamon roll to be polite. When I looked at food, I felt nothing but nauseated.

      Exhaustion, no appetite... The poison was taking its toll on me.

      How long before my body began to give out? I looked back at the house and, when I was sure I was no longer visible from the kitchen window, chucked the roll into the bushes.

      Luke was nowhere in sight. I was alone in the woods. I looked up into the sky. It was a new day and birds were singing. Despite my condition, I felt a sense of freedom that was stunning. No one was locking me in. No one was using me to do anything horrible. I could go wherever I wanted, do whatever I wanted. For the first time in a long time, I was in control of my life.

      After a beat, my shoulders sagged. That was a lie. I wasn't truly free. I had poison coursing through my veins. I had days, or maybe hours, to live. Mildred was my only hope, but no one had a clue where to find her. And out there somewhere, Gage was hell-bent on letting out a legion of demons.

      I hadn't been in control of my life for a long time. Not since the moment Macaven's men slaughtered my family. Since then, every step I had taken seemed to lead me into darkness and danger. I wondered how long it would be before I could get off this crazy, horrible rollercoaster.

      If we found a cure for the poison, if we stopped Gage from accomplishing his dastardly deeds, if we kept the Legion from crossing over... Was there a future out there for Luke and me? One where we could just be together, living our lives without someone trying to hurt us or imprison us? I stopped and rested against a tree. There might've been, if I hadn't caused the whole world to spin on its axis by raising the dead. It was because of me that the death dealers were in danger, and there was nothing I could do to reverse that situation.

      I started to push myself away from the tree, prepared to walk just a bit farther to see if I could find Luke, when a pair of hands came to rest on my shoulders. Luke.

      "There you are," I said as I turned.

      My words stopped cold when I realized I was staring into the face of a stranger.

      The hands tightened around me, but I stumbled back out of reach. The stranger stood there looking at me, a wolfish grin on his face. There was something in his eyes, a gleam of evil intent that sent a shiver down my spine.

      The man took a menacing step toward me, and I tried to scramble away. He was too fast, and grabbed me by my hair, yanking me back. I screamed. A howl sounded nearby.

      The man didn't let go but turned his body to look behind him.

      I could see dark shapes sliding through the trees; my spirit pack coming to protect me.

      Four gray forms of mist shaped like wolves whizzed around the man's body, but the spirits made no move to attack. And he made no move to run away. Why isn't he reacting?

      The man yanked my hair hard and said, "What're you looking at?"

      He can't see them, I realized. Why?

      When I was around other mage-born, there was a sense of electricity in the air around them, a buzz of power that was unmistakable.

      I didn't sense any of that from this man. He was not mage-born. He was a non-mage human. I was almost certain of it. But even if he were not mage-born, he should be able to see my spirit pack. I had watched a non-mage gang scatter in fear when Luke had raised his banshees. Why wasn't this man cowering in fear? Why wasn't my spirit pack attacking him? Why weren't they protecting me?

      A voice spoke from behind me. "What did you find, John?"

      I realized there were two more people behind me. They had me surrounded. Anger raced through me. I raised my hands instinctively and a surge of blue energy flew from my fingertips, washing over the men like a crashing wave. Nothing happened. They didn't fall back. They didn't move at all. My magic seemed to have no effect on them whatsoever.

      I was one of the most powerful mages alive. I had magic no one had ever seen before, but suddenly that magic was useless against these men?

      "Looks like you lost your way, little lady," one of the newcomers said, bending down and looking into my face.

      I tried to squirm away, but his fingers reached out and grabbed my chin, turning my face until I had no choice but to stare directly at him.

      "She's a mage," said John, tightening his hold on my hair.

      Strong fingers reached down and gripped my arms in a painful grasp.

      The man holding my chin reached into his pocket with his free hand and brought out something. A crystal flashing with a rainbow of colors sat in his palm. "You're right, John, she's a mage," he said. "Magic whore," said the other man as he began pulling a length of thick rope from his jacket.

      At the sight of the rope, images of Sarah being tied up and thrown into a lake flashed through my head. Redeemers. The word slid across my mind and chilled my blood. These men were Redeemers. Macaven had pretended to be a member of that reactionary cult. He had used their methods to hide his killings, but these were the real deal. They were Redeemers, people bent on purging all those born with magic from this world.

      "I don't want any trouble," I said, trying to keep the terror I felt from my voice.

      "Your kind is always trouble," the man with the rope said. John yanked me to my feet.

      I struggled, I clawed, I kicked and fought, but I was no match for their strength. In only a few seconds, they'd pulled my jacket until it rested halfway down my back, trapping my arms within the sleeves.

      The man with the crystal stood in front of me, his hands fisted in the front of my shirt. "She's a pretty thing," he said.

      The one with the rope spat on the ground. "Don't touch her, Kev, she's unclean."

      John tugged hard on my arms. "Wonder what kind she is?"

      Kev let go of my shirt, but he leaned closer until I could feel his breath on my neck. "Death dealer. I can smell the rot of death on her."

      The man gripped the rope between both hands and held it taut. "No one's around. I say we kill h—" Suddenly he dropped the rope and cried out in pain.

      I turned my head to see Luke standing ten feet away.

      "Bubba? Are you alright?" Kev shouted, unaware of Luke's presence.

      The piece of rope lay smoldering on the ground. Bubba stood staring down at his hands. They were red and blistered, licked by the flames of hellfire.

      I knew Luke could have done far worse. He wasn't trying to hurt these men. He was just trying to scare them off.

      "I'm okay," Bubba said.

      Another flash of orange streaked across the sky, and heat filled the air. "Let her go," Luke growled.

      The men standing around me paused for a moment, staring at Luke. I wondered if they were going to cut and run, but Kev took a step forward.

      "Another one. It's our lucky day, boys. The woods are crawling with mages."

      Fire swirled around Luke's hands. "Take your hands off her."

      Kev grabbed me and pulled me against him. "I don't think you seem to understand the situation, mate. We don't take orders from the likes of you." Kev turned to Bubba. "I say we kill her first, and then we take care of him."

      "I don't want to hurt you." Luke said each word slowly, through clenched teeth. I was struck by how imposing Luke was in his new body. Caleb was a big guy, both taller and more powerfully built than Luke's original body. In Caleb's form he would be scary even without magic—he towered over most of the people around him—but with the addition of the magic he had inherited? Luke was terrifying.

      He stood with flames dripping from his hands down to the dirt. There was no fear in his face. I had seen Caleb angry, had watched his face fill with hatred every time he saw me while Gage held me prisoner, but I'd never seen such a look of ferocity and fury shine from Luke's eyes.

      My captor had figured out that, with my hands bound behind my back, I couldn't stop him from groping me. Kev laughed as I writhed in his arms, fighting to keep out of his grasp without much success. In foul washes of bad breath, he told me in graphic terms just what he was going to do to me once my boyfriend was dead. I whimpered as Kev's hands ran down my body.

      Luke let out a roar, and the dam that held back the ever-present rage seemed to burst. Before anyone could move, Luke spun, and hellfire ripped through the air. Bubba disappeared in a mass of flame and ash. Orange-and-yellow fire streamed from Luke's fingers for one heartbeat after another until he finally dropped his hands and the fire disappeared.

      There was a ten-foot circle of blackened and smoking pine needles, and in the middle of the circle lay Bubba. I expected to see a blackened husk, but Bubba was alive. He rolled on the ground in pain, his hair and clothes smoking and his skin red and blistered from the heat. Coughing and cursing, Bubba slowly rose to his feet. Around his neck, a blue glow haloing a small leather bag on a string appeared.

      A protection pouch. How could a magic-hating cult have convinced a traveler to make them a protection pouch? It didn't make sense, but then again nothing about the Redeemers made sense.

      John took a step forward, and I saw for the first time that he held a small silver sword in one hand.

      Kev wrapped his arm around my neck. "Watch this, you little witch," he breathed excitedly in my ear, "We're ready for your little tricks." His bad breath washed over me and mixed with his sour body odor, making my stomach roll. I felt a tingling in the back of my shoulder where his protection pouch touched my body. What kind of protection pouch could stand up against my spirit pack and Luke's hellfire?

      Bubba shed his smoldering jacket. He wore a torn T-shirt with the phrase "SUFFER NOT A WITCH TO LIVE!" emblazoned across the back. He reached down and pulled a wicked-looking hunting knife out of the top of his worn boot.

      The blades glittered in the sunlight as the men advanced. It took me a moment to notice that both blades had symbols etched onto their surfaces. These Redeemers had protection pouches and enchanted daggers.

      Luke was not looking at the men—his eyes were on me, glowing with hellfire. Luke raised his hands, shouted out a string of words, and the damned souls that served him began to flash into existence. Each one came with a pop and a bright flash of red. One and then two appeared. And then there were a dozen all floating in the air around Luke. Where his spirits floated, the air rippled and glowed with a red hue. And then, as if on cue, they all shot through the air in unison and attacked the two advancing redeemers. The scream of banshees ripped through the air as the spirits dived at the men.

      The men had not been able to see my spirit animals, but they clearly saw Luke's banshees. As the spirits advanced, the men stood their ground. I expected the men and the banshees to clash, but as soon as the damned spirits were within inches of the men, they seemed to bounce off an invisible barrier. The protection pouches were keeping the banshees at bay.

      The banshees soared and dove, and eventually a few of the damned spirits managed to break through, leaving blackened and bleeding gashes here and there on the men, but not the smoldering corpses that should have been left in the wake of such an attack.

      I tried to shout a warning at Luke, "They have protection pouches. Banshees won't work!" but he gave no sign that he had heard me.

      Both men were turning and twisting as they faced down the attacking spirits. Luke lunged forward, and when he was within arm's length of John, John made a frantic swing toward Luke's head with the sword. But John was not fast enough.

      Luke grabbed John's swinging arm with a flaming hand and held it effortlessly as the man thrashed about. With his other hand, Luke reached out and grabbed the pouch that hung around the man's neck. It immediately burst into blue flame. Hellfire rolled over the screaming Redeemer, and Luke ripped the sword from his hand as the man fell to the ground.

      The knife-wielding Bubba had given up on protecting himself from the banshees. Instead, he turned and dove at Luke. As Luke turned to face him, the man made a frantic swing, slicing across Luke's outstretched forearm.

      Luke didn't seem to even notice the cut. He held the captured sword up in the air and hellfire slid up along it, turning it into a glowing blade of red-hot steel. Luke swung the sword. It left a trail of embers and ash as it swung, and when it met Bubba's neck it cut first the strap of the protection pouch. Then it continued forward, slicing through flesh and bone as if they were hot butter. Bubba's head slid off his body and hit the ground. His full body slowly followed and fell to the ground in a mass of orange flames.

      Kev had completely forgotten about groping me. I gathered my meager strength and shoved back against him. Wrapped around me as he was, he wasn't able to maintain his balance, and he stumbled back against a tree, losing his hold and dropping me on my side. I hit the ground hard, and the breath was knocked out of me. I struggled to catch my breath and get moving before he could recover, but I needn't have tried. When I rolled onto my knees and looked up, Luke was already there. The fight was over. Luke's hand was wrapped around the sword, and it was buried to the hilt in the center of Kev's chest. The end of the sword was embedded in the tree. Flames flowed from around the wound as the man burned alive.

      Kev opened his mouth as if to scream, but instead flames spewed from his mouth and eyes.

      And then Luke stood there facing me, openly struggling against the anger that had taken him over. Was Luke lost to the hellfire? And would that fire now be turned on me?

      I watched Luke struggle with the rage that filled him. Ever so slowly the anger eased from his face, and the flames faded from his hands. Luke knelt down next to me. He moved slowly, as if I were a skittish animal that might run at any moment.

      He began to free me from my jacket. "What have I done?" he whispered, his voice full of anguish.

      "You saved me."

      "I killed those men." I looked at his arm. It wasn't as bad as it had looked at first, and hellfire had almost immediately cauterized it.

      "You had no choice. They would have killed us both."

      As soon as my arms were free, I threw them around his neck. He was stiff and unresponsive at first, but I just hugged harder until I felt him hug me back. We stayed there in a long embrace while all around us, bodies burned.

      I'm not sure how long we sat huddled together in the woods, but when we parted I noticed Luke kept turning his face away from me.

      I hadn't felt the cold until I left his embrace, and I shivered as I took a step toward him. "Are you okay?" I asked.

      He took a few steps back, and he only glanced at me briefly before he quickly looked away. "We need to get back to the house. There could be more Redeemers."

      "If there were, don't you think they would have come running already?" I looked over at the piles of ashes that had once been men. "The banshees screaming, the flames. If anyone was close, they would have seen the smoke, heard the noise."

      I hadn't meant the words to sound accusatory, but I could tell by his expression that he had taken them that way.

      "You can't blame yourself for what happened," I said.

      His hands balled into fists. "I shouldn't have lost control."

      "They were trying to kill us."

      "When I saw that slime ball's hands on you..." As he spoke, flames started to flicker around his hands.

      I wasn't afraid of him. Not anymore. I reached out to touch him, but he flinched as if I had struck him and raised his hands.

      "Can't you see I can't control it?" he cried out. The flames danced across his fingers. "Stay away. I don't want to hurt you."

      "You'd never hurt me." He had killed to keep me safe. Every action he had taken since taking over Caleb's body was to protect me. As time went by, with me by his side, he had gain control again. Like he had before. I now truly believed that. "I'm not scared of you."

      He watched me closely, as if trying to decide whether or not I meant what I'd said.

      "I love you," I whispered.

      With those words, his anger disappeared and the flames slowly extinguished.

      I slowly put out my hand until it rested against his arm. "You aren't in this alone. I'm here with you. I'll help you any way I can." Luke looked around at the destruction his hellfire had caused.

      Trees were still smoldering. Long patches of earth were blackened and scorched. And the men that had accosted me were no more. Nothing remained of them but ash.

      "I never meant to kill them," he said.

      I reached up and caressed his face with my fingers.

      "I know."

      We walked back to the house hand in hand. If Luke hadn't found me when he did... I pushed the thoughts away. Those men were looking for any mage-born folk. They'd been after any mage they happened to cross paths with. "I can't believe the Redeemers were wearing protection pouches."

      "No mage capable of combat magic can wear them," he said. "They blunt our magic too much. I've known readers and healers who have used them to stay safe. But never a Redeemer. "

      When the house came into view, I stopped, and Luke stopped next to me.

      I leaned against him. "Maybe I should go in first. I can distract Mrs. Olsen while you go in through the front door, get up to your room, and change into something that hides this." I reached out and touched his wounded arm. The sleeve of his shirt had been slashed. The cut across his forearm wasn't bleeding, but it looked painful.

      He reached up and touched the nape of my neck. His fingers caressed my skin, and I felt a shiver run down my body.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "They didn't hurt me." The men hadn't done any true damage, but I still felt battered. I moved until I stood in front of him. "Do I have any bruises on my face?"

      "No," he answered. He lifted his hand and slowly reached out to touch me again. His expression was one of caution. How many times had he reached for me since we had escaped from Gage's prison? And how many times had I turned away?

      I stood completely still. I would not run from him any longer.

      His fingers brushed against my cheek and then slid across my lips. "You look beautiful."

      I gave him a smile. He smiled back.

      It had been such a long time since I had seen him smile. When I looked into those eyes, I didn't see Caleb anymore, I only saw Luke. I only saw the need and love he had for me shining from his eyes. "I'm sorry..." I started to say, but he put his fingers to my lips, stopping my words.

      "You have nothing to be sorry for. This is not an easy situation for anyone. It's taken me time to get used to being inside this..." His words petered off. His fingers dropped and then he looked away. He looked back at me. "It's an adjustment. I understand you needed time. You have nothing to be sorry about."

      I took a step closer until we were only inches apart. "I should have trusted you. I should have known your heart, your mind, your spirit had not changed."

      His face darkened at my words. In a tortured voice, he said, "I have changed."

      "So have I. How could we not change with everything we've been through? But one thing hasn't changed: I still love you."

      He leaned in, his hand coming up to brush the bangs from my face. "I honestly believe anything is possible as long as you're by my side."

      And then he kissed me, and all the destruction, all the chaos that had happened moments before no longer existed. My whole world narrowed until there was nothing but him. Nothing but his lips on mine. His hands caressed my face, and, for that one delicious moment, he became my whole world.
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      Once back in the house, I tried my best to act nonchalant. As far as Mrs. Olsen was concerned, I had just been out for a walk. I watched her moving around the kitchen, chatting to Jamie, who sat silent and still in the corner. What would Mrs. Olsen think if I told her the truth? Would she throw us out into the streets? Or worse, would she call the Redeemers and demand they kill us on the spot?

      Death dealers had always been feared and hated, and now they were being hunted, but those Redeemers hadn't been looking for death dealers—they had been searching for any mage-born. Had the world become a place where Redeemers no longer had to hide? Were they using the hatred toward death dealers as an excuse to kill any mage-born they came across? How long would we survive once we left Mrs. Olsen's house? Were there more Redeemers out there in packs, stalking the countryside?

      "Did you have a nice walk?" It was Mrs. Olsen. By the look on her face, it wasn't the first time she had asked me the question.

      I yawned. "Sorry, I didn't get a lot of sleep last night."

      "Just like your poor sister," she said.

      Jamie was sitting in a chair in the corner. She still hadn't said a word, but her eyes had followed my every move since I walked in the door.

      "Why don't you go up and take a nap?" Mrs. Olsen gave me a smile. "I'm going to make sandwiches for lunch, but you can eat whenever you get up."

      "That's very kind of you." And it was. Mrs. Olsen had been nothing but kind since we had stumbled onto her doorstep. She showed no sign of wanting us to leave. How long would we be welcome in her house? A part of me wondered if we could stay here forever. It was warm, there was food, and we could hide away from all the people trying to kill us.

      I shuddered as I thought about the Redeemers in the woods. It had been a close call. If Luke hadn't found me when he did...

      A hand reached out and touched my shoulder. "Penny for your thoughts?"

      I jumped, whipping around to see Dean, whose eyes widened. He frowned. "What's wrong?"

      I forced a smile. "Nothing. I'm just a little jumpy today I guess." I could tell by his expression that he didn't believe me.

      He reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me into the living room. "You look as pale as a ghost. Are you feeling worse?"

      I allowed him to lead me. "I'm feeling the same. A little tired, but okay."

      "He's right; you do look pale." Luke stood by the fireplace. He'd changed into a black-and-white flannel shirt. The long sleeves covered the cut on his arm.

      I pulled my arm out of Dean's grip and took a step back. "I'm okay. You don't need to fuss over me." My eyes met Luke's.

      Dean looked from me to Luke and then asked in a quiet voice, "Did you have a good walk?"

      Luke answered, "We did."

      Luke's words surprised Dean. Dean turned to me. "I'm going to the barn to feed and water the horses. Colina, do you want to come along?"

      Luke answered before I could. "No, she doesn't."

      Dean's face filled with anger. "Colina can speak for herself."

      "Of course, she can," Luke answered.

      Dean turned back to me. "Come with me out to the barn."

      "I can't," I said. I glared at Luke and then gave Dean an apologetic smile. "I'm beat after that walk. I have to go lie down for a bit."

      I was too tired for this pissing match. Luke knew how I felt about him, I had told him that I loved him in the woods and melted into his arms when he kissed me. He knew how I felt, but he also knew how Dean felt about me. I couldn't help it if Dean cared for me. I hadn't meant to encourage Dean, but I knew deep down I had. Dean had been an unknowing pawn in my scheme to bring Luke back. I had never meant to hurt Dean, and I felt responsible for the dangerous situations he had been dragged into ever since we came into his life.

      A part of me wanted to make a public declaration at that moment that I was Luke's and Luke's alone, but I wouldn't do it. Not here, not now. I would let Dean down easy. I wouldn't publicly embarrass him. He didn't deserve such treatment.

      Luke gave me a hard stare. I lifted my chin, squared my shoulders, and stared back at him.

      Dean spoke up. "If anyone needs me, I'll be in the barn." Without another word or glance my way he headed out the door.

      "He needs to be told," Luke said.

      "I don't want to hurt him."

      "Colina, it can't be helped. Dean loves you. If anyone can understand that, I can. But you have to make a choice."

      I moved to his side. "I have. You know I love you."

      "But Dean doesn't know. You've made it clear in the past that you want to be with me. But a lot has changed, and he thinks he has a chance."

      I looked away. "I know I have to talk to him."

      He reached up and lifted my chin, so I was looking directly into his eyes. "Make it sooner rather than later."

      "I will. I promise."

      He leaned in and kissed me. The door leading to the kitchen began to open. Luke quickly moved away, but it was only Jamie.

      I gave her a smile. "I'm going to go up and take a nap. Do you want to take one with me?"

      She shook her head.

      I looked back at Luke. "We'll talk later."

      "Count on it," he said.
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      I slept through lunch. At dinnertime, Mrs. Olsen brought a tray up for me, and I sat up and forced myself to take a few bites of baked chicken and mashed potatoes. I ate until she was satisfied and finally left the room. Once she was gone, I put the tray on the dresser and went back to bed. This time I slept a dreamless sleep. When I woke again, it was dark out. The house was quiet, and someone had cleared the tray of food away. I looked at the clock on the dresser. It was eleven o'clock. I had slept for twelve hours today. And yet even though I'd slept soundly, I still felt exhausted. I got up and brushed my teeth. I washed my face and brushed my hair.

      I got ready for bed properly by slipping out of my clothes and into the borrowed nightgown.

      I opened the door and went down the hallway, stopping in front of the room Luke was staying in and knocking quietly on the door. When no one answered, I opened the door and went in. The light was on, but the room was empty. The bed looked as though it hadn't been slept in. I walked over to the window and opened the drapes, staring out into the darkness. Was he out there doing magic to keep his guild from finding us? Or did he simply have too much on his mind to sleep? I opened the window and watched the clouds slide across the moon and felt the wind on my face. By the look of it, another storm was rolling in. Closing the window, I left Luke's room.

      I wandered down the hall feeling tired but restless. I knew if I went back to my room, I wouldn't be able to get back to sleep. I made my way quietly down the stairs and into the kitchen. Mrs. Olsen had left a nightlight on. She had told us to help ourselves if we were ever hungry during the night. I opened the fridge and looked at its contents. I should eat something; I'd barely eaten any of my dinner. But I didn't feel hungry. My appetite had been off ever since the poison had entered my system.

      I closed the fridge and went over to the back door. I opened the door and stepped outside.  The wind had picked up; my hair flew across my face. I felt light sprinkles of water splash against my cheeks. It was raining. If Luke were out here, how would I find him? I wanted so desperately to see him, to talk to him. I moved around the corner of the house, peering out into the darkness, beyond the lights shining from within the house. I could barely make out the shape of the barn and the trees in the partial moonlight.

      The rain started to come down harder. My hair was plastered against my face and my nightgown was soaked. It was madness being out in the storm, in the dark, without a flashlight. But still I kept looking. Once I rounded the corner, I felt his presence before I saw him. Luke was only a few feet away from me, standing in the rain and looking up at my window. The clouds shifted, and full moonlight spilled into the yard.

      I realized the wet material of my nightgown had become transparent, and it was as though I stood naked before him. Luke's eyes slowly traveled along my body and suddenly I was no longer tired. I should have felt chilled in the cold night air, but instead I felt hot, feverish.

      I really looked at him in a way I hadn't before. The face of Luke when I first met him was burned into my mind. The face that looked at me now was broader, the chin more square. I knew there were a few small scars, one under his left eye and another along his nose. Blond hair fell to his shoulders, but it was a darker shade of blond and the hair was thicker. The face was not that of the guy I had fallen in love with, but he was in there. The body might be taller, more muscular, the arms and biceps thicker. But the way he stood, the way he cocked his head to one side as he watched me... It was Luke. I could see him shining through.

      When Luke finally moved, it was so quick that I gasped in surprise. He was suddenly inches from me. His eyes searching mine. His fingers gently brushed against my cheek. I didn’t try to overthink things this time, instead I leaned into my desires. I cupped his face with both my hands and softly brushed my lips against his.

      He pulled me into his arms with such urgency. His kisses were far from gentle, they were passionate, demanding. And goddess I reveled in the taste of him, in the feel of his hard body against mine. When his lips finally broke away and started a trail down my neck, I cried out with delight. The rain, the cold was all forgotten in the heat of those kisses.

      His fingers brushed against the soaked material of my nightgown, slowly pulling it down until I could feel the rain against my naked shoulder. Those lips skimmed across my wet skin, sending shivers of desire through me. And then he stopped.

      I could feel the heat of his fingers as they hovered over the buttons of my nightgown. His face suddenly inches from me. “Colina…” he said my name, but before he could say anything else my fingers pressed against his lips silencing him.

      I whispered, “Yes. Oh goddess, yes, I want to be with you.”  I leaned in and kissed him again. This time I was the one demanding, wanting, needing…more.

      His fingers fumbled with the buttons of my nightgown and as they gave way, I felt the cool breeze against my skin. His fingers slid gloriously along my wet exposed body. Everywhere he touched me, I burned.

      My fingers slid under his shirt. I pulled his shirt off and then let my hands trail down his chest and along the smooth skin of his stomach.  I felt hard muscles flex beneath my fingertips as a moan escaped his lips.

      Luke's mouth was on mine again. The material of my nightgown slid down my body and his lips started on my neck again. He slowly peppered kisses along my collarbone. And then his lips traveled lower. Luke suddenly lifted me into his arms and carried me toward the barn. He pushed open the wooden door, walked inside, and gently lowered me down onto a pile of hay. Moonlight streamed in from the windows. Luke stood over me, silently watching me as water fell from his hair and drops of rain slid down his face. His eyes were so dark, so full of passion.

      My nightgown was down around my waist, and I now lay partially naked before. I felt such a deep need and longing inside me. The way he looked at me, his eyes burning, his hands curled into fists—he looked dangerous and out of control. I should have been frightened, but I wasn't. I had never wanted anyone like this. Never needed someone to reach out and touch me so badly. Needed to feel their body pressed against mine so desperately. If he didn't touch me soon, I felt as though I might die.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?" His voice came out in a harsh whisper.

      It had been so long since we had been together. Every time he had tried to touch me since his spirit slid into Caleb’s body, I had been afraid. I had flinched at his touch, pushed him away every time he had tried to be close to me. But I was no longer afraid.

      "Yes," I answered. In just that one word I could hear all the yearning I felt. I wanted to taste him, to touch him. I wanted to run my fingers all over the taut, hard muscles of his body.

      He sank to his knees in front of me, his hands pushing and pulling the material of my nightgown until I lay completely naked below him. And then his clothes were off, and his naked body slowly covered mine.

      His fingers were everywhere, and where his hands went, his lips soon followed. My body hummed with energy at each touch.  We made love as we had before, but this time it was different. There was such wild desperation within us this time, as though we had been away from each other so long, and we knew we had this one moment together, but we feared we might never be together again.

      His hands cupped my breasts and as those rough fingers slid across my nipples, my body arched in response. Each time I moved against him and cried out, his lips found mine and silenced me. There was a sense of urgency with each kiss. Those kisses grew even deeper as his fingers moved between my legs. Those fingers glided inside me, pushed in and out slowly, and then faster still. Slowly and then faster again and again they slid within me, forcing my own body to tremble and buck wildly with each plunge, with each touch. That glorious torture continued until I breathlessly pleaded with him to enter me. I wanted to feel all of him inside me.

      My fingers clawed hard into his back when those fingers parted me, and he finally slid into me. Each thrust sent me arching violently against him. Desire, need, wanting--

      all these sensations flashed over me against and again until I was no longer in control of my mind or my body. I trembled, I arched, I cried out his name. My skin was on fire as a tidal wave of pleasure washed over me. When it was over his body came to rest on top of mine, and his head laid against my shoulder.

      I lay there under him, still breathless, heart still pounding hard, still shivering from his touch, listening to the rain. I ran my fingers through his hair, and I wondered what our future held. I should be content in this moment, happy that we were together, but there was a part of me that worried and wondered if we would ever find our happy ever after ending.
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        * * *

      

      I was sitting, looking out into the darkness. Moonlight shone through the barn windows, illuminating our bodies. Luke lay next to me. He pushed himself up onto his side and ran his fingers over my naked skin. His fingertips came to rest on the scars on my thigh. The scars that Caleb had given me when he tortured me.

      "Oh, Goddess, did I do that?" he cried out.

      My hand covered his. "No, no. Those are burn marks I got back with Gage."

      He sat up, and his face filled with anger. "Gage did that to you?"

      "No. Caleb burned me." I never planned to say those words to him, but they spilled out before I could stop them.

      I heard a sharp intake of breath. Luke began to move away.

      I reached for him. "Caleb hurt me, not you." I grasped his hand and pulled it to rest against me, but when his fingers touched my stomach, I flinched. I looked closely and saw tiny burn marks on my stomach. Burn marks on my shoulders, on my hips. Marks where hellfire had flickered against my skin. I hadn't noticed the fire sliding across my skin, but he must have lost control when we made love.

      He pulled his hand back. "I burned you. I burned you like he did."

      "You didn't hurt me," I whispered.

      There was such a look of anguish on his face that I leaned in and kissed him. He tried to move away again. My hands wrapped around him, and I deepened the kiss. I slid my hands through his wet hair, and I kissed him again and again. And after a while I felt the tension leave his body.

      His lips, his hands became more demanding, he began to pull me towards him, but I pushed him back.  His hands reached for me again as I laughed and playfully smacked them away. I leaned in and whispered, “My turn.”

      I moved closer to him and slid my hand across his stomach and down his thigh, until my fingertips glided across his hard shaft. My hand wrapped around him, and I moved my fingers up and down the length of him. Up and down my fingers went and this time he was the one moaning, trembling under my touch. This time it was my passionate kisses swallowing his cries of pleasure.

      I tortured him, as he had tortured me for a long while before rolling onto his body. Those dark eyes watched me as I hovered over him and then ever so slowly, I lowered myself onto him. I raised myself up and then lowered myself onto him again. Our eyes were locked as I rode him, my hands braced against his chest. I watched all those emotions he always made me feel, the wildness, the desire, the pleasure, slide across his face.

      And then in one very fluid motion he lifted me up and rolled me over until he was over me. His hands slid deliciously along my skin as his lips captured mine again and he guided himself inside me. This time we made love slowly, our faces inches apart. This time when we came it was together, our cries joined, our bodies both arching in unison, our eyes locked on each other. I would not let him turn away from me as I had once turned away from him. There would be no more fear, no more misunderstanding between us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I was feeling beyond awkward. I sat at the breakfast table, trying my best not to look over in Dean's direction and blush. I don't know why I felt so emotionally exposed. Maybe it was the fact that Dean had been watching me like a hawk since I came to the breakfast table.

      Dean and Jamie were sitting at the table with me. Dean was spreading a thick layer of jam on a piece of toast between glances my way. Jamie was eating a bowl of oatmeal. Mrs. Olsen kept popping in and out of the kitchen.

      Luke was nowhere in sight. Images of his hands brushing across my bare skin slid across my mind. I looked over at Dean and thanked the Goddess that he wasn't a reader.

      Where was Luke? I hadn't seen him since we parted last night. I could feel raw patches on my skin as they rubbed against the fabric of my clothes, but it was a minor discomfort. He hadn't meant to hurt me. He'd been carried away with the same passion that had filled my body and my mind. We'd been carried away together. Every time I moved, the tender skin brought a memory of hot touches on flushed skin.

      Dean looked up at the doorway behind me and frowned. "You almost missed breakfast."

      Luke slid into the chair next to mine. My heart immediately started racing. Our shoulders brushed against each other. I forced my eyes up until I was looking into his. "Hi," I said. He gave me a smile.

      "Rough night?" Dean asked.

      I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks.

      Luke gave me a long look before turning toward Dean, "It was an interesting night."

      I forced my eyes away and grabbed the pitcher of juice sitting in front of me.

      Mrs. Olsen came in from the kitchen once more, this time with a plate of scrambled eggs. She slid it onto the table and looked over at Luke. "I made scrambled eggs. Or there's oatmeal if you prefer."

      "Eggs will be fine, thanks," Luke said, reaching out and grabbing the plate. He spooned a good portion of the eggs onto his plate. Without looking up, he said, "You have been an angel taking care of us, Mrs. Olsen. We can't tell you how much we appreciate your kindness and generosity."

      Mrs. Olsen looked pleased.

      Luke continued, "We are leaving today."

      Dean's head shot up in surprise.

      Luke glanced over at him before meeting Mrs. Olsen's eyes. "I got some news about our family. They're making their way here. We're going to head out so we can meet up with them."

      I could tell Mrs. Olsen wasn't happy with the news. She had told me more than a few times how much she enjoyed having us around. "I'm glad everything worked out," Mrs. Olsen said, forcing a smile onto her face. There was a hint of sadness in her eyes. "It's been nice having you all here. I forgot what it was like to have young people around." She walked over and gave Jamie's shoulder a gentle pat. "If you're going to be traveling, I can make up some sandwiches to take with you."

      "That's a great idea," Luke said.

      The minute Mrs. Olsen left the room, Dean spoke up. "We're leaving?"

      "Darla's close."

      Of all the things Luke could have said, that surprised me the most. "How do you know?" I demanded.

      "I went to town." He looked around the table and said, "I saw Darla and some of the death dealers from the stronghold milling around."

      At the news, I could feel the panic rising within me. "Did they see you?"

      Luke reached over and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. "No. I made sure to keep my distance. We need to get moving before they figure out where we are. We'll leave as soon as it gets dark. We should steer clear of town and stick to the woods."

      "Do you think it's safe heading through the woods?" I hadn't told Dean about the Redeemers. Honestly, I had done my best to block out the whole incident. My mind flashed back to the burning bodies. The Redeemers had been out in the woods looking for mage-born to kill. And now there were death dealers in town. I don't know which group scared me more.

      "We have no choice but to make a run for it." Luke looked out the window. "Those Redeemers' disappearance won't go unnoticed. The Redeemers already have checkpoints set up on the roads near town, so we can't go by road. And we can't go back toward town, because Darla's there."

      Dean spoke up, "Redeemers? I thought we were worrying about Darla and her crew."

      "We had some trouble in the woods," I answered.

      Panic crossed Dean's face. "What kind of trouble?"

      Before I could say anything, Luke quietly said, "We were attacked."

      "And I'm just hearing about this now?" Dean demanded. "If they know where we are, we need to get out of here right now."

      "No one knows where we are. The Redeemers in the woods won't be coming after us." Luke looked away, but not before I could see the anguish on his face.

      Dean must have seen it, too, because he was suddenly quiet.

      "I promise to tell you all about it later," I said, begging Dean with my eyes to let it go.

      Dean didn't press the point, but he couldn't help but raise another question. "Colina, do you really think you're going to be able to make the long walk through the woods? You don't look well. Under your eyes are huge black circles, and you look like you've lost weight. It will be a long grueling hike to the next town."

      Luke was looking out the window, and my gaze followed his. The dense trees hid the scene of our fight, but the heavy wall of greenery couldn't hide the memory. The Redeemers in the woods could no longer hurt us, but there were more of them out there. And Darla and the death dealers were hunting us. I imagined we would see a rush of people heading toward the house at any moment. "How many death dealers does she have with her?"

      "Enough to overpower us if they catch up to us," Luke said.

      Dean had been quiet, but he spoke up again. "Then we'd better make sure they don't catch up."

      Darla and her people were coming for us. There were Redeemers out there hunting us. I looked around the table. We could handle whatever was coming our way as long as we stood together.
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        * * *

      

      We had been walking for what seemed an eternity amongst the trees. We'd left Mrs. Olsen's after dark and walked through the night and into the next day. We walked until I thought I couldn't walk anymore, and then we walked some more. The trees were huge and dense, a mix of pine and leaved trees that blotted out the sky.

      We walked in the shadows of the trees for most of the day. Every time we broke into light, it was a relief, but now it was getting dark again. I shivered. As soon as the sun started to set, the temperature dropped.

      "We need to set up camp before it's too dark to see." Luke was leading our current band of merry men as we trekked through the forest. The only problem was, we were all far from merry—we were cold, hungry, and tired. It seemed we had to go a mile out of our way for every mile of progress we made forward. Wherever the trees opened up enough to give a clear path, dense underbrush grew up to absorb the available sunlight. Even worse, brambles of blackberry bushes grew in huge patches, the long thorns reaching out to snag our clothes as we moved past them. Going around all of the obstacles had taken time and energy.

      It wasn't just slow going because of the terrain. We had to stop and rest every few hours for me. I didn't want to slow us down, but I could push only so far before my body hit a wall of exhaustion and I had to rest. I expected the others to be annoyed that I kept such a slow pace, but so far no one had complained.

      "I'll see if I can find some wood for a fire," Luke said.

      Mrs. Olsen had offered to drive us, but when she did Luke had given me a look that made it clear he didn't like the idea. I turned down the ride and later when I cornered him, he told me that as long as we were on foot in the woods, he could do a decent job of covering our trail. But once we were in a crowd of people, he didn't think he had the focus or the power to wipe our trail away. He was still trying to figure out how to use his new power.

      I tossed the bag I was carrying onto the ground and dropped down next to it. I took off my coat, pulled a sweater from the bag, and put it on. When Luke had come back from town, he hadn't come back empty-handed. On his expedition, he'd gotten some camping gear. He'd also bought some sweaters and coats. At least we each had a few extra layers to keep out the cold.

      Jamie came to a halt a few feet away and huddled down against a fallen tree, squirming. As slight as Jamie was, she had a boundless supply of energy. She wore an oversize, red down coat that hung past her knees. After fidgeting with her sleeves, she looked over at me and said in a small voice, "I'm hungry."

      My eyes widened in surprise. Those were the first words she'd said since the ritual. Why hadn't she talked before now? I'd put it down to being traumatized by what had happened—we both almost died that night. But now I wondered, not for the first time, what was going through her head. Did she blame me for what happened to her? I had agreed to the ritual, after all. I had been prepared to kill her but at the last moment hadn't been able to go through with it. A part of me wanted to talk to Jamie about what happened, but I honestly didn't know what to say. How could I explain what I'd done? As far as I could tell, she had no idea what she really was or how she'd come to be. She thought she was just a regular little girl who'd been through a traumatic experience. What would happen when she found out the truth?

      "There are some sandwiches left," I said, snapping out of my daze and reaching into my pack. I walked over, handed her a sandwich, and then bent down to roll up one of her coat sleeves.

      Dean dragged some fir branches across the ground. In one hand he held the tree branches and in the other, a small axe. We had sleeping bags, a cooking pot, a few steel dishes and utensils, and some freeze-dried food. I had the feeling it wouldn't be enough. Who knew how long we'd be camping out like wild animals in the woods. Dean lifted the axe, and my mind flashed back to Macaven's sick, twisted party at the mansion. I had used an axe just like it to kill one of Macaven's henchmen. Before the third death dealer ritual I'd been so torn about taking a life, but afterward I had clearly changed enough that it was easy to take a life without a moment's hesitation. The last time I'd seen my mother's spirit she had said there was still light burning bright somewhere within me, but I knew she was wrong.

      No matter how much I tried to make things right, tried not to let my dark emotions rule my actions, I knew deep down I was now and forever a creature of the dark. I was a death dealer. I'd murdered in cold blood, and I'd let a demon loose. But when Darla had tried to sacrifice Jamie, I'd done everything I could to protect her.

      Darla's words came back to me. She'd told me I only connected with Jamie because she looked like my family. I had to wonder if I hadn't been able to go through with the ritual because of my conscience, or because Jamie now looked at me with my brother's blue eyes and my father's smile. I wanted to believe I'd done the right thing for the right reason. I didn't know if I could find redemption for the things I'd done, but I was going to try. Try to fight the dark nature of my character. Try to fight the darkness as Luke was doing. My mother's spirit had told me I needed to find the light inside me. I had to try to find the light. I couldn't let the anger—the darkness—consume me.
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      A little while later, Luke managed to build a fire. I sat in front of it, watching the wood crackle and pop. Spreading my hands, I moved closer. It felt good to be warm, but even with the sleeping bags we were in for a miserably cold night. I knew Luke wanted to stay away from town, but it was pure madness to keep wandering around in the woods. When we got close to another town, I would convince him it was worth the risk to go in and find someone to help us get far away, far enough away that Darla would have trouble tracking us. I looked over at Luke. He was poking at the fire with a stick.

      Jamie had settled down in a sleeping bag that lay on a bed of pine boughs. One edge of the sleeping bag was tucked up under her chin. Dean wandered at the edge of the camp, breaking up pieces of wood with his hands. As I watched, he snapped a two-inch thick branch without even seeming to strain. A loud crack filled the small clearing, and Dean looked around sheepishly. Jamie rolled over and pulled the bag over her head.

      Luke looked up at the sky and then over at me. "It's getting colder. In a few weeks, we might see snow."

      I made my way to his side. "Is it really almost winter?" The thought that another season had passed while I was lost in the depths of chaos seemed impossible.

      He poked the stick into the fire again, and red ashes floated into the air. "Seems like it was just summer. A lot has happened." He motioned toward my arms. "How are you feeling?"

      I lifted my sleeve. I could see the line was only a few inches below my elbow. I swear I could feel the venom now, sliding under my skin. "I'm alright."

      Luke looked down at my arm and then stared back at the fire. "There has to be a way to stop it."

      

      "If we could only find Mildred."

      "You really think the old woman holds all the answers?"

      Before I could say anything, a female voice spoke from the darkness. "Of course, she does. It took you long enough to get here." I watched in total shock as Mildred walked into the firelight.

      Her hair hung down around her, looking like it hadn't been brushed in weeks. White stray hairs floated around her face as she moved, giving her the look of an unkempt wild person.

      I scrambled to my feet. "Mildred," I cried out. "You're alive!"

      "Of course, I am. Why wouldn't I be?" she said.

      I laughed out loud at the expression of annoyance on her face. Luke slowly got to his feet and looked into the darkness behind her.

      "No one is with me, boy. I'm all alone," she said, settling down in front of the fire.

      "Where have you been?" I demanded.

      She gave a loud sigh. "There's a lot to tell. Where do I begin?"

      "The last time I saw you was during the fight in the mining town," I said.

      She nodded. "That was an unfortunate night. A lot of people lost their lives that night."

      It took me a few tries before I could get out: "Is Wendy...?"

      Mildred raised up her hand. "Not to worry. The last time I saw her, she was alive and kicking."

      Wendy is still alive. I could feel a knot of tension in my stomach unwind. "You were with her?"

      "For a bit. While it suited me," she said with a cryptic smile. Her gaze flickered over to Luke. "Settling in well I see."

      I realized she meant into his new body.

      She was watching him with an intense look. "Have you been practicing the Dragon Guild magic?"

      He looked at her for a long moment before he said, "Yes." A frown creased his forehead when the word left his mouth. He was thinking back to the Redeemers he had killed.

      Her eyes got brighter. "Good, good. With what's coming, we need everyone at their full potential."

      "What do you mean 'with what's coming'?" Even as I asked the question, I wondered, do I really want to hear the answer?

      There was a rustling behind us. I turned to see Jamie sitting up in her bag, looking at Mildred with wide eyes.

      Mildred watched the child for a minute in silence before whispering, "So you turned the demon human. Wendy told me as much, but I didn't believe it."

      Her words surprised me. "Wendy knew?"

      "The girl is a powerful reader. She can read emotions and thoughts across great distances. Those dark creatures possessing her have increased her power." Mildred lowered her voice and said, "Wendy is still being held by Gage."

      Gage is still alive. The words sent a chill through my heart. I'd had the feeling he was, but hearing it come out of Mildred's mouth made it real for the first time.

      Dean stood next to Jamie. Whatever Mildred had to tell us, I didn't know if it was something the girl should hear. The ritual back at the stronghold seemed to have traumatized her in a way I didn't understand. Hearing about Gage trying to unleash a legion of demons was something that might make things worse. Especially since she'd no inkling of her evil origins. At some point, I had to tell her the truth about how she came into existence. It wasn't a conversation I was looking forward to.

      I motioned for Dean to stay put, grabbed Luke's arm, and started to pull him away from the fire, motioning for Mildred to follow us. Once we were far enough away that I was sure our words wouldn't carry, we stopped. But that also meant we were now away from the warmth of the fire. The heavy shadows of the trees blocked out all but a few stars, turning Luke and Mildred into drifting shadows. In this inky blackness, any number of people or monsters could come within arm's reach without any warning. The thought was a constant tickle running down my spine.

      Luke studied me as I wrapped my arms around myself. He walked away, and when he came back, he had a bundle of twigs in his arms. I watched him pile the wood, and then with a flash of his hands, orange flames slid from his fingertips and the wood burst into flame. The light from the fire only extended a short distance into the trees, but it was a relief from the oppressive darkness of the woods.

      I squatted close to the fire and looked over expectantly at Mildred.

      The old woman settled herself on the ground and pulled tight a green shawl draped across her shoulders. "After the battle, I stayed with Gage." Mildred saw the surprised look on my face and gave me a smile. "If I didn't, Wendy would've died."

      "Died? But how⁠—"

      She raised a hand before I could shout out all the questions swirling in my head. "Wendy was hurt during the fighting. I could've used my powers and poofed away, but she was badly injured, and Gage's healers had all been killed or fled." She looked at the fire for a long moment before saying, "I might not be a healer, but I've been around a long time, and I've seen my share of battle wounds. I used my magic to heal her. When she was finally out of danger, I popped away and came here."

      "But Gage is alive." Luke had been quietly listening to everything Mildred said.

      "He is, and so is Sonja," Mildred answered.

      Sonja—Gage's minion, someone who would have been happy to never see me again. "Where are they?" I demanded.

      My mind flashed back to the cave prison Gage had kept me in. Gage was fond of tunnels. I wondered if he'd found another old mining town to inhabit. And I wondered if Mildred had been forced to pay for helping me. Had Gage realized the extent of Mildred's betrayal? If he had, I doubted she would still be alive.

      Mildred picked at a thread on the skirt of her white dress. The shawl and the dress were both worn and dirty. She picked up a small rock and bounced it in the palm of her hand. "Right this moment, I'm not sure where they are. I left them to make my way to you. When I left, Gage and his people were still traveling. By now he'll be miles away from where I last saw him."

      So, as far as we knew, Gage hadn't found a new permanent headquarters. That hopefully meant he hadn't had time for more dark spells and rituals. I shuddered as the image of Wendy tied to a chair slid across my mind. The look on her face when the demon had possessed her... I was still having nightmares about it.

      "You left Wendy with that madman?" I could not keep the disappointment I felt from my voice.

      "I had no choice. I knew you needed me. Wendy told me you were in trouble. She told me about the demon poison. Was I supposed to just stay put and let you die?" Mildred leaned over and grabbed my arm. "Let me see, child."

      I lifted my sleeve.

      She knelt down, carefully looked at my blackened veins, and then slowly traced them with her fingers. My skin felt bruised under her touch. When she was done examining me, she looked over at the other campfire.

      I followed her gaze. I could see the outline of Jamie and Dean in the firelight.

      Mildred said, "The creature did this to you."

      It wasn't a question, but I answered it anyway. "She did. It happened before we made her human. I made a counter-poison potion to keep it at bay."

      Mildred let out a hiss. "Poison to fight poison. Wendy told me what you did. It was a foolish thing to do. You were lucky, child; you could've died."

      I pulled my arm away. "If I didn't do it, I wouldn't be here now. Do you know how to fix this? Is there an antidote?"

      "There is," Mildred said. "But you're not going to like what we have to do to get it."

      "You want us to cross over another demon?" Luke was pacing back and forth in front of the fire. He had been pacing ever since Mildred started telling us her plan to cure me.

      Dean had joined us. Jamie was finally asleep, tucked away in her sleeping bag. Dean hadn't said much as he listened to Mildred's plan. He just watched her. It was obvious from his expression that he didn't trust her.

      "As I said before, the only way to counter the poison is to make a potion." Mildred looked over at me. "Not a potion like the one you made. Fighting poison with poison." She pointed her finger at me and frowned. "It was a rash move, child. You're lucky you're still breathing. No, this time you'll fight demon poison with demon power. As I explained, the main ingredient of the potion I have in mind is found in the horn of a demon."

      "A demon horn. You've got to be kidding me." Luke stopped pacing and gave Mildred a scowl. "There must be something else we can do."

      Mildred crossed her arms. "There's not."

      "And how do you propose we bring forth another one of those things?" The first demon I'd brought through had been an accident.

      "We just need the dagger and an old spell," Mildred said.

      A dagger full of dark souls. The image of a blade glinting in the hands of a madman atop a stone altar flashed through my mind. Macaven used the dagger to sacrifice people. He collected the souls one by one. Is that what Mildred was proposing—that we kill people to power the blade once we got our hands on it?

      As if reading my mind, she turned to me and said, "It's true you need dark souls, but, child, I'm not telling you to go out and kill people. Gage already has everything we need." She looked at each of us. "He's been preparing to bring over another demon since the one he followed disappeared. He needs a demon he can control to help him open the portal and bring across the Legion."

      "We find Gage and the dagger, we do a spell and bring over the demon, and then we cut off its horn and make a magic potion that I drink. And then I'll be well." I wanted to laugh out loud. The old women had lost her mind this time. It was an impossible plan.

      "Exactly," Mildred said, a smug look on her face. Mildred wasn't laughing, she was serious. That made the whole thing more unsettling.

      "I don't understand why we can't use the demon that Colina already crossed over." It was Dean. He spoke up for the first time since we started arguing. "Was the demon banished back to hell?"

      Mildred's eyes narrowed. "No. When that demon lost its hold on the child, it lost its ability to morph into a physical shape." She looked around the clearing. "It's still here on our plane of existence. In the very quiet moments, you might be able to feel its presence."

      A chill ran down my back at her words.

      Mildred said, "It still follows the child."

      "Can it take hold of her again?" I whispered.

      Mildred looked slowly at each of us. "Yes, eventually it will be able to gather enough power to take on its original form. Don't look so shocked. You made the child human, but that's all you did. You weakened the demon. True, it needs to gather power in order to transform, but once it does..." Mildred snapped her fingers. "It can become demon again in a heartbeat."

      "You're saying that, given enough time, it can change back into its true form," Luke said. I could see the hellfire gliding across his fingers. "If it does, we'll be in the presence of the same powerful demon that destroyed Macaven and his dark mages."

      Mildred looked up into the sky. "Back when demons roamed the earth, there were only a handful of people with the power to truly destroy one."

      "Demon killers," I said under my breath.

      Mildred spun around. "Yes, but it's not like with the dark mages. Mages—those born with magic—can learn new magic. They can do like you did, Colina, and decide to take a different path than the one they were born into. A healer or reader, for instance, can perform the rituals and become a death dealer, but the process is not the same for demon killers." Mildred raised her hands to the fire. "Someone is born a demon killer. It's not something any mage can learn. But those born with that type of magic are rare, like a white deer. Imagine trying to find one white pebble amongst a million dark ones on the ocean floor."

      "But still, they existed when the demons were around?" I asked.

      "They did," she answered.

      "And now they're all gone. What happened to them?" Skepticism colored my voice. Everyone seemed to think that no information about demons survived, yet Macaven, Gage, and even Darla had found spells dealing with them. Demon killers might still be out there somewhere.

      "You think people fear the death dealers? That fear is nothing compared to what people felt for the demon killers." Mildred gave a long sigh. "Once most of the demons were banished⁠—"

      I interrupted her, "What do you mean by 'most'?"

      She gave me a sad smile. "You think the demon you raised is the only one walking this earth?"

      Her words stopped me cold. I had assumed that all the demons released a hundred years ago had been banished. I thought the demon killers destroyed them all.

      Mildred looked up at the stars. "There is evil in this world." She looked back at me. "You have felt it. During the great mage war, the demon killers destroyed the most powerful of demons, but they couldn't catch them all." Luke started to ask a question, but Mildred raised her hand and stopped him. "How many still roam this earth, I do not know. As for the ones that do walk amongst us, their power is diminished in our world. They can only cause small acts of harm, not mass destruction."

      "And the demon I brought forth? I asked.

      "It's an Archdemon," Mildred answered. "You've seen what the creature is capable of."

      I recalled watching the demon take on powerful dark mages and, with a wave of magic, destroy them all.

      "Archdemons can raise hellhounds." She looked over at Luke. "They possess hellfire. Their magic is much more powerful than ours."

      Dean spoke up then. "But the demon killers could destroy them?"

      Mildred gave him a wide smile. "They could, but once they destroyed the Archdemons, attitudes toward the demon killers changed. If you have the power of a god, what stops you from being one? If you decide to take over a kingdom, a guild, or a clan, who's going to stop you? In the minds of the rest of the mage and non- mage communities, the demon killers became the ultimate threat."

      "So they killed them?" Luke sounded shocked.

      "Worse: they attempted to destroy all evidence that they ever existed," Mildred answered. "If someone was born today with the demon killer power, there is no one to guide them in their art, no one to nurture along the flames of that magic so it can grow strong. They made sure no demon killers would ever exist again." She made a wide sweeping gesture with her arm. "And I fear they may do the same with your kind one day."

      "Kill all the death dealers." Dean's voice was void of emotion.

      Mildred's eyes were bright again. "And burn all their spells.

      Destroy every mention of dark mages. Burn all the books, destroy all your kind. Wipe your very existence off the face of the earth. I know you think I'm talking crazy, but I watched them do it once. And history has a habit of repeating itself."

      "They couldn't do it. Death dealers are too powerful," Luke said.

      "There are more of you than there were of the demon killers. It would take a few generations to completely extinguish your kind." Mildred's eyes filled with sadness. "But if history has taught us anything, it's that people with fear will go to great lengths, to inhuman lengths sometimes, to eradicate that fear."

      Luke shook his head. "It could never happen."

      "It's happening now. Your people are being rounded up and murdered," Mildred answered firmly.

      We all looked at the fire in silence.

      Luke was the first to speak. "None of the demons that walk the earth now will work for your potion?"

      "Maybe we could find one that is powerful enough, if we had enough time, if we had more resources." Mildred looked over at me. "But those are a lot of ifs, and we are running out of time, boy."

      Dean looked over where Jamie was sleeping. "What about Colina's demon? Could we bring it back and cut off its horn?"

      Mildred's gaze followed his. "Not unless you want to let it possess the child again."

      "Can it possess someone else?" I remembered how, during Wendy's possession, Gage's followers had all seemed to be transfixed, and how Caleb had spoken in an alien voice. Had they all been possessed by a demon at the time?

      "A demon can use its influence on a reader or speak through someone who possesses hellfire." Her gaze flickered over to Luke for a split-second. "Gage did a lot of spells to make his followers more receptive to the demon, but when demons are possessing these people, only a piece of them crosses over—a bit of their spirit. And they can only possess the body for a short period." She picked up a stick and drew a large figure with two horns in the dirt. She poked the stick at the figure.

      "This demon, the one you let loose, came into our world and then morphed into the form of a child. Demons can form a human host that provides them with the aptitude for magic or specific skills that they need. But there's a huge cost in this approach. Demons can't create life; they can only warp and twist it to their needs. It takes the life force of dozens of mages to provide enough power." Mildred said. "It might eventually find a home in someone with magic who opens themselves up. And if that happens, then one day it can morph into its original shape and have its full power back." She suddenly looked over at me. "Darla wasn't wrong. Wendy told me what Darla tried to do to you. The only way to destroy the demon when it's morphed into human form is to do the spell she found—the one that turns the vessel back to human. And then, when the time is right, do a spell to exorcise the creature's shadow form back to hell. If Darla had succeeded in killing you, the demon would have been sent straight back to hell. But now that the demon is in its shadow form, we can't use it for our purpose—curing you," Mildred said. "We need a physical demon horn. We need to grind the horn down and use it in the potion."

      "I'm not going to risk Jamie's life again." I would do everything in my power to protect her.

      Mildred reached out and put her hand gently on my shoulder. "Not to worry. The demon who possessed Jamie is far too strong. We need to bring a lesser demon over. One we might be able to control and then hopefully banish when we're done with it."

      Might? Mildred said might be able to control. She only hoped we could banish it. What if the demon was stronger than all of us? "How are we supposed to banish it once we have what we need?"

      Mildred started to say something but then looked away and shrugged her shoulders.

      We were about to rush into uncharted territory and work spells no one had tried in a hundred years. And we could all die in the attempt. I felt tears begin to swell in my eyes. "Mildred, how do we stop it once it's here?"

      Mildred didn't answer me. She kept looking off into the distance. Why was she only just now telling us information about demons that I'd begged her to tell me back when we were under Gage's control? Was she telling us everything she knew? Was she still withholding information? The old thoughts came back—could I trust Mildred? She'd saved me, but she'd also turned on me. Could I believe her? I looked at her closely.

      By now Mildred should have shown her odd eccentricities. Talking to herself, dancing, listening to music that wasn't there, and speaking in riddles or rhythms. The Mildred that had shown up tonight was clear-thinking and lucid. Was it just a fluke, or had the old woman been faking insanity all along? How could I trust her when everything in my being was telling me to be cautious? I couldn't shake the feeling that the old woman had an agenda other than saving my life.

      Luke reached out and took my hand in his. "We can kill the demon. I have darker, stronger magic now. Between all of us, we'll be a match for the creature. And a match for Gage. He's not back to full strength. We can get the dagger and the spell from him. Colina, we can do this."

      "You did want to find Gage," Dean said.

      I turned and looked at him in shock. "The only reason I want to find Gage is because I want to save Wendy. I can't leave Wendy in that madman's hands."

      But what would happen when I came face-to-face with Gage again? He put a spell on me that made me swoon whenever I was in close proximity to him. I felt heat rise in my cheeks even as his image flashed in my mind. My heart started beating faster. I knew going after Gage was a crazy thing to do. Gage wanted to find me, wanted to get me in his bed. If he ever got ahold of me and "consummated" the relationship, the spell he put on me would be impossible to break.

      "Wendy is still with Gage, I'm sure of it." Mildred looked up into the sky. "The only way to free her is to go after him."

      Luke gave my hand a squeeze. "We have to try. If we don't, the demon poison will kill you."

      "He's right, child. You won't last much longer." Her eyes took in my appearance slowly. "I'm surprised you're still on your feet. I've seen the poison take down a full-grown man in half the time you've been walking around with it in your blood. But I've always known you're strong, stronger than you realize."

      Dean was watching Luke and my intertwined hands with a frown on his face.

      Self-conscious, I pulled my hand out of Luke's and asked Mildred, "How do we find Gage?"

      "She finds him for us," Mildred said.

      "Who?" I asked.

      Mildred's eyes narrowed as she looked over to where Jamie slept. "The child has powers. Hasn't she shown them to you yet?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke, Dean, Mildred, and I stood in a circle around Jamie. I studied her sleeping face. She looked so innocent, so young. When Mildred declared that Jamie had powers, I didn't want to believe her.

      As if she could sense us all staring at her, Jamie's eyes popped open.

      Mildred looked down at her. "Aren't you a tricky one?"

      I made a move to go to Jamie, but Mildred put out a hand, stopped me, and gave me a hard stare. "I'm guessing she was worried what you might think of her if she showed you."

      I know the astonishment I felt at this announcement showed on my face. "What are you talking about?"

      "Ah, you didn't think she knew the creature she was before. She knows all about it. Don't you, little one?"

      "That's impossible," I said, feeling as though the world had suddenly turned on its axis. I looked closely at Jamie. Her face was void of expression. Had I been deceived this whole time? Had Darla been right that my emotions were colored by the fact that Jamie looked like my family?

      Mildred looked at Jamie and demanded, "Are you evil?"

      The child quickly sat up, a look of fear on her face. "No," she whispered.

      Mildred looked deeply into Jamie's eyes. Then she turned and gave my arm another pat. "See, she's not one of them, one of those that has a darkened heart, but you still need proof of the child's powers." Mildred turned and pointed at Dean. "Boy, fetch me some water."

      By the look on his face, I didn't think Dean was going to do what she asked, but he went over to one of the backpacks and pulled out a canteen before walking back over to us. I swear he flinched when Mildred reached for it.

      I wondered if Dean feared Mildred because of the two occasions when she had hit him with her lightning magic. Whatever his reasons, he'd seemed leery of her ever since she handed us over to Gage. She had once walked with demons. She had hidden her true self from us. What magic did she have besides teleportation and the ability to control lightning?

      Dean's fear seemed to amuse Mildred. She gave him a half smile. Mildred walked over and sat down cross-legged in front of the fire. She looked over her shoulder and said, "Come, little one, don't be scared. I won't hurt you." From the pocket of her dress, she pulled out a small black bowl.

      Jamie didn't move at first. And then she slowly slid out of the sleeping bag, walked over, and sat down next to Mildred.

      "Jamie, hmm? That's a fine name. I promise they won't be scared if you show them what you can do." Mildred poured the water into the bowl and set it down in front of the child. "Now I need you to empty your mind. I need you to focus all your attention on the surface of the water."

      Luke came up next to me. "She's making a scrying bowl."

      I had heard of them. They were a sort of magic mirror. I had never seen one used, but it was said that if someone with the right power stared into the bowl, they could see visions on the surface of the water.

      I walked over and stood next to Jamie.

      Mildred reached out and gently touched the child's arm. "Take a deep breath. That's good. Now another. Concentrate on the water. We are looking for a man named Gage. Focus on the name." Mildred crouched down and picked up a small stone off the ground. She carefully dropped it into the bowl.

      I watched as small ripples raced across the surface of the water. Jamie's whole concentration was on the bowl. Was it true? Did she possess magic? And if she did, why hadn't we felt or seen any of it? A demon had made her. If she did possess any magic, it had to be dark.

      Jamie whispered, "I see people standing around a house."

      "That's good. Just keep concentrating and tell us all you see," Mildred said.

      I held my breath as Jamie whispered again, "There's water all around. They're floating on it. No... The house is floating on the water."

      Mildred let go of the child's arm and let out a long sigh. "He took them to an island."

      Jamie's voice suddenly took on a lower, more adult sound. "The house is made of stone. It's a castle. There's a man standing at the window. He is calling out Colina's name."

      I felt my pulse begin to race. "Gage."

      Luke's hand reached out and took mine. I hadn't realized I said Gage’s name out loud.

      Mildred leaned in and looked over Jamie's shoulder. "I see it. I see where they are." She put her hand on Jamie's head and gave her a pat. "I knew you could do it."

      Jamie looked up and gave Mildred a tentative smile.

      And at the smile a chill ran down my back. Why did Jamie hide her magic from us? And what other magic did she have? A demon had made the child. That same evil creature had possessed her mind and her body. An Archdemon, according to Mildred. I had watched Wendy slowly come unhinged after being possessed by a portion, just a tiny piece of a demon's soul. What had all that evil power, all that evil energy done to this child?

      A part of me had started to think of her almost as a sister. My family's DNA was used to make her. Her expressions, her gestures, were all too familiar and comforting. But now, as I watched her with her head bent next to Mildred, both of them whispering away—I had to ask myself who Jamie really was? What was she capable of? Mildred seemed satisfied that the child wasn't evil. I honestly wished I could believe the same.
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      I sat by the campfire and watched the flames. Was Gage, right? Would I be responsible for crossing over a legion of demons into our world? I had let one out, and now Mildred wanted us to release another. How could I justify doing such a thing? Mildred said Gage had a magical dagger full of dark souls and a spell. He had always wanted me to do his bidding, and now we were heading straight for him. When we found him, I was going to do the very thing I'd sworn I'd never do. And what if, when we tried Mildred's wild plan, instead of releasing one demon, we let them all out? Was saving my life worth risking everyone else's?

      "I think Mildred's plan might work." It was Luke. He stood in the shadows.

      I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "I swore I'd do everything in my power to kill the demon, and now you want me to bring forth another one?"

      "I want you to live," he said quietly.

      "What if everyone is right? Your sister, Gage, everyone else foresees a scenario where I let the Legion out," I demanded.

      "You would never do that," he said.

      "How do you know?" The last word ended in a sob.

      Luke moved forward and wrapped his arms around me. "Because you aren't doing this alone. I'll be there with you and so will Mildred. We'll make sure it doesn't happen."

      I leaned my head against his chest. "I can't risk it."

      "There's no other way." His hand came up and brushed through my hair. "Colina, I'm not going to lose you. Not after all we've been through."

      I closed my eyes and listened to his heartbeat. "But what if I..."

      He interrupted me. "I promise I'll be with you every step of the way."

      I pushed myself back and looked into his face. "Once we release the demon, do you really think we can cut off its horn and then destroy it?"

      "Mildred thinks we can. She's a powerful woman. She's been around a long time. I trust her judgment." There was such certainty in his eyes.

      "You trust a woman I met in a research hospital for the mages not in control of themselves." I put my head back on his chest.

      "Mildred is someone who dances to her own beat, but I don't think she's crazy." I could hear the smile in his voice. "Okay, I don't think she's completely unhinged."

      I was tempted to stay in his arms forever. I gave a long sigh and moved out of his embrace. "Do you believe everything she told us about the demons?"

      "I don't have a reason not to trust her. Look what she did for me," he said.

      "She handed us over to Gage." By the look on his face, I knew that no matter what I said, I wasn't going to change his mind. Could we really trust her? There were no records left from the great mage war. There were a few spells that had somehow escaped being destroyed. Macaven, Gage, and Darla had found them. But what if Mildred was telling us a pack of lies? What if she wanted me to release the Legion of demons? What if she was actually on Gage's side? My temples were throbbing with all the thoughts swirling around in my head.

      "What we need to do now is sleep," Luke said. "Then tomorrow we'll start to make our way to the island."

      I looked over to the other side of the clearing. Dean had gone off to find more wood for the fire. Jamie was back in her sleeping bag, fast asleep.

      While I sat watching the fire, Luke and Mildred had been talking. Now Mildred was lying down on a bed of pine. She had no blanket. Her shawl was wrapped closely around her. Apparently, she wasn't affected by the cold like the rest of us. What was the old woman? I had seen her throw lightning and I had seen her teleport at the drop of a hat. What other things could she do that she hadn't shown us yet? And why was she always so mysterious? She admitted to willingly going with Gage after the battle. She'd said it was to save Wendy's life, but could we believe her? And now we were about to follow her to some island with a pack of death dealers on our trail.

      "Did she tell you where this island is?" I asked Luke in a hushed whisper.

      "The island is on the coast, within a huge network of small islands. Some are resorts, some are small towns, and many are private residences. Someone built a castle on one," he said.

      "Really? An actual castle. The kind with knights?" I asked.

      Luke moved close to me again. "That's what Mildred says. She's been there before." His arm slid around my waist. "She says the man who built the castle was an eccentric millionaire. It was a castle from England that he transported over here stone by stone and had reassembled. The whole operation apparently took years to complete. He died a decade ago, and the place has been abandoned ever since."

      "Why is Gage there?" I knew when I found out the answer to that question, I wasn't going to like it.

      "Mildred says the place is a power source," Luke said.

      "Is that why Gage wants to set up residence there, so that he can amplify his magic?" Gage becoming more powerful was a frightening thing.

      Luke nodded. "That's part of it, but also because one of his associates set up shop there. A guy named Fintan? He has some kind of operation on the island."

      The image of a redheaded man gleefully watching me create zombies slid across my mind. "Fintan." I shuddered as I said the name. The man had given me the creeps. "I met him in the mining town. He wanted me to come and work on a 'project' of his."

      "What kind of project?" Luke asked.

      "He didn't say." Another shudder went through me. "Project" was the word that Gage used to talk about making a zombie army. What kind of project was Fintan running?

      I turned until I was facing Luke. "We go to the island and storm the castle."

      He pulled me closer. "It's the plan of the moment."

      "And what if your sister finds us before we get there?" I whispered.

      His body tensed, but he didn't say anything.

      "If she finds us, she might try to kill me again." Darla would not be happy until she saw me dead.

      After a long moment of silence, he said, "My sister is doing what she thinks is right. She has seen so many of our people hurt. She's only trying to keep them safe."

      "She wants me to die, Luke." How could I make him believe his sister wasn't the same girl he remembered?

      He was silent again.

      I fought down a flash of resentment. His loyalty to his sister was blinding him to what she had done. How could I make him believe me? "You were there. You saw what she tried to do to me and Jamie."

      His eyes filled with sadness. "I don't want to believe it."

      He loved his sister. She'd been the one that had convinced her brother to hear me out. She'd done her best to help me. She was the only reason Luke hadn't thrown me out into the street. And when we'd saved her, she'd tried her best to stop me from going into the mansion after Macaven. Darla believed in her heart that I'd killed her brother. She wasn't wrong—my thoughtless actions had been responsible for Luke's death. And when Darla had stood atop the hill on the day of Luke's funeral, she'd told me she would kill me the next time she saw me. I'd seen the anger in her eyes. There was a deep hatred for me burning in her soul. I knew what it was to hate that much. How much it ate away at you.

      "Darla went through so much," Luke said.

      "So did I, so did you. You don't see me trying to slit her throat." I couldn't keep the anger from my voice.

      "I won't let her hurt you. Do you believe me when I say that?"

      "I do." He had fought against his people trying to save me.

      "I know if I can talk to her, I can make her see reason." I knew he believed it, but I didn't.

      "Darla and I have always been close," he said. There it was again, that sadness in his eyes. "There's a bond between us. I know I'm different now, and so is she, but if we can get a chance to really talk to one another, away from all of this, I know I can make her see what she's doing is wrong."

      I pulled away from him. "But what if she's right? What if killing Jamie, killing me, is the only way to keep the demon from coming back? What if it's the only way to ensure the Legion never crosses into our world?"

      He reached for me.

      I took a few steps away from him. "We're talking about bringing another one of those evil things over into our plane of existence. You saw what the demon did to Macaven and his dark mages. They were powerful mages. Their magic couldn't stop the demon. How can we stop one?" I know my voice had taken on an edge of hysteria. I felt the panic, the fear race through me.

      Luke grabbed my arm and pulled me toward him. "Mildred says we can control the demon. She says we can kill it, and I believe her."

      When I tried to wiggle away, he held me tighter. "We haven't come this far to stop fighting. We'll cure you and then we'll find a way to banish both demons back to hell."

      I wanted to believe that everything would work out. We had survived so much together. Beaten impossible odds. It was not in my nature to give up. I took a deep breath and let it out. "Okay, let's storm the castle."

      "That's my girl." He leaned in and kissed me.

      And that's how Dean found us. Standing by the fire, kissing passionately in each other's arms.

      Dean dropped an armful of wood on the ground. "Sorry, I didn't mean to intrude." Without another word, he spun on his heels and stormed off.

      "Dean." I started to go after him, but Luke reached out and grabbed my arm.

      "Let him be," Luke said.

      "I should talk to him," I said, watching Dean melt into the shadows of the woods.

      "Colina, we haven't been fooling anyone. He knows how we feel about each other. He can see it in our eyes every time we look at each other."

      "I didn't want it to be like this. I wanted to take him aside, tell him in my own way."

      "No matter what you say to him, you can't take away the pain he's feeling." Luke's hand came up and gently caressed my cheek. "I thought I'd lost you. I thought I'd never have you back in my arms. That kind of heartache is not something I'd wish on my worst enemy. I thank the Goddess that I didn't lose you. We can't help it if we love each other. I'm sorry that it hurts Dean that we're together, but he'll come to accept it in time." His fingers glided down my throat and slowly came to rest on the nape of my neck.

      He pulled me toward him, and he kissed me. And after a while he leaned back and gave me a wide smile. "You realize it's terribly cold outside tonight." He pretended to shiver. "I'm not tough like the old bird... I might need some help keeping warm."

      I laughed. "Are you suggesting we share a sleeping bag?"

      "I am. I promise to keep you warm all night."

      I felt a delicious shiver run down my body at Luke's words. I looked over to where Jamie and Mildred lay near campfire. At that moment, I wished desperately that we were alone. I moved into Luke's arms and rested my head against his shoulder. Luke was with me again. He was right: whatever came up we would fight it together. We had been taking on all the wild things thrown our way since we first met, and we had somehow survived it all.

      He might be in a different body, but his soul, his essence, was still the same, no matter how much darkness and anger swirled around inside him. And just maybe there was a glimmer of the girl I used to be inside me somewhere. The young wannabe healer who'd spent her summers running through the fields barefoot. The girl who'd loved to dig her hands into the dirt and grow things. That girl had dreamed of being a healer one day. That life was no more, but maybe there were new dreams to go after. Things to wish for. Things to live for. We were stronger together, and we'd survived this long, and if we were lucky maybe we'd survive the next impossible trials thrown in our path.

      Mildred said the only way to cure me was to bring forth a demon and cut off its horn. I wanted to live. Mildred and Luke believed we could do this impossible thing. What other choice did I have but to trust them both?
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      I wasn't sure what woke me. I was nestled in a sleeping bag next to Luke's. It had been tempting to take him up on his offer to share a bag, but when we'd gone back to the others and started making preparations to go to sleep Dean had finally stumbled back into camp. He had only looked directly at me once and in that one look, there was so much desperation and disappointment. Dean had told me that he loved me. Back in the mining town he had thought that Luke was dead, and he believed in his heart that we would be together. I had, in my grief, fallen into his arms, but it only happened because I had been devastated and so sad. I had thought I had lost Luke forever. Once again, I had been ruled by my emotions and in that moment, I got carried away. I had thrown myself at Dean, but nothing truly happened. Things had stopped before they went too far.

      I knew a part of me had feelings for Dean. I did feel something when he kissed me. I was attracted to him, but that's all it was— attraction. It wasn't love. I loved Luke. I had doubted my feelings for Luke when he'd jumped into Caleb's body. I had been so scared of the true Caleb, who had tortured me, threatened to kill me, that fear had kept me from seeing Luke. But I was no longer afraid. I saw past Caleb's face and into Luke's soul. Luke was the one I cared for, the one I loved. A few stolen kisses with Dean would never change that. But how could I ever explain that to Dean? How could I make him understand that we were never meant to be together? I wanted to go to Dean and try to tell him everything I was thinking and feeling, but Luke's words rang in my head. Give him time.

      When Dean crawled into his sleeping bag, I glanced over at Luke. All smiles, he had motioned to his sleeping bag, a silent invitation for me to join him, but I just shook my head. I knew seeing Luke and I together was causing Dean pain. I didn't want to make things worse. I didn't want to hurt Dean more than I already had. Eventually, he would get used to seeing us together as a couple and would come to terms with it. He would realize that he didn't truly love me, and he would find someone else. Someone who loved him the way he truly deserved.

      As I lay in my sleeping bag looking out into the darkness, I wondered what woke me. I stared into the fire. Its low flames and embers gave off a flickering light. I had been having a restless night. Tossing and turning with both guilt about Dean and worry about what Gage was up to. It was going to be a long day tomorrow and what I needed most was to clear my mind and go back to sleep. I started to close my eyes, but the soft sound of singing off in the distance made me flip them open again. I looked around the campfire. Mildred slept peacefully, and I could hear Dean snoring ever so softly. The bag where Jamie had been laying was empty.

      I sat up, the leaves beneath my sleeping bag rustling. Luke opened his eyes. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing. Go back to sleep," I answered. It seemed silly to worry him. Jamie got restless. She couldn't be far.

      Now I slid out of my sleeping bag. As I passed the campfire, I could see my breath in the firelight. It was a chilly night. Winter would be here soon. I looked off into the dark woods. Jamie was scared most of the time. She wouldn't wander far away from a warm fire and the people who were protecting her...would she? She knew Darla and the death dealers were hot on our trail.

      I followed the soft sound of singing. I came around a tree, and the sight before me stopped me dead in my tracks. Jamie sat on the ground, an orange light outlining her body. Her outstretched hands moved back and forth, and all around her were misty forms. She was singing a song I had never heard before... Or had I?

      Déjà vu tickled at the back of my mind, and I leaned against the tree to try and get my bearings. After a moment, there came a sudden recognition. Those shadowy forms were my spirit pack. My spirit pack sat around her in a circle while she sang to them.

      Suddenly my dream from so long ago came back to me—the little girl singing to trees filled with animals, the three nightmarish creatures stepping out of the shadows. I reeled in shock, then spun around and searched the darkness. In that dream, three demons had approached. Was the dream coming true? Was it actually a vision? At any moment would I hear crashing in the woods as the demons came into view? I held my breath and listened.

      The wind carried nothing but Jamie's voice.

      I watched her sing to my spirit pack. She'd shown us her scrying abilities, but now she was calling to a pack of animal spirits? A pack that I controlled. A gift the old gods had bestowed on me.

      I looked around again. No demons loomed out of the darkness, no old gods defended me. There was just a child singing a sweet little song in the trees.

      What was she? What powers did she possess? And how sure was Mildred that the demon didn't still possess her? Mildred had said the demon was still around. Would I be able to feel the creature if it were here? I didn't feel anything. No ghostly fingers touched me, no voices whispered on the wind. There were no spirits around that I could detect except for my spirit pack. I moved out of the trees to get a better view, and a small branch caught in my clothes, breaking with a loud crack.

      The child stopped singing and looked over in my direction. I moved my body back behind the tree just as her eyes shifted to where I'd been standing. I waited behind the tree for a few seconds and then I looked back around.

      The clearing was empty. For one long moment I wondered if this was a dream. Was I still asleep? The wind picked up, and my body began to tremble with cold. No, this was no dream. I was awake, standing in the dark woods.

      It was easy making my way back to the campsite; I could see the flames of the fire between the trees. Jamie lay in her sleeping bag with her eyes closed. I stared at the child. I hadn't imagined what I'd seen. I had watched Jamie singing a lullaby to my spirit pack. I had watched part of my nightmare come true. Now I had to worry that it wasn't a nightmare, but a vision. In my dream, three demons had showed up. Horrid creatures that stood against the child and the spirit pack. The child had said that I wasn't ready to battle the demons and that surviving such a battle was close to impossible. Would we all be killed trying to keep the Legion from crossing into our world?
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        * * *

      

      My stomach grumbled as we rolled up our sleeping bags, packed away the camping gear, and started hiking again. We had to watch our rations, so breakfast was light. We each ate a handful of nuts and a protein bar. We couldn't buy more food until we stumbled into another town. Mildred seemed to have an idea of where she was going, so at least this time we weren't mindlessly wandering around the forest. We followed behind her as she strode confidently along.

      I never got a chance to get Luke alone. When I'd slipped back into my sleeping bag, Luke had been soundly asleep. I had lain awake looking over at Jamie, questions swirling through my head.

      Was she a danger to us? Was she full of goodness? Was she full of evil? I had barely spoken with her since the midnight ritual. When I first got to know her, I had been so taken with the way she looked, the way she made me feel when I was around her, I never thought to try and find out who she really was. Her eyes were a clear blue now; before they'd had a sinister orange glint to them. I wanted to believe with all my heart that meant the demon no longer had any control over her, but there was no way to know for sure.

      Luke came up beside me and took my hand. He had a backpack slung over his shoulder.

      Mildred, Dean, and Jamie walked twenty feet ahead of us. I struggled behind, unable to keep pace with the others.

      Luke gave my hand a squeeze. "What's wrong?" He looked over at me. "I can tell by the look on your face that something's troubling you."

      "It's Jamie. I found her in the woods last night when everyone else was asleep." I told him all of it. About finding Jamie in the clearing, the orange light, and her singing to my spirit pack.

      When I finished, he looked over at me, his eyes wide with astonishment. "She was singing to them?"

      "Have you ever heard of such a thing?"

      "No. That's what worries me. All of the things that are happening I've never heard of, never seen before. How are we supposed to prepare ourselves when we honestly don't know what we're going to face when we find Gage?"

      "Do you think it's a mistake to go after Gage?" I asked. It was true the note I found from Wendy back in the mining camp still haunted me. Find me. I knew she expected me to come for her, to save her.

      "What choice do we have?" Luke said. "But I would feel more comfortable if we had more mages with us."

      I looked behind me into the empty forest. If Darla and her people caught up with us, he might just get his wish. "If we try this, we may all die," I whispered.

      "And if we don't, you'll die for sure."

      The poison was above my elbow, halfway to my shoulder. How much longer did I have? How long until the weakness that filled me got so bad, I could no longer walk? I could no longer breathe?

      "It's actually a good thing Jamie has magic," I said.

      My words surprised him.

      I tried to explain myself. "Dean is strong and formidable, but only becomes a true threat if someone blasts him with magic. Mildred has the lightning, and you have hellfire. But if the child has some magic, she can use to help us, that's a good thing."

      He finally voiced the one thought that had been haunting me. "What if the demon still possesses her?"

      "If it did, I think we could tell. Before I could feel the shadow of the creature on her. I don't feel that same sense of evil from her." I looked at him. "Do you?"

      "No. But it created her; it was inside her. Being possessed by a demon for a short time changed Wendy."

      An image of Wendy talking to herself in the corner flashed across my mind. Wendy had attacked me. "Wendy started to lose her mind."

      "Jamie doesn't seem unbalanced. ," he said.

      More sane than Mildred acts sometimes. Mildred's behavior in the hospital was always changing. How long would we have the clear-headed Mildred around? How long until she started to act out again? I stopped walking and faced him. "Do we have an actual plan? Once we get to the island—what then?"

      "We find Gage," he answered.

      "And once we find him?" I demanded.

      "We have hellfire. We have lightning." He grabbed both my hands in his. "We have you and you have powerful magic."

      I could just make out the outline of the others ahead of us. If we didn't start walking, we might lose sight of them altogether. I started moving forward, but Luke grabbed my arm and pulled me with him toward a cluster of trees.

      He moved closer until his body was pressed tightly against mine and my back was against a tree. I could feel the heat of his body. His fingers reached up and grazed my lips. Then they trailed slowly down my neck. "When I think of anyone touching you but me, it makes me crazy." Desire laced his voice, and I shivered in anticipation. Before I could say anything, he roughly pulled me to him. His mouth crashed down on mine. He kissed me until my lips felt bruised.

      When he finally pulled away, my heart pounded, and my breath came out in small gasps. "They'll wonder where we are," I said, trying to collect myself.

      "Let them wonder." His hands were still in my hair. He lowered his lips to my neck. His hands glided from my hair down to the zipper of my jacket. I held my breath while he unzipped it.

      "What are you doing?" I whispered as warm nimble fingers slid beneath my shirt.

      "Nothing," he said as his lips brushed against my neck.

      "Luke, we can't do this here." But my mind, my body was lost in a wave of pleasure. The way he smelled, his touch, his lips—I wanted him so desperately.

      "They're here!" the child's voice rang out. Luke spun around.

      It was Jamie. She was watching us with obvious curiosity. I pushed myself away from Luke.

      Mildred walked up and stood beside Jamie. When Mildred spoke, there was a twinkle her eye. "We found the highway. It's not far from here." She gestured behind her. "Maybe a quarter of a mile away." She took in my rumpled appearance and smiled. "We were worried you'd gotten lost."

      I could feel the heat on my cheeks as I straightened my clothes. I looked up and my eyes locked with Dean's. He was now standing behind Mildred. I expected to see anger, but instead I saw a look of defeat flash across his face.

      Mildred watched us, and she finally broke the uncomfortable silence. "It's a long way to the island. I think our best course of action is to hitch a ride."

      "Do you think that's a good idea?" Luke said. "There are people out here hunting death dealers."

      "They're just as likely to stumble across us in the woods as they are to find us driving down the highway in a car," she answered, sounding amused.

      Dean spoke up. "I heard they've set up roadblocks in some towns." He kept glancing in my direction.

      Luke was openly glaring at Dean.

      "We'll hitch a ride until we find another mode of transportation." Mildred turned and started to walk away. She called back over her shoulder. "Come along, children."

      One after the other, we began to follow her. Somehow Mildred had become the pied piper. We weren't exactly sure where we were going or what we would find when we got there, but along we went, trailing after Mildred. I just hoped she wasn't leading us astray.
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      I stood on the rear deck of the ferry, watching the boat cut its way through the low swells. It had taken us three days to get here. For part of it we walked, and the rest of the time we hitched rides from strangers.

      One of Mildred's powers was popping in and out of places, another was controlling lightning, but I wondered if she had a third. On three separate occasions, she had stood at the side of the road and flicked her fingers in the direction of an oncoming car and that car had stopped. And after a brief conversation, the driver agreed to pick us up and take us along. It had been grueling, hitchhiking; I hated being crammed tightly into a car with strangers, always wondering if they would hurt us if they found out who we were.

      But yesterday Mildred had somehow acquired a minivan. We had been dropped off at a rest stop, and while we were stretching our legs and looking for our next ride, Mildred had disappeared. Twenty minutes later she had driven up in the minivan. We didn't ask her how she got it, and she didn't give an explanation. Honestly, I'd been so happy to see her again, I'd gotten in the car without a word. When she'd left, I'd been worried she'd abandoned us. She was the only one who knew exactly where we were going.

      Once in the van, we drove all night. Luke and Dean took turns at the wheel. I slept through the last leg of the trip. When I woke, we were boarding the ferry.

      I stood at the stern of the boat, happy to finally be outdoors again, even if it was raining. I leaned against the railing and looked out into the water. My coat was plastered against me, and my hair clung to my face and neck. I was the only one outside. Everyone else was inside, sitting in the rows of chairs that lined the ferry's cabin. But I wasn't alone. I watched ghostly animal forms ride in the boat's rolling wake, racing along with the ship. I watched them race beside the boat and felt anew the bond that tied me to the old gods and, through them, to the creatures of the wild. My spirit pack—bears, wolves, and now dolphins.

      "I thought they only came when you were in danger?" Mildred stood at the railing a few feet away from me. I hadn't heard her approaching and wondered if she had teleported.

      "That's how it's worked so far," I said, looking down at the spirits diving in the waves. "But when I came out here, dolphin spirits appeared."

      "If someone sees them..."

      I raised my hand. The rain was beating down in a steady stream on both of us. "No one else is foolish enough to be out in this weather."

      Mildred leaned against the railing and watched the spirits diving and gliding through the waves. "I never thought I'd live to see a spirit pack." She looked over at me. "It's a rare gift you have, child."

      Her words surprised me. "You've never seen someone with a spirit pack before?"

      "I've heard of such things, mostly legends, folklore. Wild things have no understanding of evil. Instead, they fight for balance against chaos. The predator that kills more than it needs jeopardizes the balance, but predators are still needed to cull the weak and sick."

      Even after all this time, Mildred was such a mystery to me. She lifted her face up to the sky. Raindrops fell and glided down her cheeks. When she looked back at me, her hair was slicked back against her head and body. "Luke told me about the men who attacked you in the woods."

      I was surprised that he had confided in her.

      Mildred reached into the pockets of her dress and pulled out something. She opened her hand and lying in her palm was a blue pouch. Its edges were burned.

      "Where did you get that?" I demanded.

      "The girl gave it to me."

      It looked like one of the magic pouches the Redeemers were wearing when they'd attacked us. Luke had burned the men, but I'd watched as his magic had bounced off their magic pouches. How did Jamie get her hands on it?

      As if reading my mind, Mildred said, "She must have snuck out of the house. Maybe followed you. The girl is full of curiosity. She's always sneaking away when no one is watching."

      "The other night in the woods I saw her..."

      Mildred interrupted me. "Singing to your spirit pack." She smiled at the expression of surprise on my face. "You weren't the only one up that night, strolling in the woods."

      When I looked at the old woman that night, she'd been asleep. But I knew from my days back at the hospital that Mildred didn't sleep much. When I went out into the woods, she must have followed me. "What was she doing?"

      "Drawing the darkness off them. The darkness they get when they clash up against the death dealer's banshees," she said.

      "She was healing them?" I asked.

      "I'm not sure."

      I gave her a hard look.

      She shrugged her shoulders. "She might've been healing them. She might've been sucking in the darkness like someone who's thirsty and desperate for a sip of water."

      That last suggestion sent a chill down my spine. Was the child drinking in the darkness? "Do you trust her?"

      "The better question is, do you?" Mildred asked.

      It was infuriating when Mildred talked in riddles. She made it difficult at times to get a straight answer. "I'm not sure if I can trust her." I looked back to the waves—the spirit dolphins had moved on. There were so many unanswered questions. I leaned against the railing, feeling tired and confused. "Do you really think we can cross a demon over and then destroy it?" When she didn't answer me, I spun around and said, "You seem to know an awful lot about the evil creatures."

      Mildred turned her head to the side and gave me an odd smile. "Do you think I enjoy knowing so much about the beasts?" Her voice filled with anger, and she waved her hands in the air. "I know that morphing into human form weakens them, and it takes a great deal of power for them to transfer back to their natural form. It's in their dark, horned creature form that they hold the most power. But when the creatures pass into our world, that's where they gain real power." She lowered her voice, and a wild glint came into her eyes. "They can come into our world in their true form, but it takes a Hellgate, which is very difficult to create and doesn't last very long. Demon killers could open them, and they used them to call across and kill demons that were trying to possess human victims. The demons still fear that demon killers will reemerge, and for a generation the creatures have kept a low profile. I know no more demon killers exist, but old habits die hard. The demon is a creature who likes to hide, who likes to live in the shadows." She grabbed my arm, and her fingers tightened. "An Archdemon in its true form hasn't walked the earth for almost ninety-five years. The creatures have been hiding, only using possession and influence to look for human playthings, but that time is over. They're ready to come back to the world of men."

      I pulled my arm away and rubbed my wrist. I could still see the imprint of her fingers on my skin. "Why do they want to cross over now?"

      "Because now there's someone who possesses the power to bring them over." Her eyes bore into mine. "You, child. They've been waiting all this time for you."

      Everyone kept saying I was the most powerful mage around, but a part of me felt as if they were saying it as a joke. I knew I could do things that other death dealers couldn't, but it was crazy what the old woman was telling me. How could the demons have been waiting for me?

      "You know it wasn't an accident that your family was killed," she said.

      Her words hit me like a punch in the gut. My mind reeled back to the moment it had happened—my father's eyes full of defiance as the blade slit his throat. The light in his eyes slowly dying as the blood poured from his body. My mother screaming and rushing to his side, only to be killed by a bullet that tore through her head. And my brother, Jamie. Macaven's men had somehow ripped Jamie's spirit from his living body.

      It had been no accident that Macaven had killed my family. It was at the bidding of a demon. The creature had used me and Macaven as his puppets and had pulled our strings until we'd done what it wanted—we'd brought the monster into our world. We had brought that thing out of the dark abyss. Was all this just another part of the monster's plans? Were we once again just the creature's playthings, dancing to its evil tune? Even now as we headed toward Gage, were we unintentionally following the demon's master plan?

      "I know I have some powers that are different..."

      Mildred interrupted me with a harsh laugh. "Child, you have no idea what you're capable of."

      "Stop with all the mystery and riddles. If you know what I can do, tell me."

      She gave me a small smile. "There are rules to this game. Rules that even I can't break."

      "What game?" I demanded.

      She cocked her head and looked off into the distance.

      I took a step forward, reached out, and touched her shoulder. "Mildred."

      She turned her head and slowly focused her eyes back on me. "Child, you're dripping wet."

      "Mildred, what game?" I asked.

      "You want to play a game? I know quite a few. How about hide and seek?" She laughed and started to skip away.

      We were entrusting our lives to the information given to us by a mad woman. For the last few days, Mildred had seemed lucid and sane. Everything she told us about the demons, we believed without hesitation. But now as I watched her skipping in the rain, clapping her hands, and singing out as she went, I had to wonder how much of what she had told us was true.
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      I stayed outside for a while longer, enjoying the cold, salty air. The wind blew dark clouds across the sky, throwing long shadows over the small rocky islands we passed. On a few I could see houses small and large, with the occasional mansion tucked into the heavy trees. The wind blew spray onto my face, chilling and invigorating me at the same time.

      I turned back to look through the glass behind me at the packed passenger deck. The quiet, intense group of passengers was why I stood out in the cold. They seemed less festive than expected from a group of vacationers enroute to a resort island. But maybe they were headed for one of the other large islands that the ferry visited before it headed back to the mainland. Some of the islands were big enough to qualify as towns, at least according to the map on the ferry wall. We had already made a couple of stops, and a few people had gotten off, but most still sat in the passenger cabin or milled in small groups on the covered deck. The ferry wasn't so very large, and the forty or so passengers made it feel crowded.

      I looked back down at the cars below us and at the small minivan in which Luke, Jamie, and Dean slept. When we'd boarded the ferry, the others had taken one look at the crowded cabin and decided to wait back in the minivan. We'd been driving non-stop, and it was still early. Everyone was exhausted. The others had soon fallen asleep, but I'd been too antsy to sleep anymore. The poison was in my system, wearing away at me, making me feel thin and fragile—and those feelings made me acutely aware of my own mortality. I didn't want to waste any time, waste any experience. And the cool sea wind on a cloudy day was a good experience.

      We had three more hours on the ferry before we reached our final destination, and I felt an urge to explore the boat. Gathering my energy, I pushed through the door into the passenger compartment. Dozens of faces turned to watch me enter, a few with smiles, but most just watched me with guarded curiosity. I walked down a tiny hallway to the rear lounge. Laughter rose to meet me, as a smaller, happier group filled the rear room. Brightly dressed people talked and laughed, free of the worry and constraints of their work-a-day lives. I loitered on the edge of the party, but I felt like an uninvited guest and soon moved on.

      I pushed through another set of doors and back into the brisk sea air. I moved to the steep stairs by the side rail and down to the car deck. Turning to the back, I watched the ferry's wide wake turning the dark blue water a misty gray. It left a wide scar through the calm sea, but the lightly rolling swell quickly wiped it away. I leaned against the rail and watched the seagulls diving into the wake. Without any real urgency, I weaved through the cars back to the bow. A few delivery vans seemed to take up most of the deck, the tops of them only a few inches from the ceiling of the compartment. I had to turn sideways to fit between the sidewall and the wider of the trucks. I moved up beside the old minivan that held the others. They slept peacefully, lulled to sleep by the gentle rolling of the boat and a long night on the road. Luke was in the passenger seat, his head cushioned against a sweater and the window. I smiled at the peaceful scene, resisting the impulse to wake Luke up so that he could enjoy the boat ride with me. He needed the rest.

      I moved on, and as I cleared the van, I noticed someone leaning against the door of one of the panel vans. He brought a bandaged hand up, and it disappeared in the darkness of his hooded sweatshirt. The end of a cigarette glowed, smoke rolling out of the shadowed depths and wrapping around the lowered head. There was something about him, the way he stood, his very presence that seemed ominous. There was nothing to fear. We were on a crowded ferry. No one knew we were death dealers. If there was going to be trouble, it would've happened when we first boarded the boat. But I couldn't help but shudder as I looked over at him. I quickly moved on before he looked up.

      I passed back into the sunlight of the bow with a sigh of relief and there stood Jamie looking out toward the water. I had thought she was asleep in the car. She didn't seem to notice me. Her eyes were focused on the water. I followed her gaze and saw dolphins swimming and diving in the wake of the boat. Not live dolphins, but spirits. The dolphin spirits that had come to me earlier.

      I watched as Jamie laughed, clapping her hands in glee as two of the spirit dolphins jumped into the air and smoothly landed back in the water. I realized I'd never heard her laugh before. Suddenly she stilled and slowly turned around. She looked at me warily.

      I walked over until I stood a few feet from her.

      She didn't say a word, but her expression became guarded.

      She had hidden her magic from us. I could feel the anger rage through me. I'd been a fool to trust her. She'd been playing us the whole time. "I saw you in the woods the other night. Singing to my spirit pack."

      Jamie's eyes widened with surprise from both my declaration and my tone.

      "What were you doing to them?" I demanded.

      "They were hurt," she said in a small voice.

      I looked down at the dolphin spirits gliding through the water. I had been standing above this deck when I first spotted them. My spirit pack never came to me unless I was in pain or a great deal of fear. I had just assumed the dolphins had come to me, but I realized now I was wrong. They had come to the girl. Jamie had somehow called them to her like she had the spirits in the woods the other night. Are you evil? Will you hurt us? Do you hear the demon? These questions flashed through my mind. But if I asked them and she answered, could I believe her answer?

      Instead, I asked, "The spirit animals come to you?"

      Her hands were behind her back. She stood looking up with those blue eyes. My brother's eyes. "I hear them sometimes." She finally answered. Everything about her body language screamed that she didn't want to talk about it.

      But there was nowhere she could go. I was blocking her only way back into the car compartment.

      She looked at me, her eyes wide with fear, and for one brief moment I felt compassion for her. But I pushed those feelings away. "Do you only hear animal spirits? What about other spirits? Can you hear the dead?"

      I didn't think she would answer my questions, but she finally spoke. "I see a woman sometimes."

      So she could see the dead. It shouldn't have been a surprise; the demon had taken my blood to create her. I could see the spirits and so could she, but I could see the spirits only after I went through the dark rituals. I had to die and come back before I could hear, feel, and speak to the dead. She might have my blood, but she hadn't been initiated as a death dealer. How was it that she could see spirits?

      "The woman is really sad. She's looking for her family." Jamie looked so young and innocent standing there, her hands now clasped in front of her. "She was killed." She reached up and rubbed her forehead. "She has a hole right here and she's covered in blood."

      I froze at her words.

      "Run, baby, run," Jamie whispered.

      Those were the words my mother had cried out to me when Macaven's men had advanced on Pagan's barn. I reached out and grabbed Jamie's arms. "Where did you hear those words?"

      "In the cabin. Back at the stronghold," she said.

      Jamie had told me she'd heard voices talking to her when we were in the cabin, and now she was claiming one of the voices was actually my mother's. I had not felt my mother's presence in the death dealer's camp. I had hoped—believed—that my mother's spirit had moved on. Was she still out there, tortured and confused? Would her soul forever wander the in between?

      My fingers dug into Jamie's arm. "You're lying to me. My mama's spirit wasn't back at the camp. I would have felt her."

      Jamie looked up at me, her eyes full of fear.

      I let go of her arm and grabbed her by the shoulders. I shook her hard once. "Who are you?"

      Her head snapped back and, tears welling up in her eyes, she said, "I'm your sister."

      It was not the answer I expected. I wanted to shake her again. I wanted to force her to tell me the truth. I wanted answers, and I was tired of playing games. I wanted to hurt her. And at that thought I took a deep breath and let it out. I forced the anger back. I wasn't going to get the answers I wanted by scaring and hurting her. I let go of her, and she fell back onto the deck.

      "You're not my sister." There was no anger left in my voice.

      Jamie looked up at me, a single teardrop rolling down her face. "Mildred told me I am. That we have the same blood."

      All along the way to the ferry Jamie had stayed close to Mildred. I had often seen them with their heads together, whispering away. What had they talked about? What else had Mildred told her? "Did she tell you how you came to be?"

      "She told me it was a spell," she said.

      "A spell done by a black mage. One that raised a demon. The demon made you from my blood," I hissed.

      The news didn't seem to surprise Jamie. "That's why you're scared of me," she said. She reached out her hand. "But you don't have to be scared anymore. The demon is gone."

      My instincts screamed at me to go to her, to comfort her, but I ignored them. There was a cold edge to my voice when I said, "You told me there were voices talking to you in the cabin. They told you my boyfriend was back. It wasn't spirits talking to you was it?"

      That wary look was back on her face.

      I continued, "I can feel spirits, and there weren't any there that night with us in the cabin."

      "I hear them in my head. The voices," she whispered. "Sometimes I hear growls."

      I gasped out loud. I had heard the same sounds in the dark abyss. "What do they say to you?"

      "Things," she answered and then looked away.

      My anger resurfaced. I stormed forward, reached out, and pulled her to her feet. "What kind of things?"

      "They say that he's waiting for you. That he was so sad when you went away."

      I felt a cold chill go down my back. She was talking about Gage.

      Jamie continued. "They tell me that your friend is not happy. She cries a lot."

      Wendy.

      Jamie's eyes shone brightly. I had seen the same look in Mildred's eyes. "They say that they've been waiting a long time. That you're going to finally set them free.

      I let her go and took a step back. "I'll never allow the Legion to cross over."

      Jamie broke the silence. "They say you're the one they've been waiting for."

      The growls, the snarls. Creatures from the black abyss. The demons were talking to Jamie. They were talking to her just like they had communicated with Wendy. Mildred said a piece of them could cross the veil and possess a person. When Wendy was possessed, the demon talked using her voice, controlled her movements, filled her mind with darkness and madness.

      Mildred said if the girl let the demon back in it could possess her again. I had thought I'd made Jamie human with that spell. But I was wrong. She wasn't human. She was something else. She had magic, she could see spirits, and somehow the demons were communicating with her from the other side.

      I searched her face. There was no yellow or orange light glowing from her eyes. There was no evil shadow hovering around her. I could feel no presence of evil on the child.

      And yet, there was something odd about the girl. Something otherworldly. My spirit pack came to her. Mildred said the wild things didn't know what evil was. But would they be drawn to it? The demon might not possess her now, but it had been inside her. And maybe because of that there was still some kind of connection open to the other side. To the dark abyss.

      What if the child was innocent? What if the magic, the connection to the abyss, were all echoes left over from when the demon possessed her? If the child opened herself up to the demon, she could let it back in. Alienating her might only make that process happen faster. I might not trust her, but we needed her on our side. We needed to keep the beast from taking her over again.

      I was face-to-face with her now. "You shouldn't listen to those voices anymore. They're evil."

      "They are?" she said.

      "Yes, they are. They want to hurt us. Hurt you. I'm sorry I was so mad," I said.

      "You're scared of me," she said.

      "I was. But I'm not anymore. Mildred was right. You are my sister. My blood is coursing through your veins." I reached up and touched the child's hair. "You look like me, don't you?"

      "I do," she answered.

      "You look like me because we are sisters," I said.

      "You don't hate me?" she whispered.

      "No, I don't hate you." It was true I didn't hate her, I feared her. I was scared of the powers she had. Scared of the voices that talked to her.

      

      "But the others, they're scared of me. Everyone is scared of me but Mildred," she whispered.

      "Then we'll have to show them that they're wrong. That there's nothing to be scared of," I answered.

      She gave me a small smile. "I like Mildred. She sings fun songs. She's the one that showed me how to sing to them."

      My hand paused in the air. "Mildred showed you how to sing to my spirit pack?"

      She nodded her head. "Mildred said if I sang her favorite song, they would come."
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      The ferry nosed up to the dock, and Dean drove the minivan slowly forward off the boat. Most of the passengers stayed on the ferry, but the happy party from the rear cabin followed us off and a refrigerated panel van led the way.

      All around us, the small island town bustled with quiet energy. Less than a dozen shops lay loosely grouped along the main street, selling a variety of touristy stuff. Art galleries, antique and jewelry stores, and gift shops competed for attention. Tourists moved unhurriedly along the one street, occasionally meandering across it to whatever shop interested them.

      As a result, we were limited to about five miles an hour and spent more time at a dead stop on the street peering through the windows than moving. Our final destination was another island five miles north, but the ferry didn't go that far. Mildred had assured us we would find some floating transportation to the island. She'd conned drivers into picking us up and hijacked a minivan—how hard would it be for her to steal a boat?

      We passed a large hotel on the edge of town and the delivery truck turned off. We kept driving slowly along the narrow road as it headed into the center of the island. Pretty houses nestled in the trees, mixed in here and there with bed and breakfasts as we headed to the north side of the island. In just a few minutes, the road began to curve back toward the south and we found a secluded spot to pull over and leave the van.

      As we had planned, we walked along the road, stopping often to take in the beautiful view. The vacation houses in the area had boat houses and docks, and we took our time looking for one that was vacant where we could take shelter for the night.

      We weren't the only group strolling aimlessly along the road, and we almost fit in. We weren't dressed as festively as most of them, but we looked like a happy little family. Dean and Mildred walked in the front, each of them holding one of Jamie's hands. In the rear Luke and I walked hand in hand, for all the world a normal young couple on holiday. His hand felt warm and firm in mine, and I almost forgot that we were getting ready to take on Gage.

      We soon found what we were looking for. It was easy to spot the empty houses—storm shutters were closed over the windows, no activity, no vehicles outside. But many of the empty houses were situated next to a house with people out in the yard. We needed something more secluded, and it only took another fifteen minutes of walking until we stumbled onto it.

      An empty house sat at the end of an isolated driveway against the sea, almost invisible in the trees. After a quick walk around the house, we spotted a large boathouse that sat on a dock. Closer inspection revealed the shape of a hull visible through the small windows of the boathouse.

      We pried off one of the storm shutters on the back window of the house. Dean picked up a rock and raised it to the window.

      "What if there's an alarm?" I asked, looking around. There was no one in sight. No one to witness our breaking and entering.

      "We hear an alarm, we run," Dean said, smashing a hole in the window and carefully reaching in around the broken glass and unlatching it.

      The window swung open, and Luke boosted Jamie through. As she opened the back door for us, I almost worried about the lessons we were teaching her. Was it possible to corrupt a child who'd been created to hold a demon?

      The house was spacious and decorated by someone with money. The white leather sofa, the expensive-looking lamps, the silver coffee set sitting on a long mahogany wooden table in the dining room—it all screamed opulence.

      I made myself comfortable on the couch. The walk had taken more out of me than I wanted to admit. My energy levels were decreasing daily. How long until I couldn't force myself back onto my feet?

      We would be heading out to Gage's island tonight. Mildred said it was best if we set out before sunset. I looked over at her as she ran her fingers along the long, smooth wood dining table and muttered to herself. She had gotten us this far. We had no choice but to trust her to get us the rest of the way.

      "Does anyone know how to operate a boat?" I asked.

      Dean settled himself in a high back chair on the other side of the room. Luke came and settled down beside me. Jamie was standing in the archway between the kitchen and dining room watching Mildred.

      "I've driven a boat before," Dean said. I watched him frown when Luke reached out and took my hand.

      I looked over at Mildred. "How long will the boat ride take?"

      "Twenty minutes, maybe thirty," she said, lifting up the silver coffee pot. She held it high and admired her reflection in its polished surface. "Timing will be everything. We want to make it to the island just as it gets dark."

      "It's a good idea. That will gives us cover as we make our way up to the castle," Luke said.

      "It's a mad plan," I whispered. How many followers had Gage recruited since we last saw him? How many mages would we be facing when we hit the castle?

      Mildred put the coffee pot down and looked over at me. "We go in under the cover of night. We sneak in, find Wendy, get the dagger and Gage, and get out before anyone spots us."

      "You really think that will work?" I demanded. "All it takes is one person to see us and cry out, and then everyone in the castle will come running."

      "We'll use these to hide our approach." Mildred pulled out a blue pouch and held it out in her palm.

      Luke exploded off the couch. "Where did you get that?"

      Jamie's face filled with fear, and she scooted behind Mildred.

      Mildred raised her free hand, and her voice boomed. "It doesn't matter. The more important question is: who made it?" The intensity of her voice stopped Luke in his tracks.

      "Obviously travelers made it," Dean said.

      Mildred looked over at him. "Not true, boy." She lifted the pouch up to her face. "Every magic has its own vibration. This was not made by travelers." She held out the pouch to Luke.

      He stepped forward and took it from her hand. There was a look of anguish on his face as he held it. I knew he was reliving those moments in the woods. He had killed three men. His anger had gotten out of control, and he had burned the men alive. He had done it to protect me. When I first met him, he had told me he only used his magic to protect himself and his family. He might possess dark magic, but he had always tried to use it for good. That was not true anymore. He had used his magic to kill. Luke had held out his hands, and hellfire had flown from his fingers tips and burned the men until nothing remained of them but ash. There was such sadness in his eyes, such pain.

      I started to get up to go to him, but Mildred raised her hands and shook her head.

      She turned back to Luke. "Well, boy?" she said.

      Her words seemed to snap him out of the trance he was in. He lifted the pouch and said, "It's not Traveler magic, but shaman."

      Dean gasped. My glance swung his way. What was it about Luke's words that made him respond that way?

      Dean's eyes met mine. "Shaman magic does work on our kind, but it's hard to come by. It's not something that's used very often."

      Mildred took a step forward and said, "It's an old magic, a magic that is used mostly to work the land and animals. It's not the best magic to use against a death dealer. Against our banshees."

      Her meaning sunk in. Animals. It was a magic that would work on animal spirits.

      Our eyes met, and she nodded. "They weren't looking for just any mages. They were looking for you, Colina. This pouch is meant to stop your magic."

      Her words shocked me. Those men had been searching for me specifically. That meant word had gotten out about what I had done. What I could do. And the Redeemers were hunting for me.

      "Why do I get the impression I'm being kept in the dark again?" Dean said. "Whose pouch is it?"

      I waited for Luke to answer, when he didn't, I said, "The Redeemers we fought in the woods by Mrs. Olsen's house."

      All I could think about was that the Redeemers were actively looking for me. A cold dread filled my body at the thought.

      "I didn't mean to kill them." Luke's voice was void of emotion.

      This time I went to Luke. I wrapped my arms around him. All eyes in the room were on us, but no one said a word.

      Dean finally broke the silence. "First Darla's group and now Redeemers. Who's not looking for us?"

      Luke stepped out of my embrace. He gave me a small smile and turned to Dean. "It's only a problem if they find us."

      Mildred spoke up, "I found you."

      I turned to Mildred. "Wendy told you where to find us. You used a reader to find us. The Redeemers would never use a reader."

      Luke raised the pouch in his hand. "The men all had magic pouches to protect them, and they carried enchanted steel."

      It made no sense. The Redeemers abhorred everything magical. It was their sole purpose to cleanse this world of the mage born. Why would they suddenly abandon their beliefs?
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        * * *

      

      The fridge was empty, which wasn't a surprise. We had broken into an empty house. There were cans and packages of food in the pantry. We feasted on tins of sardines and boxes of fancy crackers. We went through two large jars of stuffed green olives and jar of marinated artichoke hearts.

      "I'm sleepy," Jamie said.

      "I think we should all get some rest. It's a few hours before sundown," Luke said.

      "I'm not tired. I'll stay up and keep watch," Dean said, moving from the high-backed chair over to a more comfortable chair with large blue pillows in the corner.

      The rest of us ventured down the hallway. There were four bedrooms, each spacious and lavishly decorated.

      Mildred stood in the doorway of one of the rooms. "Sweet dreams," she said, turning and walking inside.

      Jamie followed her into the room and closed the door.

      I looked into the other three rooms and chose the one with the large four-poster bed. This room was decorated in creams and pinks and looked overly feminine.

      Luke laid down on the big bed and motioned for me to join him.

      I slid onto the bed.

      He opened his arms, and I snuggled close, my head coming to rest on his shoulder. I enjoyed the feel of my body against his.

      His hand came up and brushed through my hair. "If we can get into the castle without having to put up a fight, what are we going to do with Gage?"

      "Why not just throw him in the dungeon?" I asked.

      "Not a bad idea. Maybe we'll find some nice torture devices in the dungeon we can use on him," he said.

      I pushed my body up until I was looking into his eyes. "We can't kill Gage. We might need his help to cross over the demon."

      "You think I'm a killer now?" I could see the pain in his eyes, hear the anguish in his voice as he said the words.

      I reached out and ran my fingers down his cheek. "I know how you feel about him. It's going to be hard for you to control yourself when you're around him."

      Anger replaced the anguish. "I can't promise I won't kill him," he said the words through clenched teeth. "But I won't do anything rash until we know you're out of danger."

      I gave him a smile. "This could work." For the first time since we decided to head out to find Gage, I felt a glimmer of hope.

      He reached up and grabbed my hand. "It gives us a fighting chance." He pulled my fingers to his lips and kissed my fingertips, then opened my hand and kissed the center of my palm. "Are you tired?" Something besides anger now laced his voice.

      I looked into his eyes. Desire shone back. I felt a wave of heat race through me. I wanted to be close to him. To press my body against his. I wanted to feel his hands glide across my skin.

      "I guess we could find another way to pass the time." My voice was teasing.

      He grabbed me and rolled me until I lay below him.

      His body hovered over mine. He supported himself on one elbow, and his free hand reached under my shirt. His cold fingers slid across my stomach.

      "Your hand is cold," I said, laughing.

      "We'll have to find a way to warm you up." His mouth came down and claimed mine. He kissed me. Then kissed me again.

      I enjoyed the feel of his tongue against mine. The kiss deepened and, ever so slowly, turned desperate and more urgent. Even my name was wiped away for a moment, lost in that kiss.
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      When I woke, Luke was sleeping next to me. I stared up at the ceiling and realized there was no way I could go back to sleep. I had dreamed of my mother. She'd been calling to me, screaming at me to run. Mama's voice still echoed through my head, "Run. Run, baby, run!" I rolled off the bed. Luke looked so peaceful. All the anger, the darkness, was gone from his face. A rush of emotions came over me—I loved him so desperately. I didn't want to lose him again. I didn't know if I could survive losing him again. I quietly left the room and made my way to the living room.

      Dean didn't say anything as I made myself comfortable on the couch opposite him.

      "What time is it?" I reached up and brushed my fingers through my hair, feeling self-conscious. My hair was a mess, my clothes were rumpled. Could Dean tell that Luke and I'd been fooling around?

      From the disapproving look on his face, I guessed he had. "We have another hour before we have to wake everyone." He got up from his chair, crossed the room, and sat down next to me. He started to reach out his hand, but then he pulled it back. "It's been a long time since we've been alone."

      I knew he was thinking of the kiss that happened between us at the cabin. I could see it in his eyes, the way his eyes kept glancing down at my lips. "Dean..." I stopped, not sure of what to say.

      "You think you're in love with him. But he's not the same," he said.

      "I know he's changed." My voice was defensive.

      "Are you sure it's really even him?" he demanded.

      "It's him. He's Luke." We looked at each other for a long time.

      "I know you have feelings for me," he said.

      "I never meant to hurt you," I whispered.

      "But it does. Seeing the two of you together... There are times I think maybe if I rush him and he throws his hellfire at me, I'll turn berserker. And then I would be a match for him."

      I was shocked by his words.

      He gave me a sheepish grin. "I'd never do it. I would never risk hurting you."

      "I'm sorry." I reached out and touched his hand.

      When I started to pull my hand away, he grabbed it. "You'll see how different he is. You'll come to your senses eventually."

      How could I make him understand? "I care for you. I don't want to lose your friendship."

      His grip tightened. "Don't say that to me. I love you."

      As he flung those three words at me, I felt as if he'd physically struck me. I looked into those blue eyes. They were pleading with me, asking, begging me to love him. I realized I was a fool to think that Dean would just get over me.

      He seemed to take my silence as a hopeful sign. He moved closer. "Tonight, we're going after Gage and his spells. I know it's dangerous as hell and that none of us might survive. I'm willing to risk my life to try and save you."

      I moved away. "I never asked you to risk your life for me. You can leave. We can go on without you."

      He still had my hand in his. "I won't leave you. If there is a chance, we can find what we need for the antidote, I'm going to be there to help. I see how ill you are. You try to hide it, but I can see how much you're suffering. How much the poison is affecting you. We'll get the horn, Mildred will make the antidote, and you'll be cured. You'll live." As he said the words, love shone from his eyes.

      I did care for him. I worried what would happen to him, but he wanted something from me I couldn't give. I loved Luke, not Dean. I pulled my hand out of his grasp and got up.

      He quickly got off the couch. "I love you, Colina, and I'm not going to lose you without a fight."

      I started to say something, but he held up his hand. "When all of this is over, I'm not just going to give up. I'm willing to fight for you. Fight for us." He reached out and grabbed my hand again before I could stop him. "You have to stay strong." He pulled my hand and placed it over his heart. "You have to live."

      I looked into his face and tried to find the words that would make him understand. But what could I say to make him believe it would never work between us? He stood there, his eyes shining with love. He loved me. He had made it clear he wanted to fight for me. How could I ever make him see that Luke had my heart and soul?
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        * * *

      

      We broke into the boathouse the same way we had the house. Dean smashed a window, and Luke heaved Jamie up. She crawled through the opening and once inside she opened the door for the rest of us. Inside the place looked like a garage for boats. The floor was open to the sea, at least a dozen feet below, and the low waves seemed well under the high tide marks on the pylons. There were no garage doors. Instead, the boats were pulled under the bays and hoisted up with pulleys until they were above the tide and safe from the elements. The larger of the bays was empty, but the smaller one contained an aluminum fishing boat with a small outboard motor. The idea of getting into this small craft and going out into the ocean terrified me. It was large enough for all of us to sit without crowding but piloting it onto the open water seemed beyond mad.

      Mildred, however, seemed to think it was the perfect plan.

      It took a bit of time to lower the boat and get it already for us to travel in. It took careful maneuvering and balance to get everyone on board without capsizing the vessel. Dean was at the helm. He pulled the cord at the motor a few times. It sputtered and roared to life. Then Dean steered the craft away from the house and headed toward the open water.

      Mildred was sitting next to me. She patted my shoulder. "It's only a few miles, child, and the weather is perfect. Just close your eyes and we'll be there in no time."

      We sailed out onto the gently rolling sea and into a vivid orange sunset. The small motor pushed the little boat along with surprising speed, and salty spray blew back over us as we cut through the swells. I leaned over and trailed my hand in the water. We were heading into the unknown, perhaps never to return. Together, we were a force to be reckoned with, and I couldn't help but think that Gage was the one who should be afraid.

      The sun was dipping below the horizon and the first stars had begun to appear in the sky before we came in sight of our destination.

      We all quickly became chilled as the dusk air began to cool. The sea grew rougher, and the small waves tossed the craft up and down as we approached the rocky shore. I caught a glint of light in the corner of my eye and turned to see the glinting ghostly form of what looked like a sea lion. It rose silently out of the sea beside the boat where Jamie sat. Jamie reached out a hand and touched its head fondly. It leaned into her for a moment, seemingly solid against the little girl's hand, and then dipped back under the waves.

      Jamie was somehow tied to my spirit pack, and I had no idea what to make of it. Had the old gods given her a gift or was it something else entirely? If we survived the night, I promised myself I would do my best to answer the question, and the first person I would go to for answers was Mildred.

      The old woman was singing softly to herself as she looked up at the stars. Mildred was our expert in all things demon, yet she doled out the information slowly and in random chunks. Why didn't she just tell us everything she knew? Why was she being so secretive? She kept telling me that I had no idea what I could do. Did she worry that I could somehow become dangerous if I had too much knowledge of the creatures?

      Back during the mage wars, when the demons had been set free, those who fought the creatures had been considered heroes for their efforts in banishing the beasts. But once the danger was over the demon killers were looked on with fear. They were too powerful and were suddenly a threat. People tried to expunge their very existence. I had brought a demon forth and tonight we hoped to bring another one across the veil. And then we planned to use every ounce of our combined powers to send it back. If we didn't die in the attempt and were successful, what would the world think of us?

      This island was different than any of the others we had seen. A tall and dramatic rock structure towered in the center of it. On the shore closest to us, steep rock embankments were topped by thick trees. But beyond the trees we could see warlike battlements stretching out into the sky. The whole thing looked very uninviting and medieval. Not a pretty fairy-tale castle, but a square, blocky thing designed to withstand a siege. It was the size of a small office building but made of gray rock rather than glass and metal. A tower stood at each corner, and thin windows, designed for firing arrows rather than seeing the view, were barely visible. The castle should have seemed out of place, but it strangely seemed to fit the island.

      "A Norman castle, transplanted from southern England. It's almost a thousand years old, and all of the military reasons they built it don't make sense anymore, but it's still impressive." Mildred didn't seem to be talking to anyone. She spoke quietly to herself as she stared at the castle, lost in her thoughts.

      Our boat whizzed around the island, and it was easy to see that it was shaped like a jagged L. We made our final approach from the back. The castle sat at the junction of the two legs of the island. There was nowhere to make landfall on our side, so we motored around the peninsula to the east, farthest from the structure, hoping to get a good look at the place before we got too close.

      As we rounded the broad headland, we were met with a surprising sight. In the sheltered cove made by the two legs of the island, a large wooden dock had been built. And at the dock sat the ferry, but not just any ferry, our ferry. The one we had spent much of the day riding in. For a moment, I was angry. If the ferry had been scheduled to come to this island, we could have avoided a lot of trouble and just ridden it here. No need to steal a tiny boat and risk our lives on the waves. But I had looked at the ferry schedule myself, and it wasn't supposed to stop on this island. Its next stop after dropping us off was a much larger island twenty miles to the north, where it was supposed to stay the night.

      Luke turned the boat toward the shore, killing the engine and coasting onto the beach just out of the line of sight of the ferry. On this side of the island, the bank was more shallow, with a rocky beach leading into the trees. We splashed into the cold water up to our knees and moved quickly to pull the boat ashore and farther out of sight. But we needn't have bothered. Pounding dance music filled the cove, and bright lights from the ferry threw the rest of the island into shadow. Something very odd was going on, and despite the danger of our situation, I wanted to know what the heck was happening. I wasn't the only one, it wasn't any real dialogue that set our course.

      Luke motioned toward the ferry, everyone nodded in agreement, and we all started heading closer to the commotion. Single file with Luke in the lead, we made our way to the tree line, and then began slowly working our way toward the dock. The closer we got, the more chaotic the scene before us became.

      There were bodies mingling around on the ferry and the dock. People danced under the lights in time to the beat of the music, which was blaring through the night.

      The music suddenly cut off, and we could hear a male voice shouting. "Look, I have a receipt! We rented the island for a full week."

      A familiar female voice answered him calmly, "Buddy, you have the wrong island. This island is not for rent."

      Through the trees, I could just make out Sonja's fiery red hair. It truly surprised me that I was relieved to see she was still alive.

      She had always treated me cruelly, and she had never lifted a finger to help me. She was one of Gage's henchmen, but had she become one willingly? I suspected that Gage had cast the love spell on her, and if it were true, it could mean that she was actually a victim and not another villain.

      "Honey, a looker like you is always welcome at our party, but we've paid for this place, and we mean to have a good time!"

      I caught sight of the speaker through a gap in the trees. He was a clean-cut young man in jeans and a sweater. He waved his arms dramatically along with his words, almost overbalancing himself off the edge of the dock. He stumbled forward and grabbed Sonja clumsily, almost dragging her into the sea with him.

      Raucous laughter rolled through the rowdy crowd. A dozen men and women stood bunched by the rail of the ferry, calling out encouragements and waving a variety of drinks, which I assumed were alcoholic judging by their behavior. I recognized several of the faces from earlier in the day. They had traveled with us, but on our trip, they'd been very quiet and almost antisocial. Apparently, the alcohol had loosened them up quite a bit.

      Then out of the dark came a small, bulky man with fiery red hair.

      It was Fintan.

      He rushed down the dock and the boards creaked loudly under his pounding tread. His face was almost as red as his hair.

      I moved closer to get a better look. Both he and Sonja were dressed in formal evening wear. Fintan was in a tux and Sonja wore a low-cut, red sequined gown that sparkled in the light.

      Fintan suddenly rushed forward and slammed a meaty hand into the drunk boy's chest, shoving him forcefully back.

      The drunk bounced off of a pylon, stumbling to his knees. As he fell, he toppled into Sonja, throwing her sideways.

      A slew of cuss words flew out of Sonja's mouth as she fell hard against the dock.

      "It's time for you to leave." Fintan's voice was dark with menace, but the group on the boat seemed to think it was just part of the show. The crowd laughed loudly and jeered at their fallen comrade.

      Someone shouted down from the top deck of the ferry, "Don't let him do you like that, Adam! Show that ass who's boss!"

      That's when movement from above the dock drew my attention. At the end of the dock were stairs that led up to the castle. Shapes began to ghost out from the darkness at the top of the stairs. Half a dozen men and women dressed in formal evening wear stepped into the bright circle of light. I recognized a few of the faces, though I had never known their names. Gage's followers, a combination of death dealers and other mages, men and women who'd sold their souls for power. They stared silently down at the scene, looking curious but unconcerned. A few sipped what I imagined was champagne from tall glasses. We had two partying groups before us—one rambunctious and probably harmless, the other more formal but deadly. The ferry partiers had stumbled onto the wrong island.

      No one looked our way as we continued to work our way along the peninsula. It seemed like every light the ferry possessed blazed into the night, reflecting off of the water. That worked in our favor. There was little chance people would see us with those lights blazing in their eyes. The main spotlight on the ferry swiveled now and again, throwing glittering light against the trees, and casting long shadows through which we moved.

      Luke, who was at the front, motioned for everyone to stop.

      We huddled around him. "We need to make it to the castle while everyone's distracted," Luke said, using his best stage-whisper. But he needn't have bothered. The group on the ferry was whooping and laughing and making enough noise to cover the approach of an army.

      Mildred watched the partiers. "This distraction was heaven sent."

      I wholeheartedly agreed. I motioned toward the castle. "If we're lucky, we can get in, find Wendy and the supplies we need, get the knife, get Gage, and get out again before Gage's people finish dealing with the gatecrashers."

      Without another word Luke turned and the rest of us trailed after him. He picked up his pace and we followed suit. We all began to jog from shadow to shadow, quickly closing in on the castle.
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      Back on the dock, the fallen man rose to his feet. On unsteady legs, he turned toward Fintan with his fists raised in a comic fighter's stance. "Put 'em up, big man, let's see what you got," he shouted.

      Fintan made no move to protect himself. Instead, he stood with his hands at his sides, fury evident in his face. "Sonja, get back to your duties." He didn't even look at her as she rose to her feet.

      There was blood dripping down her face. She had a nasty cut across her forehead. I watched her raise a hand and press it against the blood oozing down her nose. She limped along the dock and up the stairs where she pushed her way through the well-dressed but silent audience. None of them offered to help; they just stared at her with rapt fascination.

      Something about the way Fintan stood sent a chill down my spine. Pure menace radiated from his face and stance. Adam advanced on Fintan in a dramatic boxer's pose that looked ridiculous. It was like watching a puppy bark at a cobra.

      Adam swung a wide punch, staggering into it with all his weight. Fintan didn't even try to move out of the way. The punch landed solidly on Fintan's left cheek, sinking in and whipping Fintan's head to the side, but he didn't fall. He didn't even seem to move as Adam's momentum carried him past Fintan.

      We continued toward the house, but when we reached the edge of the broad lawn, we saw that the lawn was lit almost as bright as day from the lights shining out of the lower castle windows. Sonja walked into the light less than ten feet away from where we hid amongst the trees and shrubbery. She was close enough that I could hear her crying quietly. She paused on the lawn, turning back to shout another curse toward the dock. I wasn't sure who she was cursing, Adam or Fintan, but while she continued to stand there, we couldn't get close to the castle.

      How much longer would the circus go on? We didn't have much time, and until Sonja made it inside, we couldn't break cover and make a dash for the closest castle wall. I looked back toward the dock. Adam had slowly righted himself and turned back to face Fintan. Adam raised his fists again.

      Fintan grinned slowly, blood showing in his white teeth. He spat a gob of bloody phlegm at the young man's feet and then laughed heartily. "Nice hit, kid, but you only get the one. I repeat, it's time for you to go. This is your last chance."

      Adam seemed to gather himself. His stance became surer, less comical, and his face quickly sobered. He squared back up on Fintan and moved in slowly, seemingly much more ready to do damage. Maybe the activity had sobered him up, for he stood straighter as he moved in. Once he came into reach, he began to pepper Fintan with short punches. They landed with audible force, but Fintan's bulk seemed to absorb them without effect. After a flurry of blows, Adam stepped back, lowering his hands with a look of shock on his face. Fintan hadn't even flinched. His bloody smile hadn't wavered.

      Fintan slowly raised his hand and took a heavy step forward.

      Without knowing why, I turned back toward the castle. My breath caught, and for a long moment it seemed that my heart stopped.

      Gage strode out of the shadows, tall and striking in an impeccably tailored black tuxedo. His dark hair slicked back, the streak of white that shot through his hair glowing in the light... He was devastatingly handsome. He looked like the hero from a spy film—good-looking and cultured with charm and polish to spare. I struggled against the urges that raced through me. I wanted to run to him. To throw my arms around him.

      He's no hero, I reminded myself. He's the villain.

      I lost my will for just a second and started forward, but Luke grabbed my arm.

      "Where you are going?" he hissed under his breath.

      "Gage needs me." The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Luke's grip tightened.

      "It's a powerful spell." Mildred was beside me. She grabbed my other arm.

      A part of my brain screamed at me that the surge of emotions was fake. I knew it was caused by a spell that Gage imposed on me, but that didn't make the feelings any less powerful. I felt both drawn to Gage and violated at the same time.

      I watched as Gage strode quickly across the lawn and down the stairs to the dock. As he stepped onto the dock, he called out loudly in his most charming voice, "Fintan, my friend, why don't you let me deal with our uninvited guests?" But he was too late. Fintan had already closed the distance between himself and Adam, reaching out and gently laying his palm against the surprised young man's cheek. For a second, nothing happened. But then Adam screamed as black lines spread from Fintan's hand across his face.

      Adam cried out, covering his face with his hands. When he dropped his hands, I gasped in shock. Ulcerous wounds peppered Adam's cheeks and forehead. His face looked distorted, like some hideous Halloween mask. And as he stood there his skin began to peel, and a stream of puss and blood ran down his face. He fell to his knees, screams gurgling out through ruined lips.

      In seconds, he collapsed on the boards of the dock. He wasn't moving. The stench of rotting flesh carried by the gusting breeze rolled over us. Adam's body lay on the dock twisted and motionless, obviously dead.

      Fintan laughed heartily.

      Gage stopped a short distance away, his face showing impatience. "Fintan, my dear man, was that really necessary?"

      There was a flurry of motion, someone shouted, "Now!" from the ferry, and all hell broke loose.

      Dark shapes rushed out of the darkness from the trees on the opposite side of the broad lawn from where we hid. Dozens of people dressed in camouflage plowed into Gage's henchmen and screams of anger and pain filled the night. I could see the light flashing off of swinging blades, and sparks of unfocused magic began to fill the air. In such close quarters, it was more of a street melee than a battle, but it was no less bloody for the chaos.

      The magic pouches, the enchanted blades, the same tools as the men who had jumped Luke and me in the woods... I rocked back on my heels at the realization—these were Redeemers, and they were in league with the fake partygoers on the ferry.

      Redeemers had decided to take Gage out and we had somehow stumbled into the midst of it. Had we ridden most of the day right next to them without any idea? They had to know we were mage born when we were with them on the ferry. Why didn't they attack us then? Maybe they didn't want to risk such a public battle, and we hadn't been the only mage born on the ferry that day. More importantly, how had they found Gage? We were a long way off of the beaten path, and they didn't have the help of a wild old sorceress. Mildred had used Wendy to find us. Did the Redeemers use a reader? Magic pouches, enchanted blades, readers. Had the Redeemers given up on their core principles in order to destroy those they hated so deeply? If it was true, they were using the very magic they despised. However, they'd done it, they'd found Gage and were now in a battle to the death with his henchmen.

      Everywhere I looked, mages died horribly, but even as they fell, they were taking their attackers down with them. One of Gage's death dealers managed to raise his banshees and sent them at the huge man attacking him, but not in time. An axe with symbols etched into its blade had already started its swing. The mage tried to dodge back, but the sharp edge of the axe sliced a long gash across his chest. The axe flared red, its enchantments ripping through whatever magic it faced. The mage dropped to the ground, blood gushing around clenched hands, and he quickly bled to death while his banshees tore his killer apart.

      Another death dealer stood with his feet planted firmly, firing bolts of magic into a half-dozen knife-wielding Redeemers. Those he hit staggered, some falling to the ground, never to rise again. He grinned cruelly and focused his magic on one victim, hitting him again and again until he lay smoking on the ground. A protection pouch burned around the neck of the fallen corpse with a blue flame, having finally succumbed to the horrible forces leveled against it. Another dark figure moved up behind the mage while he was distracted, thrusting a long spear at his back. The blade burst through his chest. The spear-wielding man jerked it back out violently, and blood gushed from the mage's chest and mouth.

      The fighting slowed as the last of the mages was pulled down by the few remaining Redeemers on the shore. They looked around for a new target and then noticed Sonja standing stiffly in the middle of the carnage.

      During the battle, Sonja had stood frozen like a statue, watching bodies fall around her, too afraid to move. But when a Redeemer started to head straight for her, she turned and ran for the castle. She screamed at the top of her lungs for help. Splashes of red blood standing out against her pale skin made her look like a newly killed corpse. And she would be one soon if the man running behind her, dagger raised high in the air, caught up to her. As Sonja's screams filled the air along with the sounds of men and women fighting and dying, lights began to come on in the upper windows of the castle. Were there more mages inside? Would reinforcements rush from the castle to Gage's aid?

      I looked back to the ferry in time to see another wave of fanatics rush onto the dock. An older man, his face a mask of righteous ire, ran roaring at Fintan. Fintan stood calmly, waiting without any sign of concern as his attacker closed in. Fintan smiled complacently as a long sword whipped up, not trying to block or dodge the deadly blade. I could almost see Fintan's protection spells glittering around him. The glimmer of orange sparkled ever so slightly in the dark night air. Powerful spells Fintan had that so far had been capable of stopping knives, axes, swords and any other form of violence turned on him. But this broadsword sliced through the air with a glowing blue. The blade, like the pouches, was enchanted. It sliced through Fintan's spells like a knife through butter. The blade slowly came to a stop, lodged in Fintan's sternum after slicing through the meat and bone of his shoulder and chest.

      Fintan's smile didn't waver, even as he began to fall apart. His flesh began to sluff off of his bones, rapidly slumping to the dock in thick rolls. The smell of unrefrigerated rot filled the air as buckets of blood and puss splashed off of the planks, painting every surface close by in macabre impressionistic patterns. Fintan's head bounced off of the planks and into the sea.

      The old fanatic bent over and vomited violently as more weapon toting men and women rushed forward from the ferry. The first man ran too quickly into the sloppy mess that had been Fintan and his feet went out from under him. The man flopped into the gore before sliding off the edge of the dock. Those who followed behind him stepped more carefully through the bloody puddles. The crowd came to a standstill, spread in a semicircle on the dock facing Gage.

      Gage seemed to take his attackers more seriously than Fintan had, but not by much. A somewhat amused look flashed across his face.

      "I'm sorry, but I don't believe you're invited to this party. I'll have to insist that you take your leave." As he spoke, he jabbed his thumbnail into the palm of his right hand. Black blood ran over his fingers, dripping down his hands and slowly forming a blade.

      A part of my mind wondered how much blood it took to make that sword, and how weak he would be from the effort. The other part was screaming at me to run to him and fight by his side. Luke and Mildred still held my arms as we watched from the shadows. A large man stepped forward, a fireman's style pickaxe hefted over his shoulder, poised to strike. Gage lunged forward, his bloody sword flashing through the air and leaving a spray of droplets hanging in the air as it went. It sliced through the wooden axe handle with a flash of released magic, and then on through the neck of the large man. His head rolled to the ground and blood geysered into the air, but the sword in Gage's hand seemed to drink it all in. As it absorbed the blood the sword expanded, it grew, it began to glow with an unnatural bloody red light.

      The remaining Redeemers all rushed in to attack as if on cue. Weapons came in from all sides, and Gage's bloody sword flashed and seemed to be everywhere at once, but there were too many to stop, and a long slash suddenly appeared across Gage's gut. Gage seemed to barely notice, and a quick lunge drove his sword through the chest of the young blond woman who had been shouting taunts just moments before. She seemed to shrink as the weapon drank her dry, and she fell to the ground, a shrunken raisin version of herself. The battle paused, and Gage stepped back to take a breath.

      Through a long gash in his tux, I saw the flesh knit itself back together. Gage laughed darkly. "Are you really sure you want to crash this party? The music sucks, and we've already drank all the good booze."

      The attackers reformed themselves—only a dozen Redeemers were still standing on the dock. It seemed likely that Gage would make short work of them.

      One man stepped forward from among the Redeemers. Bandages wrapped his hands. When he raised his head the hood fell back, revealing a barely healed long gash running down the side of his face.

      It was Jacob. He raised his hands, and I noticed that at least one finger was missing from his right hand. Banshees flaming with hellfire flashed into existence around him, and they floated out until they arched around the Redeemers.

      Gage smiled wide. "Jacob, my boy, it's good to see you alive."

      Jacob raised his fiery hands. "Where is Wendy?"

      Gage lowered this blood sword. "Your beloved is safe. I don't know what you're doing standing alongside these fanatics." Gage's free hand made a wide gesture toward the Redeemers lying dead on the dock around him. "The fools have come to be slaughtered. You were never a fool. Come back and be a member of the winning side."

      The man who'd killed Fintan was suddenly standing before Jacob, anger visible on his face. "Demon, we need no help from you anymore. We will defeat these witches and sorcerers with God's power, not yours!"

      Gage gave out a laugh. "See what I mean? Redeemers—you can't trust them. Jacob, be sensible, come back into the fold. All will be forgiven."

      Jacob took a step around the man standing in front of him and addressed Gage. "You knew I loved her, yet you refused to let her go."

      Gage's shoulders slumped, and he gave out a loud sigh. "I tried to make you understand how powerful she is. How much I need her. If she'd been anyone else... Don't you see? My hands are tied."

      "Where is she?" Jacob yelled, his fiery banshees moving a few feet forward.

      Gage no longer looked amused. "This is a battle you can't win. Don't be foolish."

      Jacob looked at remaining Redeemers, the men and women standing beside him. "I won't let you destroy her. What's that ancient proverb you're always quoting us? 'The enemy of my enemy is my friend.' I took your advice to heart."

      Gage's eyes took on a reddish hue. "Say by some small stroke of luck the Redeemers win. You think your new champions will let you live? Will let Wendy live once this fight is over?"

      "I'd rather take my chances with them," Jacob shouted.

      "So be it," Gage said as he raised the red glowing sword.

      Jacob's hands rose high in the air, and then he waved them forward, sending the flaming banshees straight at Gage.

      Gage didn't back away. Instead, he began to run, and as he did, he spun wildly, his sword flashing out, and whenever it met a banshee, it disappeared in a flash of hellfire. But there were too many of them, and soon Gage's clothes were burning, and black blood oozed from dozens of slashes.

      The remaining Redeemers took the opportunity to attack. The first one to reach Gage's side crashed to the dock as Gage sliced his legs from his body, but the move left Gage overextended with his back turned to the next attacker. An axe thumped solidly into Gage's back, sparking slowly as its magic fought to overpower him. For a moment, I thought he would be alright. He straightened up, his sword at his side and a grim smile spread across his face. But then the fire in his clothes flared higher, suddenly obscuring his form in smoke and flames. His bloody sword burned away within the flames. Gage slowly slumped forward, and then his body tilted off of the side of the dock and into the sea.

      In spite of myself—in spite of all of the evil Gage had done, and the fact that I knew my feelings for him to be a spell that stole my freewill, I screamed in agony as I watched him fall. With a surge of strength, I broke free of the hands holding me. I rushed forward onto the lawn and into the light, overcome with the need to save Gage. And as I rushed forward, my friends were forced to come with me as they tried to stop me from rushing to Gage's aid. All of Gage's minions were dead and the battle had gone quiet, so my scream made every head turn toward us. Almost a dozen Redeemers still stood, protected by Jacob's magic.

      There was a voice shouting in my head to stop. That my reckless action was putting my friends firmly in the line of fire, yet again.  All heads turned as another scream, a mirror of mine, echoed from in front of the house. Sonja, openly sobbing, slumped bonelessly to the ground. There was no more doubt in my mind that her love for Gage came from the same wicked spell as mine. And from the look of her, her bond with Gage was even stronger. Which meant her bond with him was not one that could now be broken. He had consummated their relationship and if Gage had his way, he would have done the same to me and my bond to him would have been as strong. Would have been unbreakable. The grief, jealousy, and anger that I felt all warred within me. The conflict actually cleared my mind, as too many emotions swirling inside me seemed to cancel each other out.

      A nearby yell caught my attention. I turned back just in time to see a knife flash out of the dark, burying itself in Dean's arm. He had stepped between Sonja and the Redeemer chasing her. The knife stuck in his arm, throwing sparks out of the wound as his unique magic sucked the power from it. Dean's eyes began to glow with a dim yellow light, and he reached to pull the knife out of the wound. He turned to look at me, pausing for a long second.

      He seemed more in control, more present, than he had been the last two times I had seen his berserker power. Maybe the smaller amount of power in the knife left him more in control. Or maybe he was just learning to control it. Dean grinned at me darkly before flashing into motion. He moved quickly, though not the full blur I knew he was capable of. The knife, still dripping with his blood, flashed as he buried it in the chest of a startled Redeemer. The Redeemer stood staring down at the protruding hilt, plucking at it ineffectually as he slowly dropped to the ground. Dean was already grappling with a second victim, and a broken body flew through the air to bounce off against the rocky shore.

      Luke stepped in front of me as a trio of Redeemers closed in on us. A wave of hellfire washed over them, stopping them in their tracks. The center man, a small man carrying a hatchet in each hand, screamed as the fire overwhelmed his protection pouch. It flared with the now-familiar blue light of released magic, and the man disappeared in a huge ball of flame as the incredible heat of the hellfire melted and burned him at the same time. In seconds, it was impossible to identify anything that might have been human. His two surviving companions stopped in their tracks as the flames subsided, gasping for breath as they stared at the smoking black spot that used to be their friend. Luke called up his banshees, and the two Redeemers turned and ran. But there were many more. Another group pounded up the stairs, and the large open lawn became crowded with bodies.

      Dean's movements drew my attention again. A Redeemer scored a small cut on Dean's side with what looked like a scythe. A small flash of yellow light showed that Dean had absorbed the power from the strange weapon. Before I could blink, Dean took the weapon from his attacker and used it to cut the man's arm off.

      Dean turned with the scythe in hand and looked at me. There was concern and intelligence in his eyes, showing that he might actually be in control of his bloodlust this time.

      It was time I stopped being useless and helped. Bodies were plentiful only a few feet away, and I sprinted into the clear path left behind Dean. I picked two bodies at random, and I laid my right hand on a Redeemer and my left on a death dealer. I felt the power flowing through me like a wave of nausea, there was a flash of light, and two new zombies climbed to their feet. I fell back, exhausted from the effort, and barely had the strength to whisper out the spell to bind them to me.

      One of the zombies spoke to me in a familiar voice. "About time you brought me back, girly! I'd a serious itch and no hands to deal with it." Wanda turned and took in the scene before her. "Are you always hip deep in trouble, or do you just save it up for me? Never mind, my friend and I will make short work of these fools for you. But remember, deary, you need to find a way to give me a better body, something with a little staying power! That's our deal!"

      I didn't remember making Wanda any promises, but she didn't wait around for me to answer her. The two zombies waded into the Redeemers, immediately taking horrible damage as weapons turned on them. They did some damage of their own, and two Redeemers dropped to the ground. I considered raising more, but I didn't have the strength. I lay on the ground looking down at the black lines on my wrist. They had begun to pulse slowly along with my heartbeat. I didn't know how much time I had left, and using my powers seemed to make it worse.

      The situation before me had devolved into chaos. The Redeemers regrouped and started forward in a pack. Dean plowed a wide path down one side, and Luke's banshees picked away at the other. A large swath had been cut through the center of the attacking group by the zombies. Redeemers milled in confusion, unsure where to turn or what horror to face first. They looked like they were mere seconds from breaking and running.

      Where was Mildred with her lightning? Had the old woman been killed? I scanned the field; there was no sign of Mildred. And then my thoughts turned to Jamie. I had forgotten about her completely when I had become overwrought with worry about Gage. Was she still crouching in the shadows, safely hidden?

      The old Redeemer, the one who'd screamed at Jacob, suddenly ran into the center of it all, screaming curses and orders. "Not them you idiots, the girl. Kill the girl!"

      For a moment, I thought he must be talking about Jamie, but then he raised his arm and pointed straight at me.

      Four Redeemers began advancing on me. My protectors were busy elsewhere; I was an easy target, and they knew it. With a roar, they rushed at me in a tight group, four men and women with hate on their faces and bloodlust in their eyes. I took a deep breath, trying to gather the energy to defend myself. If I was going to die, I might as well go down swinging.

      My spirit pack sprang into the air around me. They shot forward toward my enemies, only to be jerked up short. The protection packs the Redeemers wore were keeping my pack from attacking them.

      My pack kept diving at the Redeemers. They kept attacking again and again, but to no avail. And then they seemed to all concentrate on one woman. I could see the glow of her protection pack, a blue shimmering light shining out from beneath her shirt. The more my spirit pack attacked her, the more the blue light began to fade. And then the light went out, and the pack piled in and pulled the woman to the ground. I heard her screams as they tore into her, their claws slicing her.

      Two men bore down on me from only an arm's length away. I drew deeply for power, something I could hit them with, but there was nothing. I was far too weak to protect myself with magic.

      "Run, baby, run." My mother's words came back to me. I couldn't get to my feet, let alone run. The demon poison had finally taken its toll. I was going to die here, right now. There was no time left. I looked up into the face of a man with a long, untrimmed beard.

      He hovered over me and then swung an axe far above his head, taking sideways stutter steps as he prepared to swing it down and bury it in my head.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the killing blow, but instead a great heat hit my body. I opened my eyes and watched as flames filled the air and covered the man standing before me. The heat of the flames forced me to crawl back as best I could—it was so hot that my skin stung wherever it was exposed. When the heat finally eased and I could lower my hands, I saw that a broad section of the lawn had been blackened. The Redeemers attacking me were gone, along with the dead bodies that had littered the ground. The blackened head of an axe lay a few feet in front of me.

      I heard a low grunt to my right, and Luke dropped to his knees in exhaustion. His banshees faded from existence, and the two Redeemers his banshees had been holding at bay advanced on Luke gleefully. The Redeemers bled from a dozen small cuts, but their wounds didn't stop them. They hastened forward to even the score.

      "Caleb, look out!" Jacob raised his hands, and the Redeemers walked into a wall of fire. It lacked the intensity to overcome their defenses, but it finally convinced them that it was time to run.

      First in ones and twos, then in a crazy rush, the Redeemers who still lived pounded out onto the dock and onto the ferry. Only the old Redeemer still stood his ground, swearing at his fleeing friends and trying to order them back into the battle.

      "Get back here, you cowards! We're doing the Lord's work, we cannot falter!" His voice began to rise steadily in volume and become less rational. "You'll pay for your cowardice in the fires of hell. You have run from God's good work and into the arms of Satan!" Spittle flew from his mouth with every screamed word.

      Eventually, even he saw that it was hopeless, and he turned his madness on the closest available target: Jacob. "You have betrayed us, demon! Was this your plan all along? Was this the reason you told us where to find her? You'll not profit from your treachery."

      Jacob merely ignored him, instead focusing on Luke. Jacob didn't know that his brother was no longer alive. The last time we'd seen Jacob, everyone had thought Luke dead. Jacob had rushed forth to protect his brother and instead saved Luke's life. Jacob was so intent on getting to his brother's side that he didn't see the madman pull a long knife from his shirt. Before Jacob could turn and protect himself, the Redeemer buried the knife deep into Jacob's back.

      Dean was there in a heartbeat, clubbing the attacker to the ground, but it was too late. Jacob slumped to the ground. His head lolled over to the side. He was facing me, and I watched the light of life slowly disappear from his eyes.

      I forced myself to my feet. A cry escaped my lips, and a pair of strong arms encircled me. Luke pulled me close.

      "Is he dead?" I asked. I knew the answer even before I asked the question. I'd seen Jacob's lifeless eyes. He had brought the Redeemers here in an attempt to save Wendy.

      Wendy. I pushed myself back and cried out, "He can't be dead, she loves him."

      Luke's arms were still around me. "He saved my life." Jacob had died protecting Luke, who he thought was his brother.

      I looked at Jacob's body, and then I looked away. I realized there were tears in my eyes. I wiped them away. I wasn't crying for Jacob; I didn't really know him. He'd been kind to me back at the mining camp, but I had always thought of him as one of Gage's henchmen. My tears were for Wendy. My friend had fallen in love. I had seen happiness in her eyes for the first time when she and Jacob were together. When I had met Wendy in the hospital, she had always seemed so sad, so alone. But she wasn't anymore with Jacob at her side. I knew what it was to lose someone you loved—it had almost destroyed me. I was certain it would destroy her.

      We gathered around Jacob's lifeless body. Dean stood a few feet away, breathing heavily as he fought down the power that raged through him, the glow slipping slowly from his eyes. Mildred walked out of the trees, holding Jamie's hand. We were stunned, confused, and exhausted. No one seemed to know what to say.

      The sound of roaring engines turned our attention back to the ferry. It lunged forward, jerking the mooring ropes tight. For a second, nothing happened, but then the ferry broke free, slowly moving toward the open sea and taking twenty feet of the dock with it. A large van broke loose from the car compartment, slid off the ferry's deck, and splashed into the water as the ferry moved away.

      "Colina, my dear, I knew you would come back to me eventually."

      I turned to see Gage striding out of the darkness. His fine clothing was blackened and shredded, showing large expanses of newly healed skin. He strode up to me without pausing, and before I could react, he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me.

      And in that one moment I forgot all about Luke. Gage was still alive. My heart sang with happiness. As his lips pressed against mine, I could feel my body humming with excitement.

      Gage is so strong, so smart, so handsome. The thoughts rang through my head. I could barely breathe; I was so full of happiness. I felt intoxicated.

      And then Gage stepped back, holding me at arm's length with a huge smile on his face.

      He didn't even see Luke's flying fist. It struck Gage firmly on the side of the head, knocking him out cold with one blow.
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      "Nice right hook," Dean said, looking down at Gage.

      Gage was lying on the ground, unconscious. I started to go to him when a pair of strong hands pulled me back, shoving me across the lawn.

      "Stop it!" I cried out.

      Luke looked at me in silence until I came to my senses.

      Now that I was away from Gage, I could finally think clearly again. I raised a trembling hand to my temples. "I told you about the spell."

      "I know you did, but Goddess, Colina." He ran a hand through his hair. "The way you were looking at him. As soon as he put his hands on you, I wanted to throttle him."

      "He sure seems like a hard guy to kill." Dean came and stood next to me. "Maybe we should try taking off his head with an axe."

      "I don't think we'll be able to kill him." A part of me was happy at the thought. "I've seen him take a lot of damage and somehow he can always heal himself."

      Dean looked over at Gage. "He does some heavy black magic, and he seems pretty cozy with the demons. Maybe he got some kind of power from the beasts."

      Luke was watching me intently. "There has to be a way to kill him."

      I was desperate to change the subject. I knew concern flashed through my eyes every time they talked about hurting Gage. And I knew that Luke had seen it.

      Mildred joined us.

      "We could've used your help," Luke said.

      "You were doing fine on your own, boy. I thought it best I stay and protect the girl," Mildred answered.

      Dean gestured toward the lawn with its collection of haphazardly strewn dead bodies. "Now what?"

      "I think it's time we storm the castle," Mildred said.

      I looked up at the castle. I could see dark figures outlined in the light of the windows. "Do you think there are more of Gage's henchmen waiting for us?"

      Mildred reached out and patted my hand. "Nothing so dire, child. Nothing up there has the power to hurt us. Not yet." She reached down, took Jamie's hand, and started walking toward the castle.

      "'Not yet'? That's not very comforting. What do you think is up there?" Dean asked.

      "There's only one way to find out." Luke reached out and grabbed my hand.

      There was a loud moan. I turned and watched the old Redeemer lying on the ground start to move.

      Dean motioned toward the Redeemer. "We could kill him. He would have killed us, given the chance."

      Luke shook his head. "No, we'll find something to tie him up. Maybe get some answers out of him. I want to know if there is another wave of Redeemers heading for the island."

      Dean walked over and kicked Gage hard in the rib cage. Gage didn't move. "I think we're going to need something stronger than rope for this one."

      "Agreed. You stay and keep an eye on them, and we'll go see what we can find inside," Luke said.

      Dean picked up an axe. "Don't take too long."

      I walked alongside Luke toward the castle. I looked out at the dead. Bodies scattered the ground around us. How many death dealers had died? How many Redeemers? The Redeemers had come here to take on Gage. Jacob had led them here, probably told them about Gage's powers and the magic Gage's mages held. The Redeemers had come prepared with magic of their own. Jacob had said himself he had come to save Wendy, but why had Jacob turned to the Redeemers for help in the first place? And why had the Redeemers been carrying protection pouches blessed by a shaman? Had Jacob also told them about my powers? Had he turned on all of us?
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      Through the center of the lawn stretched a path of fitted rock, worn smooth by hundreds of years of heavy traffic. Narrow ruts ran in straight lines, showing where carts had traveled. I wondered what kind of person would load up these ancient stones, ship them thousands of miles, and then rebuild them so perfectly that the wear patterns still lined up. The footing was slick and uneven in the moist sea air.

      As we walked toward the castle, we passed Sonja. She stood beside the path, her expression of fear and confusion quickly replaced with hatred when she saw me. She stared at me as we walked slowly past, but I decided to ignore her. She had nowhere to go, and we could take our time asking her any questions we liked. Without powers of her own, she was no threat to us. I felt her eyes trying to bore into my back.

      I looked up at the tall blocky form of the castle in front of us. It was a looming dark shape, outlined by moonlight. A few of the small windows glowed with light. I was dimly aware that Sonja stepped onto the path behind us.

      The path led to the base of a long line of stairs, stretching up into the darkness beside the castle. We started up the worn treads. I held tightly to the wall of the castle, one hand sliding along the towering, solid bulk of it. As we neared the top, a rectangle of light shone on a narrow landing. We took a hard right through an arched entrance and a heavy door. I looked up at the ceiling as we passed through the short hallway, and I saw narrow slits—places where archers could sit and rain down arrows on unwelcome visitors. The dim lighting made them look black and ominous. We crossed an echoing drawbridge to another heavy old door banded with steel.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as we crossed out of a space clearly designed to kill and into an open entry hall. To the left side, an open door showed a wide spiral staircase winding upward in a tight right-hand circle. To the right, an ornate arch revealed a small chapel, empty except for the smashed remains of antique wooden pews. The icons and stained glass had been painted over with arcane symbols or just smashed outright. It must have once been beautiful, but now it was oppressive. Directly ahead, large double doors loomed. On the other side, I could hear women talking in quiet, anxious voices. Luke stepped forward, shoving the doors open violently. They slammed into the walls on either side and bounced back, creaking and vibrating. All conversation stopped, and ten stunned young women stared back at us. For a moment, Luke and I stared back in shock.

      The room was luxuriously furnished, with expensive overstuffed couches and chairs grouped around a huge fireplace at one end of the room. The room was tall, almost two stories, with small windows buried deep in the thick walls. Stone arches rose above every window and door, and long, ornate tapestries hung on the walls. Everything looked expensive but old and neglected. Dust coated all of the hard to reach surfaces.

      The women also looked to have seen better days. They were dressed in black and looked tired and drained. They watched us warily, but without the will to fight. Many had injuries, bruises, and healing cuts. They were the broken remnants of what had once been beautiful young women. And they were all heavily pregnant.

      Sonja moved into the room, walking in a wide circle until she stood between the girls and us. I didn't feel like she was protecting them; more like she was showing her ownership. The pregnant women all lowered their heads, pulling together in a tight protective circle.

      Luke surprised me by breaking the silence first. "Sonja, we don't need to hurt you or anyone here as long as you stay out of our way. You don't have enough power to stand against us, and Gage will suffer if you try. Don't even try to get near him. Don't make any moves against us, and we'll be gone before you know it. "

      The door creaked behind us, and I looked back to see Jamie step through. The child looked around the room with curiosity. Jamie's gaze fell on the huddled women, and she started walking toward them.

      Sonja looked up as Jamie passed, suspicion obvious on her face. She looked from the girl to me, and her surprise turned to anger. "What have you done to the demon?"

      Jamie made it to the pregnant girls. She moved through them, speaking quietly to each, and immediately became the center of attention for the small group. In a few moments the mood of the group lightened, and they began to smile at her shyly. She touched the bruised face of a girl younger than the rest and said something quietly. The girl laughed gently, almost against her will.

      "The demon is gone," Luke told Sonja. "Now where is Wendy?"

      Sonja looked at us coldly. Without a word, she pointed toward a door on the far side of the big room. I looked where she pointed, not sure if we should trust her.

      I walked to the small door and stepped through. Behind me I heard Jamie's clear voice as she began to sing. Four doors opened off of a small hallway, but only one was open. A small but comfortable bedroom had only one lone occupant, who was sitting in a chair by the window.

      The girl sitting with her back to me had long black hair. I realized I was holding my breath as I moved quietly across the room. When the girl turned, would I see the eyes of my friend looking at me? Or would I be filled with disappointment again?

      The girl's head was bowed down, and her hair fell like a waterfall, covering something she was cradling in her arms. I could hear soft sounds coming from her lips. She was singing, no—humming. That's when I noticed the infant in her arms. She was holding a baby.

      This can't be Wendy, I thought. I'd gotten my hopes up again only to have them dashed brutally. The girl was too preoccupied with the baby to look up. My foot scraped against a chair, and a pale face looked in my direction.

      I was staring into the eyes of my friend. "Wendy?" I said, moving forward.

      "I knew you would come," she whispered back.

      "I thought I would never find you." My knees were shaking as I sat down next to her.

      She gave me a smile, and there was a small whimper from the bundle in her arms. She bent her head and said, "Hush, little one. Quiet, my love. I told you everything would be okay. I told you she would come."

      Wendy was holding a baby. And then I realized the way she was beaming at the infant with so much love radiating from her eyes—Wendy was holding her own baby.

      I stared, transfixed in complete shock. I leaned in to take a closer look, and that's when I noticed the baby's eyes. They glowed with an unnatural light. It was a trick of the light, of the shadows in the room. I shook my head and looked down again.

      Two small yellow eyes stared up at me, and something protruded out from the small forehead—a small rise on either side of the baby's head. It took my mind a moment to catch up with what my eyes were seeing.

      Horns. There were two small horns growing out of its forehead.

      Wendy saw me staring at the baby. "Isn't she beautiful?" A proud smile lit up her face.

      "The baby..." my words faltered. So many questions were swirling through my head.

      "My child," she said.

      I shook my head. "It can't be. It's only been a few months since I saw you last."

      "I was pregnant back at the mining camp, but I didn't know it then. She is mine. Mine and Jacob's."

      "It's not possible," I said shaking my head back and forth in denial.

      "You more than anyone should know anything is possible when it comes to magic," she said.

      Had Gage used some kind of spell to get an infant to develop and be born early? "Her eyes..."

      Wendy interrupted me. "She is Jacob's and mine."

      All the girls in the other room, the ones with rounded bellies, the pregnant girls, are they all carrying things like this inside them?

      "My baby is not a thing!" Wendy's free hand clutched down hard on my arm. I'd forgotten for a moment that she could read my mind.

      Instead of pulling back, I moved closer and lowered my voice. "I'm sorry. Of course, she's beautiful. I was just surprised to see her. And you. I've been looking everywhere for you."

      Wendy let go of me. She leaned in and kissed the baby's cheek. "I knew you would find me. Find us." She looked behind me. "Is Jacob with you?"

      I took a step back and wiped my mind of all thought. When I didn't answer, her eyes filled with panic.

      "I haven't been able to feel him. Not since..." She reached up and touched her forehead with a trembling hand. "Not since... It's all blurry. I'm having a hard time remembering."

      The last time she'd seen him, Jacob had been buried under a pile of rubble. But now his body lay just outside the castle.

      I forced the thought away the moment it slid across my mind.

      The last thing I needed was for Wendy to pick it up.

      She hadn't read my mind, for the next question she asked was "Is Dean with you?"

      I nodded. "Dean and Luke."

      She looked confused. "I don't understand. Can you still feel Luke's spirit? I thought the hellhound took his spirit to hell." She stood and walked over to a nearby crib. She carefully lowered the baby into the crib. When she was done, she turned and faced me. "I'm so sorry, Colina. It was a terrible thing that happened. I know how much you loved him."

      "Luke isn't dead," I whispered, but I don't think she heard me, for she suddenly looked over my shoulder and rushed forward.

      "Caleb, where's Jacob?" she demanded.

      She was standing in front of Luke. Luke was now in Caleb's body, but Wendy didn't know that.

      Before Luke could say a word, Wendy reached out and touched his arm. The moment her fingertips pressed against his skin, she hissed and took a quick step back. "That's not right. Who are you?" she whispered, shaking her head. Then she looked over at me.

      She had told me when we met in the hospital that she could tell when people were possessed. That they felt not quite right to her. Once her fingers had touched Luke's flesh, she must have felt the wrongness in him. Now I had to somehow explain that to my distraught friend. She'd already been through a living hell; the possession of the demons had changed her, morphed her, and made her, I feared, lose her mind. Back in the mining camp she had become a different person. I looked over at the crib. Now Gage had done something far worse to her. He had somehow morphed a child that Jacob and Wendy had created and turned it into some type of abomination.

      Wendy turned and screamed at me. "She is not a monster!" The baby started crying.

      Mildred whisked into the room and went over to the baby. She scooped her up into her arms and began to rock her back and forth. "I missed you, little one," she cooed. She glared at us disapprovingly. "Lower your voices, you're upsetting her."

      Mildred had known all along about Wendy's baby. Why hadn't she told us? Warned us?

      Wendy was taking turns glaring at me and then Luke. Mildred gave a long sigh. "You didn't explain it to her?"

      "I was surprised..." My words petered off.

      Mildred gave me a knowing look. She walked over and handed the baby to Wendy. "I fixed a bottle for her in the kitchen. You should go feed her; she's hungry."

      Wendy took the baby and started across the room. At the doorway, she paused and looked back at us.

      Mildred gave her a smile. "It's all right. Feed your baby, and later we'll explain everything."

      Wendy walked out of the room, and when she was gone Mildred turned back to me. "When the zombies didn't work, Gage had to get more creative."

      "What did he do?" I demanded.

      "I said before that when demons possess, a piece of them crosses over," she answered.

      I nodded and looked over at Luke. He hadn't said a word.

      "Somehow Fintan figured out how to grab that piece and morph it with the spirit of a baby," Mildred said.

      I knew the shock and horror I was feeling showed on my face. I thought back to the dozen pregnant women I had seen. "He did this to those other girls?"

      Her expression was solemn when she said, "Each one will give birth to a child just like Wendy's."

      Luke finally spoke. "Half-breeds." When he looked my way, I saw the shock I felt mirrored in his eyes. "But those are only fairy tales parents tell their children to scare them at night."

      Mildred gave a loud sigh. "Many fairy tales have a grain of truth in them. It's been a long time since a half-breed has walked in our world."

      "Is the child evil?" I asked.

      Immediately she shot back, "Darkness touched your soul. Are you evil?"

      I honestly wasn't sure. I knew I was no longer a creature of the light. I was no longer a healer. Becoming a death dealer had changed me. During the rituals, I had felt the darkness. I had seen the other side. Heard the noises in the dark abyss. Some of that darkness had touched me. Had filled my mind and my body.

      Mildred looked thoughtful. "I've seen half-breeds that will kill without a moment's hesitation. And I've watched half-breeds put their own lives on the line to save another. Are they good, or are they evil?" She shrugged her shoulders. "You could ask the same question of any of us. I guess it all depends on the person, on the half-breed. The half-breeds do have demonic qualities—a darkness within them far greater than any death dealer."

      "This was Fintan's project?" But even as I said the words, I knew Gage definitely had a hand in this. I thought back to that night in the mining town so long ago, when Gage and Fintan discussed their "projects" over the noise of a dinner party...

      "How long do you think this project of yours is going to last?" I asked Gage.

      I could see the laughter in his eyes. "Hopefully not too long." He looked over at Fintan. "I would say, at the most, six months. Maybe less if we can find a solution to a little problem we're having."

      Fintan frowned at Gage's answer. "I'll have collected more than enough readers by that time, Gage, my boy. Surely, I won't have to hold onto them for that long?"

      "I'm sorry, Fintan, but I can't hand her over to you sooner. I need to keep her close. She has become invaluable to me."

      Mildred gazed around the room at the half-dozen cribs that hugged the walls. There was an odd smile on her face. "It was. Gage said if he's successful here, then they plan to build a bigger facility. He plans on breeding many more."

      Luke looked slowly around the room. "These things will become Gage's henchmen?"

      "A powerful leader always needs followers," Mildred said.

      Gage was going to have a dark army one way or another. A part of me had hoped when I had escaped the mining town that Gage had given up his mad quest, but I knew he never would. I had seen the glint of insanity in his eyes when he had told me his plans. He wanted to create chaos in the world so he could gain more power. He hadn't put all his eggs in one basket. The zombies, the half-breeds. How many more projects was he overseeing?

      My thoughts went back to the pregnant women. "Those women, the ones that haven't given birth yet. Is there any way we can stop it from happening to their babies?"

      "There is no way to stop them from giving birth. They're all full-term and will be delivering their babies anytime now." Mildred waved her hands about. "Wendy was pregnant but a few weeks back at camp. And now she has her daughter. It's the piece of the demon in them. That dark, dark magic is making them grow faster."

      "But have the other babies been exposed to the evil?" I asked. "Can we undo the spell? Can we save them from the same fate as Wendy's child?"

      "I don't know," she answered.

      "I know someone who does know," I whispered. And as I thought of Gage, a feeling of warmth filled my body.

      Luke moved next to me. "You want to talk to Gage."

      My eyes met his. "What choice do we have?"

      "I'll talk to him," Luke said.

      "But you won't get as much out of him as I will." I tried to make him understand. "He likes to show off for me. He likes to tell me his plans."

      Luke's eyes filled with anger. "You can't see him. You know what happens."

      "There has to be something that can protect me from it. What about the protection pouch the Redeemers used? If it were strong enough to block our magic, it should block out the spell he did on me." I looked to Mildred.

      Mildred pulled the pouch out of her pocket. It was singed all around the edges but still intact. She handed it to me.

      I held it between my fingers. It tingled in my hands.

      "I'm not leaving you alone with him," Luke said.

      "He won't talk to me if you're there," I answered.

      "Colina, it's too dangerous." His voice was pleading now. "He's too dangerous."

      "This might be our only chance to fix what they've done. To undo it all." I looked toward the door. "Maybe there's still hope for Wendy's child."

      Mildred shook her head. "Once the baby's spirit has been bonded with the demon spirit, there is no way to free it without killing the child."

      Poor Wendy had been through so much and now this. Jacob. The image of his body slid across my mind. "Wendy doesn't know that Jacob is dead. Someone has to tell her."

      Wendy had finally found someone to care about, to love. Even though we had been prisoners and forced to do Gage's bidding back at the mining town, when Wendy was with Jacob, she'd seemed happy. I knew she loved him. She'd borne his child. I was worried Jacob's death would send her over the edge. She'd seemed to be tilting on the edge ever since she'd been possessed. How much more could she take?

      "I'll tell her," Mildred said.

      At that moment, I thanked the Goddess I wouldn't be the one to break Wendy's heart.
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      Two hours had passed since the battle with the Redeemers. Dean had taken it upon himself to carry first the old Redeemer and then Gage into the castle. He found a place to stash them and made sure they were securely restrained. We were exhausted, and our clothes were torn, burned, and covered in blood. My hands and my face were tinged pink as though sunburned, from Luke's hellfire. I wasn't badly burned, but my skin felt sensitive and raw to the touch. Mildred told me she had some skill in healing battle wounds and did her best to bandage up all our slashes and cuts.

      I spent twenty minutes washing dirt and gore from my body and my hair in an ornate bathroom. It felt good to be clean again. While I bathed, Luke scoured the castle for medical supplies and a change of clothing. When I exited the bathroom wrapped in a towel, I found him with a wide smile on his face and arms full, proud of his plunder. Not surprisingly, the clothing was Gage's favorite uniform—black jeans, black shirts, and black boots.

      When Luke left to search more of the castle, Mildred found some ointment for my skin and slathered it on me, then helped me into my clothing. The white cream took the heat out of my burns. Once bandaged and cleaned up, I joined Luke to have a look around the castle.

      The castle was disorienting, like we had moved back in time. The old stones of the castle didn't know that they had just arrived here, and they didn't lie there quietly. Instead, they muttered and whispered of battles long past and people long dead. Fewer spirits haunted its halls than I'd expected, and most of them were of younger vintage, from Fintan's residency. Maybe the original residents had stayed on the land where the castle had originally stood. But the walls themselves had picked up some of the energy of all of the centuries of living and dying within them.

      We moved through the castle. The living area had once been a great hall where the castle's lords had received and entertained. The surrogate mothers still sat in a tight bunch around the fire. As we passed, twenty eyes watched us. I tried to think of something to say, but how do you reassure someone about to give birth to a half-breed demon that everything will be all right?

      Sonja ghosted around the edge of the group, staring at us with guarded eyes. I knew that we should be more worried about her, but all I felt when I looked at her was pity. I just couldn't make myself chain her up in the basement with Gage.

      We moved into the entry hall and then down a spiral staircase. The castle itself was smaller than I had thought. From the outside, it looked huge, but the walls took up a lot of space, and inside the floors were mostly taken up by a few large rooms.

      We passed through the cellar and into a small hallway that housed half a dozen doors. The lower floors were used for kitchens and below that, storage. Arched columns held up the floor above, breaking the space into squares. Some had been turned into dark rooms, smelling of mildew.

      An arch opened off of the hallway onto a room of horrors. Fintan had converted one of the storage cellars into his fantasy dungeon. A variety of antique torture devices lined the walls, as well as several more modern implements. I wasn't sure how they worked, and honestly, I didn't want to know.

      Dean pointed to a door on the left. I started forward, and Luke started to follow me. I turned and put my hand on his arm.

      "It's best if I talk to Gage alone," I said. I could tell by the look on Luke's face he was going to argue with me, but before he could say anything my words rushed out, "He likes to talk to me. He loves to tell me his plans. If I talk to him alone, I might get the information that we need."

      Luke looked unconvinced.

      I moved closer to him. "Dean has him chained up—we have him outnumbered. He isn't dumb enough to try anything until the situation changes. He won't hurt me."

      "What if you get the urge to let him go?" Luke demanded.

      I held the pouch up. "It won't happen. This will keep his spell at bay."

      "Okay," Luke said. He didn't look happy. "But if we hear any commotion, we're coming in whether you want us there or not."

      "Agreed." I reached up and my fingers brushed against his cheek. "Don't worry. I'll be careful." As I turned and faced the door, a wave of weakness and nausea washed over me. My arm throbbed in time with my pulse. Ignoring the feeling, I put my hand on the knob, squared my shoulders, and opened the door.

      Gage was in the middle of the room, tied to a chair with chains. His eyes lit up when he saw me. "Darling, I knew you couldn't stay away."

      I felt a tug when I saw him—a jolt to my system like an electric shock. But the normal insane thoughts of love and adoration that normally slid into my mind whenever I was around him weren't there this time. The pouch was working. It was warding off the Haitian magic.

      I looked again at the chains. All of us together were more than a match for Gage, but it would ridiculous to let him run free to catch one of us alone. As powerful as Gage was, the heavy chain should be able to hold him. He could still use his magic, but as long as he was tied up in the basement it wouldn't do him much good.

      I let the door slam shut behind me. "You're a monster!"

      He looked surprised. "You don't mean it. I've been so worried about you. It's been so hard to be away from you. Come untie me, my love, so I can put my arms around you."

      "Drop dead." I lifted the pouch from my pocket. It shimmered with blue light.

      "Ahh," he said, a flash of consternation crossing his face before he smothered it.

      "You can't get me to do your bidding anymore." I spat on the ground by his feet. "You make me sick."

      He gave me a wide smile. "I made you feel things you've never felt before."

      "Shut up!" I rushed forward and slapped him across the face. "You'll never touch me again. If you try to lay a finger on me, I'll kill you."

      Instead of being upset, he looked amused. "Are you sure you don't feel the slightest inclination to let me go?"

      The truth was I did. The closer I stood to him, the more powerful the tug was.

      I scrambled away from him, and he laughed. "Haitian magic is a powerful thing."

      I held the pouch up high in the air. "Apparently not as powerful as this."

      He sniffed the air. "Not traveler magic. Something else." He looked at me expectantly.

      I wasn't going to answer his question. He was going to answer mine. "Tell me about the babies."

      A wicked smile spread across his face. "Do you like my newest project?"

      "You're turning innocent babies into monsters."

      He made tsking noises. "Don't be so dramatic. Yes, a piece of demon is intertwined with their souls, but that doesn't make them monsters. Far from it."

      "Half-breeds," I whispered in disgust.

      He shrugged. "If you like, though I find the term somewhat vulgar."

      "How could you do it?" I demanded.

      "It wasn't easy, I'll admit. It took years of planning, trial, and error. The breakthrough came when Fintan found a certain spell." His gaze slid slowly down the length of me. "I've missed you. It surprises me as much as it does you. I've never missed anyone before."

      "How do we fix the babies?" I hissed.

      "Fix them?" He laughed. "They are superior to the likes of you and me. Think of the power they possess."

      "There has to be a way to reverse the spell." He couldn't get away with this. There had to be a way to stop this madness.

      "There very well might be, but the one person who would know is now dead." He gave me a knowing look. "Fintan. This was his project. He knew all the ins and outs of it. I just came by to lend a helping hand. My interests were always on the bigger picture."

      "Making a zombie army." It wasn't a question.

      The smile was there again. "The undead army was just a start."

      “Causing chaos. I remember the lecture you gave me on it," I said.

      "Do you like the world you're living in? Death dealers are being rounded up and exterminated. Look at all the innocent people the Redeemers killed tonight."

      "They weren't innocent. They were your henchmen," I answered.

      "People following my lead, true, but does that mean they deserved to die?" He gave me a long and lingering look. "If the Legion crosses over..."

      My blood ran cold at the thought. "It will never happen."

      "Indulge me for a moment." He smiled. "Imagine how the world would change if the Legion crossed over. Mages and non-mages will bow to our will. Redeemers will no longer be a threat."

      It was my turn to laugh. "You think the demons are going to help us?"

      "Some of us. Those of us who work the darker magic, who have made it our life's goal to help them. And you could be one of those people. You could be by my side." Gage's expression was serious. He meant every word he said, which made the thought more chilling. How could he ever imagine I would want to be with him?

      "I would rather have my throat cut by a Redeemer," I said through clenched teeth.

      His eyes narrowed. "If you don't bring across the Legion, that still may happen. Careful what you wish for."

      My legs suddenly gave out, and I stumbled forward onto the floor. "Are you injured?" Gage demanded.

      If I hadn't known him better, I would have thought he sounded concerned. I tugged my sleeve up, revealing my blackened veins. "Your pet bit me."

      "Demon fire." He sounded surprised.

      Fire? I pushed myself back onto my feet. "You know about it?"

      "I do," he answered.

      "Do you know how to cure it?" I demanded.

      "Ah. Now I see why you came to me." His eyes twinkled with delight. "You'll need my help, of course." He gave me a wide smile. "I think you know me well enough by now. I'm always eager to play on the winning side."

      I did believe Gage when he said he wanted to play on the winning side, but there was no way I would ever trust him. He might help us now, but first chance he got he would do his best to get back to work on his master plan. Gage wouldn't be happy until he had ultimate power, and the only way he would get that is if the Legion was released.

      A part of me wanted to go to him. Wanted to help him in any way I could. I took a step back. The pull I felt toward him was even stronger than what the protection pouch could defend. Was there a way to break his spell?

      "Have you told him yet?" Gage asked.

      I was so lost in my thoughts that I actually started at Gage's voice.

      "Does everyone know about our little secret?" he whispered.

      "What are you talking about?" I could tell by the look on his face that whatever he was talking about amused him greatly.

      "About our nuptials. Our wedding, darling. Did you tell everyone that we are man and wife?" he asked.

      I stumbled back at the mention of the wedding. "It wasn't a real wedding."

      He arched his eyebrow and gave me a wolfish grin. "We shared a vow. There were witnesses."

      "It was a ceremony performed by a demon!" I shouted.

      "Demon, priest, judge, ship's captain... Whoever does the ceremony doesn't really matter," he said.

      I shook my head in protest. "A priest, judge, or ship's captain makes it a legal wedding. A demon does not."

      "If it bothers you that much, we can leave tonight. After we get you all healed up, we can sneak away and go get 'properly married' by anyone of your choosing," he said.

      "You're insane," I answered.

      His eyes twinkled with laughter. "And like it or not, you're my wife."

      "Putting someone under a spell and forcing them to marry you does not mean you're married. None of it was real. It was all pretend. You forced me to love you."

      "Force is such a harsh word." He gave me a long look and then said, "I prefer nudged. You would have fallen for me eventually, I just helped speed along the process. We're meant to be together."

      "I'll never be with you." I realized that as I'd been talking, I'd gotten closer and closer to Gage until my face was only a few inches from his. The desire to press my lips against his was unbelievably strong. I flung myself back and let out a sob.

      "Life would be much easier if you didn't fight the inevitable," he said.

      "You will never have me," I whispered.

      His eyes narrowed. "Never? Neither of us believes that. You know deep down that we belong together."

      "I will never belong to you!"

      "The feelings you had for those boys was nothing more than a schoolgirl crush."

      "What do you know about love?" I demanded.

      "I know that I love you," he said quietly. He sounded so sincere.

      If I didn't know better, I might have believed it. I gave a harsh laugh. "You aren't capable of love."

      He leaned back. His arms and feet were still tightly bound to the chair. He was our prisoner until someone let him go. And no matter how strongly that little voice inside my head screamed to free him, I would die rather than give in.

      "Such harsh words. You wound me."

      To be wounded emotionally, you first need a heart. "Psychopaths don't have feelings."

      He gave me a hard stare. "That word again. You used it once before, and I warned you about labeling people. Just because we view the world in a different way..."

      I cut him off. "'Different way'? You want to bring chaos to the world. You want to destroy everything that's good."

      "Change is not such a bad thing. Think about how much this would mean to your people." He gave me a knowing look. "You're the one that put them in this sticky situation. If you hadn't unleashed the demon or raised the dead, no one would be hunting the death dealers."

      That's true, whispered a small voice in my head.

      "Imagine the power you'll gain if you free the Legion. You could lead your people into battle. Take back the world. Return the death dealers to their rightful place." Everything about his voice and expression screamed sincerity and concern.

      But Gage wasn't capable of such emotions. To him this was all a game. "Their rightful place as your henchmen and followers, you mean?"

      "Everyone needs a leader. I'm an enlighted man. I've told you before: I don't mind if you are that leader. I'd happily take a place by your side," he said.

      My energy was wavering. I was tired of playing games with Gage. He would never listen to reason. But I knew he wasn't lying when he said he would fight on the winning side. He would help us as long as it served him, and it might just be long enough to work the spell and get the demon horn. I gave Gage one last look. He was still smiling at me. I forced myself to turn and walk out of the room.

      Luke stood in the hallway waiting for me. "What did he say?" Luke asked.

      I had told Luke about the spell Gage put on me, but I hadn't found the courage to tell him about the wedding. I stood on unbalanced and trembling legs. I felt myself begin to fall again, but before I could Luke pulled me into his arms.

      "He'll help us." My head rested against Luke's shoulder. It felt so good to be back in Luke's arms. With those arms around me I could almost push away the voice whispering to me to help Gage escape. Almost.

      "You aren't serious." I heard the disbelief in Luke's voice. "He said he wants to help us, and we're supposed to believe that? That guy is more deranged than I thought."

      "Now, boy, don't be too hasty." Mildred was suddenly beside us. "Gage is a powerful mage who has worked many a dark magic spell. You know we need his help."

      Luke let go of me and looked at Mildred as though she'd lost her mind. "You can't trust him."

      Mildred smiled. "No one said anything about trusting him."

      Wendy appeared in the arched stairwell, her hair mussed and her chest rising and falling heavily. "Where is he?" There was a spark of madness in her eyes.

      Mildred's face filled with alarm. "Where's the baby?"

      "One of the other girls is watching her," Wendy answered. "Where is he? Where is my father?" she growled.

      Her father? Back at the asylum Wendy had told me her father was a businessman who spent all his time traveling. I sighed. Jacob's death has pushed her over the edge. "Your father isn't here," I answered, reaching out to her.

      She flinched away from me. "He's here. I can feel him."

      I turned and looked at Mildred, who raised a questioning eyebrow and shook her head.

      "Wendy," I said in the calmest voice I could muster, "you need to calm down."

      Before anyone could react, Wendy launched herself down the hallway.

      "Wendy!" We all raced after her, but she didn't run very far—just a few hundred feet down the hallway.

      She stopped in front of a heavy wooden door, flung it wide open, and threw herself inside. We all scrambled to follow.

      The room wasn't empty like I had expected. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I recognized the old Redeemer, the one who'd taken Jacob's life. Like Gage, he was tied to a chair.

      Wendy turned in the doorway to face us, her face streaked with angry tears. "Meet my father," she choked out. "My father, the leader of the Redeemers."
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      Wendy's words echoed across the room. We all froze in shock. Wendy's father was the leader of the Redeemers? Was it true or had she truly lost her mind? Before I could even begin to process the wild accusation, Wendy had just shouted out, she flung herself at the man with hands raised as if to scratch his eyes out.

      Luke, reacting quickly, got to her just before she reached him and held her tight in a bear hug.

      Wendy struggled against Luke's grip. "Let me go!"

      The man in the chair spoke. "Daughter."

      At that one word, Wendy's body went still.

      "It's been a long time," the man said. His camouflage clothes were bloody and torn, but he still broadcasted an air of confidence. The glowing eyes of a fanatic marred his handsome face.

      "Five years since I last saw you." Her voice was but a whisper.

      "Five years since you came to visit me in that hellhole you put me in." Her eyes filled with anger. "You know they drugged me every day? You know they left me for days—no, weeks all alone? With no one to talk to and no human contact."

      "I was only trying to cure you," he said.

      "You always thought it was a curse," she cried out. "But can't you see? It's not a curse. I was born this way. I was born like my mother. There are others out there like me."

      "Damned souls in need of redemption," the Redeemer shouted.

      Wendy looked at me. "I won't hurt him. Tell him to let me go."

      The madness was still there in her eyes, even though her voice was calm.

      Luke's arm pulled back and released her.

      Wendy took a step toward her father. "Are you still planning to 'save all the damned souls'?"

      "Give them a chance at salvation, yes." The man's eyes shone with the same crazed intensity I had seen in Gage's.

      "Like you gave my mother?" Wendy hissed.

      The man gave Wendy a hard stare. "She could have given up her evil ways."

      Wendy's body slumped, and her head bowed. "She wasn't evil. She was mage-born."

      "Mage-born. All agents of the devil," the man shouted.

      Wendy raised her head. I expected to see anger, but instead there was a look of sadness in her eyes. "We're not. We're no different from you".

      "You have the seed of evil inside you." The man's voice became softer. "But if you let me help you, I can set you free."

      Her face filled with barely restrained emotion, and for a moment I wasn't sure if she was going to scream or cry. Without another word, she fled the room.

      I looked at the Redeemer, not sure what to think or say. I turned to the others. They had the same look of bafflement on their faces. I had known Wendy was keeping secrets from me, but I never imagined how big those secrets were. If this was true, then Wendy's father was the head of an organization hell-bent on killing my kind and responsible for hundreds of deaths. I turned to study him.

      He silently watched us with a cold expression in his eyes. It was obvious that he thought us damned aberrations. He saw us the same way I had seen Wendy's baby. I realized that I had to put away any preconceived ideas I had about the baby. Mildred said that half- breeds had darkness inside them, but did that make them evil. I had darkness inside me, yet I was trying to do what I could to right the mistakes I had made.

      I gave Wendy's father a hard stare. Had he come here to save his daughter? Or was the whole point of his expedition to kill more of our kind? Even if I asked him, could I believe his answer?

      I went out into the hallway with the others on my heels.

      "He wasn't always like this." Wendy was talking to no one in particular. She was crouched down in a ball against the wall. "He didn't know what my mom was when he married her. And when he found out, he didn't mind... but then over the years, he changed. He hated that she could read his thoughts. He felt as though she was always spying on him. He thought her powers were evil and started preaching that to her." She looked at me. "She was never mentally balanced to begin with, so he pushed her over the edge. He drove her insane, and after he had her committed, he turned all his hate on me."

      "Wendy..." I moved closer and crouched down beside her. I slowly reached out to take her hand.

      She moved away. "How did he find us? How did he get here?"

      "I have no idea," I answered honestly. I knew Jacob told the Redeemers about Gage and his companions, but I had no idea how he found the castle. "They were on the ferry when we came across, posing as a bunch of tourists. And a few days ago, a group of them attacked us in the woods." Remembering, I dug the protection pouch from my pocket and held it out to her. "They were carrying these."

      She reached out and took the pouch from my hands. "Protection pouches?"

      "Yes, and during the fight they were wielding enchanted daggers and swords," Luke said.

      "One of those swords killed Jacob," Wendy whispered.

      I looked away, and when I looked back tears were streaming down her face.

      She looked down at the ground, and a sob escaped her mouth. When she looked up again, there was such sadness in her eyes. "Mildred told me he's dead. I want to see him."

      "I don't think that's a good idea," I answered.

      "Take me to him," she begged.

      "Child, it's better if you remember him the way he used to be," Mildred said.

      "I have to see him," Wendy cried out between sobs. "I have to say...good-bye."

      I remembered looking down at Luke's crumpled body. It had been one of the worst moments of my life. Her sobs were getting louder. Maybe seeing Jacob would help her in some way and give her some kind of closure. I had watched Jacob die, I knew where his body lay. "I'll take you to him."

      Wendy slowly rose to her feet.

      Luke reached out and touched my arm. "You're sure you want to do this?"

      I moved closer to him and lowered my voice. "Maybe it will give her some comfort to say goodbye. Maybe it'll give her closure."

      "You're not going out there alone. I'm coming with you," Luke said. "I'll give you space, but I'll be within hearing distance. If you see or hear anything, you shout out. Don't take any chances."

      I nodded and went to Wendy's side. I reached down and gently grabbed her arm. This time she didn't flinch from my touch as I helped her to her feet.

      She stood facing me, tears streaming down her face. I looked into her eyes, and I realized I had seen that look before—in the mirror staring back at me. The emotion displayed on her face was the same sadness I felt after losing my family and the heartache I felt when I thought I had lost Luke.

      It was cold outside, and the spirits of those slaughtered in the recent battle swirled restlessly all around—I felt them as soon as I stepped out the door into the night. Most of the windows in the castle were now dark, so there was no light to illuminate our path. I held a lantern in one hand and Wendy's hand in the other as I slowly led her across the lawn.

      Jacob's body lay just ahead, out of sight. A few more steps forward and she would see him. I turned and looked at her. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

      "I must see him," she whispered.

      We walked across the lawn until we came upon Jacob's body. There was a long gash across his head, and a large patch of blood spread across the center of his shirt.

      Wendy fell to her knees. Her fingers reached out and touched his cold skin. Her mouth opened, and she began to wail. It was a sound so full of heartache and loss... I knew it would fill my nightmares.

      She pulled his body closer until his head lay on her knee.

      "My love, my heart," she whispered, gently stroking his bloodied cheek.

      I stood by patiently, shivering in the cold night air. My head swam, and my vision doubled. I felt a stabbing pain in my bicep and knew without looking that the venom had spread a few inches closer to my heart. My time was running out, but Wendy needed my help. She needed her friend to comfort her and help her come to terms with Jacob's death.

      After a long while, she looked up at me. "Do you feel him here? His spirit?"

      There were spirits all around me, whispers in my ear, fingers touching my hair. Many had died violently this night and because of those violent deaths their spirits lingered. I concentrated on the air around me.

      "I don't think so." I looked back at her. "It's hard to tell. There are so many spirits."

      She slowly lifted Jacob's head from her lap and gently placed it back on the ground. When she looked at me again, her eyes blazed with anger. "Tell me how he died, Colina."

      "There was fighting. Jacob was in the middle of it." My mind flashed back to the battle. I thought of the blade as it entered Jacob body. Of the look on Jacob's face as he died. My mind pictured the face of the man who killed him.

      Wendy raised her hand to her head, her eyes suddenly unfocused. "My father did this?"

      She pulled that information straight from my head. "Wendy..."

      She rose to her feet, her voice becoming hysterical. "My father killed Jacob." She wavered, and her face lost all its color.

      Before I could say or do anything, Wendy's body crumpled to the ground.

      I scrambled to her side. She was breathing but unconscious. "Luke!" I yelled. A few moments later he appeared out of the darkness.

      Without a word he bent down, lifted Wendy effortlessly into his arms, and carried her back into the castle. We made our way up the long staircase and down the narrow halls until we reached the door to the room where I had first found her. Luke walked into the room and placed Wendy gently down on a bed.

      "Mildred's watching Lilybeth," he said. I gave him a questioning look.

      "That's the name Wendy gave her baby girl."

      I looked down at Wendy. "She looks so pale."

      "She'll be all right. She's in shock."

      I knew it was more than that. Her heart was broken. "No, Luke. You didn't see her out there with him. She was overcome with grief."

      Luke walked over and took my hand. "Time heals all wounds." He gave me a long look. "You should get some rest. You need to save your strength."

      "I'm alright," I answered, though the tremble in my voice made it an obvious lie.

      Luke reached out and pulled up my sleeve. His fingers glided across the black lines that had crawled up my bicep. His touch was painful, and my whole arm throbbed in time with my pulse, as if fire flowed through my veins. "Just because you say you're alright doesn't make it true."

      I wasn't sure what to say. I felt emotionally and physically drained. So many things had happened since we got to the island. So many awful things. Jacob lay dead. Wendy's baby Lilybeth had the soul of a demon intertwined with hers. And soon we would have to do the unthinkable to save my life: summon another demon.

      Without waiting for my answer, Luke took my hand and led me out of the room. We stood just outside, in view of Wendy's still form.

      The hallway was quiet. Where was everyone?

      As if reading my mind, Luke said, "Mildred needed some time to prepare for the spell."

      We're bringing a demon over soon. The thought terrified me, but then a sudden realization hit me. "Wait, Luke—what about the demon babies? They have horns!"

      Luke shook his head. "Their horns are too small. Mildred says she needs a large portion to work with."

      "When does she want to do it?" I asked.

      "Tonight, during the witching hour," he said quietly.

      "So soon?" I tried to keep my hands from trembling.

      His fingers held mine tight. "We don't think there's much time left."

      How long would my heart keep pumping before the poison overtook me? We had to do the ritual tonight. "What if more Redeemers show up?"

      "We'll worry about that if it happens."

      I was more tired than I wanted to admit, but I was scared to lie down. I worried that I might not be able to get back up again. "Why don't you come with me?" I offered. "You look tired. You could use some sleep."

      "Dean and I are on watch," he said. There was a look of concern on his face. "The Redeemers know we're here and we have their leader. I have to believe they'll be coming for Wendy's father at some point."

      The battle, Jacob's death, Wendy's father, the demon children... It all seemed so surreal. "I can't believe Jacob went to the Redeemers for help."

      Luke looked thoughtful. "He must have gone looking for Wendy's family. He probably thought they were mage-born and belonged to a clan or guild that would help him rescue her."

      "And instead, he found himself face-to-face with the Redeemers." I couldn't believe Jacob had thought the Redeemers would help him.

      "The enemy of my enemy is my friend." Luke said suddenly. I gave him a confused look, and he continued, "Jacob quoted that line back to Gage. Jacob thought that by going to the Redeemers he was saving Wendy from Gage."

      "Especially since their leader is her father. Of course, he thought her dad would care what happened to her." I looked back through the door at Wendy. She still lay motionless on the bed, her chest rising and falling steadily. "Wendy told me he was a businessman off traveling around the world."

      "I can understand why she wouldn't want to tell anyone the truth."

      "I can't imagine how difficult it must have been for her. Growing up with a parent who hated everything she was." The sadness Wendy carried with her now made sense. "I couldn't live with someone who thought my gifts came from pure evil."

      "And yet the Redeemers were eager enough to use magic on their quest to destroy Gage," Luke said.

      That part of the equation just didn't make sense. Why would the Redeemers use borrowed magic?

      "It didn't save them in the end." Luke's eyes filled with concern. "But it means they'll go to any lengths to see mage-born humans killed." He sighed. "You need to rest. I can see how tired you are."

      "About the ritual tonight..." I wanted to tell Luke about all the fears swirling through my head but wasn't sure where to begin.

      He moved closer until his body was leaning against mine. "Are you worried about it?"

      Worried was an understatement. What we were about to do was pure madness. I wanted Luke to know how sorry I was that I had wasted so much of our time together. Back at the death dealer's stronghold I should have believed in him. Believed in us. "If things go wrong..."

      Before I could get any words out, he pulled me into his arms. "It will work. We can do this. We will do this, and then you'll be healed. Now let's go find you an empty room so you can get some rest."

      I let him lead me down the hallway but couldn't help looking back at Wendy's room. She'd lost the love of her life. How many more deaths would there be before the night was over?
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      Of course, I dreamed of Gage. It made sense since he was in such close proximity to me. In my dreams, we were dancing in a meadow. He was whispering words of love as zombies crawled out of freshly dug graves. Dozens of little children ran around the meadow, horns sprouting from their foreheads.

      When I woke, I had a pounding headache. My limbs, my body felt like it weighed five hundred pounds. I forced myself out of bed and glanced over at a half-burned candle, wondering what time it was.

      "Colina," a voice whispered from the shadows.

      I jumped at the sound. Mildred walked into the candlelight.

      "Gage says he will help us but we both know that, given the first opportunity, he’ll try to imprison us or worse, slit our throats. How can we trust him?" I asked.

      "Because he loves you," she said.

      When I started to shake my head, she lifted her hand and said, "Loves you in his own twisted way. He doesn't want to see you die. He'll do whatever he can to keep you alive."

      "Every time Luke looks at Gage, I can see the hate in his eyes. How can they work together?" I demanded.

      She gave me a smile. "You have to sweet-talk Luke into accepting the situation."

      "How? You see how he reacts to the way I fall all over myself anytime Gage is around." Even saying his name or thinking about Gage standing next to me during the ritual set my heart aflutter. I knew the thoughts I kept having of Gage were perverse, but that didn't stop me from having them. When it came to Gage, I had no self-control.

      Mildred watched me for a long while before she said, "Colina, we have no choice." She reached out and patted my arm. "Strength, child. Keep strong, soon you'll be well again."

      I truly wanted to believe her. "Where is Luke?"

      "He's checking out the roof. We're going to do the ritual up there," Mildred answered.

      "You really think you can control Gage?" I asked.

      "We have to try. I have a strong binding spell I've used many times that we can use on Gage, it should keep him in check until the ritual is over. It won't last forever, but it will last long enough. If we had more time or there was another way, we would try it." She pointed to my exposed wrist, and I gasped in shock. The black lines of poison were pulsating. "But we're running out of time."

      "You mean I'm running of time," I whispered.

      She nodded.

      "What happens if this doesn't work?”

      "It will work." Her arms waved in the air. "It has to work." She reached out and patted my shoulder. " You will get through this. Have faith that you'll survive this."

      "Sometimes that's hard to believe." My head felt so heavy. I wanted desperately to lie down again, but I knew sleep would not make this feeling of fatigue and weakness go away.

      "You're so much stronger than you realize." Her fingertips reached up and touched my forehead. "Strength of mind." She touched my shoulder. "Strength of heart." She gave me a smile. "Most importantly—strength of spirit. It's the thing I most admire about you. You never give up."

      I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. "Mildred, I'm so tired. I want to believe we'll all make it out of this in one piece, but⁠—"

      She interrupted me. "So, believe. We'll do the ritual tonight, we'll get the demon horn, and none of us will let you down. We're all here to help you, don't you see? You're not alone. You just have to believe that everything will work out. Believe that you'll live to see another day."

      I smiled back at her through my exhaustion and doubt. "Okay. I'll try."

      "Good girl," she said. "Now go out into the hallway and tell Luke I need an obsidian mirror and some black candles. I'm sure Gage has stashed his magic supplies somewhere in the castle."

      "I'll tell him." I began easing out of bed and when I looked up, saw that I was alone in the room. Mildred had done her 'pop away' magic.

      I started after Luke and found him in the hallway.

      "I hate that we have to work with Gage.”  He was pacing back and forth. “Do you plan to just let the madman free? Do you really believe he will just go along with your plans?"

      I tried to keep my voice neutral. "What choice do we have?"

      He stopped his pacing, and he stormed up to me. "We untie him, and he will use his magic, use his blood sword to kill us all."

      I raised my hand and put it gently on his chest. "Not if we put a binding spell on him. Mildred says she has a spell that would keep him from harming us." I knew I was pleading with him to understand. "It won't last forever, but it should give us enough time to get safely through the ritual."

      His hand came up and covered mine. "I don't like it."

      "We don't have a choice."

      Luke's gave me a hard stare. "Admit it: you want him there."

      It was true, a part of me did. Even though I kept the magic pouch in my pocket, the pull I felt toward Gage seemed to be getting stronger. Was it because we were in such close proximity, or was it because I was growing weaker by the minute? "I can't help how I feel. I didn't ask him to put the spell on me."

      Luke looked away. When he looked back, he gave a loud sigh. "I know it's not your fault. But that doesn't make watching you swoon all over him any easier."

      I took a step closer. "You know I love you, right?"

      " I love you." He leaned in and kissed me. When he pulled away, the anger was gone from his eyes. "Mildred is sure this binding spell will work?"

      "She's seems pretty confident," I said with more surety than I felt.

      Luke's expression hardened. "I don't like it. I don't trust him."

      "I know. Neither do I, but you, Dean, and Mildred will be there. Gage is not strong enough on his own to overpower all of us."

      "What choice do I have but to agree?" His eyes filled with concern. "You don't look well."

      "I'm fine. Mildred says she needs an obsidian mirror and some black candles. Obsidian, isn't that some kind of rock?"

      "It's volcanic glass. People cut it, polish it, and use it as a mirror in spells. It's often used like the scrying bowl." He gave me an exasperated look. "Does the old bat have any idea where I'm supposed to find one?"

      "She seems to think that Gage has a closet filled with magic supplies," I answered.

      He reached out and put his hands on my shoulders. "I'll go see if she's right, but first I'm finding a comfortable chair for you to sit and rest in until we're ready."

      I looked into his eyes, then reached up and brushed his lips with my fingertips. "I believe," I whispered.

      "What?" he asked.

      "Nothing," I answered. Mildred had said I was strong in spirit. That I never gave up. I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath. I would keep fighting, keep believing with all my heart that everything would work out despite the urgent voice inside my head whispering that we were all going to die.
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      "I would appreciate it if someone brought me a glass of wine. Preferably something French and red." Gage's voice rang out in an authoritative manner. He was used to giving commands and being our prisoner apparently didn't faze him.

      "Are you sure we can't kill him?" Dean muttered. He had a black bag slung over his shoulder, but more noticeable was the metal breastplate covering his chest. He'd stolen it from a suit of armor he had found in some corner of the castle, determined to keep from getting "shish kabobed" by a Redeemer.

      Luke stepped out of the shadows.

      "Caleb. So good to see you." Gage squinted at him for a long moment before shifting his gaze to Mildred. "Aren't you a tricky one?" He looked back at Luke. "I didn't see it at first, but you've been in the body for a while now, yes? Your power is showing through. I can see the glimmer of it on you." He turned to Mildred. "And you... I thought I could trust you. After all we'd been through." His head snapped back to Luke. "And Caleb, is he in there now sharing quarters, or should I say 'squatting' like Dean used to?"

      "No," I interrupted. "Your hellhound killed Caleb."

      "Too bad. He was a boy with such a bright future." Gage gave me a broad smile. "Since the committee's all here." Gage took in each one of us before pausing. "Where's your dark-haired friend?"

      "Wendy is not feeling well," Luke said.

      "She took the loss hard." Gage nodded and his eyes filled with understanding. "I would not have hurt a hair on that boy's head. I was prepared to forgive Jacob for his indiscretions."

      Gage could fake compassion all he wanted, but I didn't believe for a moment that he cared at all about Jacob's death. "You think I believe you would have let Jacob live after he brought the Redeemers to your doorstep?" I demanded.

      Gage's eyes gleamed with a reddish hue when he answered me. "I would have doled out some form of punishment, but I would never forgo one of my own." He gave me a smile. "We are a family after all."

      I let out a harsh laugh.

      Gage ignored my guffaw and addressed the others. "As I was saying. Since you're all here, you must have finally come to the realization that I have some value."

      "We need your help," Mildred said.

      "Of course!" Gage motioned toward his bound wrists. "Just release me, and I'll be happy to help."

      Luke took a step forward. "Not so fast. No one trusts you."

      "Now that hurts. It really does," Gage deadpanned.

      "We're going to do a binding spell on you to keep you from hurting us," I said.

      His eyes narrowed and then a smile flashed across his face. "Whatever you need to give you comfort."

      Mildred started forward with a pair of scissors in her hand, which she held like a weapon. Gage watched with unconcerned eyes as she came up next to him and carefully snipped off a lock of his hair.

      Dean put the bag down, opened it, and began pulling things out.

      "The candles go all around him." Mildred waved the scissors in the air as she instructed Dean. "And put the mirror close to one of the candles."

      Dean did as he was told. When the candles were all placed and lit, Mildred withdrew a black ribbon from her pocket and tied it around the piece of Gage's hair.

      "Now I need a piece of hair from each of you," she said. She handed the scissors to Luke, who snipped a piece of his hair and then cut a piece of mine. He handed the scissors over to Dean. Soon we all held bits of our hair.

      Dean gathered them all and handed them over to Mildred. "What about Wendy?"

      Mildred lifted a long strand of dark hair from her pocket. "I have hers already." Mildred laid the clumps of our hair on top of each other, withdrew a red ribbon from her pocket, and wrapped it around the small pile. She then placed the red ribbon bundle on top of the black ribbon bundle, walked over to the candle sitting in front of the obsidian mirror, knelt down, and started to chant. As she muttered, she lowered the bundles into the flame of the candle and dropped the burning bundles in front of the mirror, which reflected the flames, but the mirror's reflection was higher, more intense than the actual flames. The fire in the mirror took on a pinkish glow, and as it did, Mildred's words petered off.

      When there was nothing left but ash, Mildred rose to her feet and said, "It will take a few minutes for the spell to kick in. Until then, I think we should keep Gage tied up."

      Now that the ritual was over, I examined Gage. I expected to see him look worried or apprehensive, but there was no concern on his face, no fear. He looked bored.

      Before I could stop myself, I blurted, "I want to talk to Gage alone." I was almost as surprised as everyone else when the words came out of my mouth.

      Luke started to say something, but before he could Mildred had him by the arm and dragged him out of the room. It was almost comical watching Luke being bullied by the old woman. She was much stronger than she looked.

      Dean stood for a moment, his eyes shifting from me to Gage and back again. "Be careful," he said before turning and leaving the room.

      When we were alone, I approached Gage.

      "Have you figured it out yet?" he asked.

      I wanted to ignore him, but despite everything, Gage knew things that I wanted to know. But I was thoroughly on guard when I answered. "Figured what out?"

      "Why the Legion chose you, of course," he said.

      "It chose me because of what I can do," I answered.

      "Yes, but how did it know?" He was enjoying himself. There was nothing Gage liked more than to talk.

      I tried to make a snappy comeback, but my brain stuck on the question. How did it know I was capable of raising a demon? Had I done something to show that particular curse at a young age?

      Gage saw that he had me and leaned back in his chair with a satisfied smile. "The Legion has been watching your family for a long time, waiting for the gift to resurface."

      "'Resurface'? What gift?" I hated myself for rising to his bait, but if he wasn't lying, I had to know.

      "Oh yes." He cleared his throat, settling a pretentious expression on his face and continuing in a lecturing tone. "In 1922, Harry Houdini offered a cash prize to anyone who could successfully demonstrate supernatural abilities. This offer held no attraction for those with real power, as they had suffered hundreds of years of persecution and preferred to remain hidden. Many posers were tested by Houdini and his committee, and all were debunked. That is, until one young man betrayed his family and clan and worked real magic in hopes of gaining the prize. His powers were weak, as he was the offspring of a mixed mage and non-mage couple, but he had access to his clan's library, and he used it to resurrect a dark spell he did not fully understand or have the ability to control." Gage leaned forward then, his eyes sparkling with dark, feverish excitement. "He opened a Hellgate, releasing demons into the world and changing life forever."

      Not until Mildred had told me about the demons and the war had I realized that that a legion of demons had been released into the world. I had heard of Houdini and his quest to debunk all spiritualists, but never this version of the story. Was Gage making this all up? But why would he? What did he gain by lying to me?

      Gage watched my reaction with great interest. When I didn't ask any questions, he continued. "That young man had the same gift you have, but with nowhere near the same power or control. A hundred years of studying and living in the open has made a significant difference in the power of all the mage born."

      "This is all very interesting," I said. And it was, no matter how much I didn't want to encourage him. "But what does any of it have to do with me?"

      A wide smile spread across Gage's face. "Haven't you guessed yet? My dear Colina, once you were on my radar I did quite a bit of research on your family history before I brought you into my care, and I learned some very interesting facts about your genealogy... That talented young man was your great-great grandfather, Colin Campbell."

      My pulse raced. Was it true what he was telling me?

      "Don't you know you were named after him? The gift skipped two generations until it surfaced in your father and brother...and you. You are more powerful than we could have hoped, your gift is much more powerful than the rest of your family's."

      My head reeled as I tried to fit this information into my own understanding of my history. Many childhood moments that had confused me suddenly made sense—why my parents never talked about my father's side of the family. Why all the old pictures in our house were always hidden away. It explained why my parents had always been so involved with our magic abilities as we grew. Why they always emphasized that we take things slowly. The constant lectures we got about magic and morality.

      I wanted to scream "NO!" and run from the room. I didn't want to believe Gage, but deep down I knew Gage was telling me the truth.

      Gage seemed to be enjoying my discomfort. He gave me a wolfish grin. "My order was formed to find a way to bring the Legion back into our world and to take our rightful place among them, ruling humanity. The demons have been keeping tabs on your family for almost a hundred years. When Macaven saw the signs in your father and brother, he moved on your family without notifying the rest of us." Gage shrugged. "You have to expect these types of coups in our kind of organization. But as I was saying, if Macaven had handled the situation with more finesse, we might be in an entirely different position."

      "'More finesse'? He killed my whole family!"

      Gage looked slightly embarrassed, as if Macaven had committed a minor but regrettable social faux pas. "Yes, if he had brought them into the fold instead, this would have all gone quite differently."

      "'Into the fold'? Like you tried to do with me? You couldn't convince me to join you. My father and brother would have never helped Macaven given a choice."

      Anger flashed across Gage's face but quickly vanished. "If I had been in charge of that particular operation, you would have come to me without the botched and incomplete training you received. I could have taught you to use your powers without the conflict that has undermined our relationship." His voice sounded almost regretful.

      "If you had gotten your hands on me when I was young enough, you could have trained me to the leash?" I spat at him.

      He nodded, a pleased expression on his face. "Exactly. All of this wasteful violence could have been avoided."

      He was saying my family was killed because Macaven saw this power in my brother and my father. That he chose them to try to power his spell. The Legion somehow realized the power I had inside me. The demon had said it had sent me down the dark path to try and strengthen my powers. Could everything that happened really be because a hundred years ago my great-great grandfather was even more foolish than I was? Had he really released a legion of demons into the world?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I was in the hallway leaning against the closed wooden door when Luke raced past me.

      When he saw me, he stopped. "Colina, we can't find—" He's words petered off as his eyes took in my face. He suddenly reached out for me. "You're as pale as a ghost. I knew you shouldn't talk to the bastard alone. "

      I was still trying to make sense of everything Gage had just told me, how could I explain it all to Luke? Gage loved to play games; how could I be sure he wasn't playing one now? Mildred was the one person who would know for sure. Then I realized Luke had been racing down the hall. Had something happened? "What's wrong?"

      The panic was there again in his eyes. "It's Wendy. We can't find her, and Mildred is worried she might harm herself."

      My thoughts flashed back to the scratches on Wendy's arms back at the mining camp. Gage had sworn he had never touched Wendy. He told me that Wendy had done it to herself. Could Wendy be so distraught over Jacob's death that she would take her own life? It wasn't hard to imagine. She had been through so much mental strain, so much emotional heartache. She had been pushed to the breaking point. Why hadn't I stayed with her? She needed me and my thoughts were so distracted by Gage that I had abandoned her at the worst possible moment.

      I heard a voice yell, "Here! She's here!"

      Luke and I turned in unison and ran down the hall. Dean was standing in front of the room where Wendy's father was being held.

      I pushed past Dean into the room. Luke followed me.

      Wendy stood before her father with an axe in her hand. Her father was still tied to the chair. He looked at Wendy with cold disdain before his eyes swung around the room, taking in the rest of us.

      Wendy's whole focus was on her father. "You killed him," she said, taking a step forward and raising the axe.

      "Wendy, don't do this," I cried out.

      Wendy stopped and looked back at me. Her eyes were glazed over, her expression blank.

      Her father shouted at her, "I killed a demon. A thing born of evil."

      Wendy turned back to her father with the axe raised high in the air. "He was not a demon, he was..." Her voice faltered. "He was mine. I finally had something of my very own. Someone who loved me. Why did you have to take that away from me?"

      "Wendy, think about what you're doing." Luke stood beside me, his body tense as though he was prepared to rush Wendy.

      I put out a hand to stop him. There was such a wild look in Wendy's eyes. I was convinced that any sudden movement on our parts would cause her to kill him. We had to try to talk her out of it calmly.

      "I know exactly what I'm doing. It's something I should have done years ago." Wendy looked back at me and whispered, "Don't you see how he destroys everything in his path?"

      And then suddenly Mildred was in front of her—she just appeared. Before Wendy could react, Mildred grabbed the axe out of her hands.

      Wendy dropped to her knees. "He needs to die." She looked up at Mildred. "Don't you see? If we don't kill him now, he'll find a way to destroy us all."

      The air in the room filled with electricity. I watched Mildred's hair begin to rise and then I realized mine was, too. The electricity was so thick it was causing massive static in the air. With bright flash of released energy, Mildred vanished.

      Wendy's hands came up and rested on her temples. And then she began to wail, and as the sound filled the room, so did an unbelievable pressure. It felt like the walls were closing in, as though two hands were clamped on either side of my head, tightening, squeezing. As Wendy's screams intensified, so did the pressure. Wendy was doing this.

      With my head swimming, I stumbled forward until I landed on my knees next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. The wailing didn't stop, but for one brief moment Wendy turned and looked at me, and what I saw made me reel back in shock. I was no longer looking into my friend's eyes. Something else looked back at me from within Wendy's eyes, something alien. I knew for certain then that the link between Wendy and the Legion was still wide open. Something demonic was inside her, using her, moving her body, speaking out of her mouth.

      The wailing slowly changed to other words, mutterings, and cursing. A mixture of Latin and something older. And as the words got louder so did the pressure in my head.

      Maybe I can bring her back, I thought. But before I could do anything, Wendy suddenly flew off the floor. She dashed at full- speed straight for her father. Before anyone could react, her hands came down on top of his head and her wailing, crying, and cursing began with renewed strength. Her father's eyes began to bulge, and his mouth opened in a painful scream.

      "Wendy, stop!" I shouted, but it was too late.

      I felt a climactic throb of pressure in my skull and watched as Wendy's father's head exploded.

      A mass of blood and skin flew through the air, smashing against the ceiling and walls. I flinched as something wet hit my cheek. I reached up and wiped it off only to find myself looking down at a blob of blood, fat, and skin. I shuddered and flicked the mess to the floor.

      Wendy turned away from the now-slumped body and faced us. She was covered head to toe in blood. She gave a wide grin. White teeth peered out from within the puddle of red that was now her face. "There, everything's all right now. He can't hurt us anymore." And then her head dropped forward, and she slumped to the floor.

      Dean was the first to move. He went to Wendy's side.

      When she looked up at him, her eyes were full of confusion. "What happened?" she cried out, holding a hand dripping in blood in front of her face. With a start, she noticed her father's body, and her eyes filled with confusion.

      Without a word, Dean gently took her by the arm and led her from the room.

      Luke was by my side. I looked down at my clothes. They were splattered with blood. I had watched the man's head explode, but I didn't want to believe it. I shook my head back and forth as if in denial.

      "She didn't mean to do it." Luke sounded shocked. "It wasn't her."

      "She was possessed," I said. " Something else killed him, but Wendy wanted her father to die."

      He nodded in agreement, then helped me to my feet. Luke took my hand, and I walked on unsteady legs next to him.

      Once in the hallway, Mildred came up to us. "Dean took her upstairs. Colina, will you help me clean her up?"

      "Yes," I said.

      Mildred reached out and patted my shoulder. "I know what just happened was shocking." She looked thoughtful. "I'm not sure how the child did it. I've never heard of a reader doing such a thing."

      "It wasn't her. Something else was controlling her," I said.

      Mildred was quiet for a moment. Then she reached out and put her hands in both Luke's and mine. "You can't lose your concentration. There are bigger things at stake tonight than the death of one Redeemer. We must focus on the task at hand." Her fingers tightened as she waited for both of us to respond. I didn't know what to say, so I just nodded. That seemed to satisfy her.

      She let go of our hands and started down the hall. After a few steps, she turned and motioned for me to follow.

      We couldn't leave Wendy covered in blood. I looked down at my clothes and tried not to gag. I wanted to get out of these clothes, take a hot bath, and forget the whole night. But I knew that wasn't possible. Mildred was right, we needed to focus on what was ahead. We had set ourselves up to do an impossible thing and we had to give it our whole attention.

      I sighed heavily and followed Mildred, but not before glancing back once at Luke. He was staring silently into the room where Wendy's father lay dead.

      As we walked down the hall, Mildred was at first silent and when she finally spoke her voice was full of curiosity. "Is it true his head exploded like someone took a gun to a watermelon?"

      "It did." I shuddered as the gruesome image flashed through my mind.

      "I missed it all. I popped out of the room so I could hide the axe." Mildred cocked her head and then said, "I told you that girl was trouble."

      And she had. Back in the hospital Mildred had made it clear she didn't like Wendy. She thought Wendy dangerous and maybe Mildred was right. For I had just watched my friend crush her father's head using only her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Before bathing Wendy, Mildred let me clean myself up. I changed my top, taking a moment to study myself in the mirror. The black lines had risen all the way to my shoulder and slow surges of pain radiated to my chest and back, pulsing with my heartbeat. The poison was moving faster, and I was running out of time. There was still some splattering of blood on my jeans and boots, but did it really matter? We still had the ritual to complete, and who knew how much blood and gore would be on me by the time it was over. We gave Wendy a bath. We had to shampoo her hair three times to get all the brain matter out of it. As unpleasant as it was, somehow Mildred and I suffered through it. Wendy did not utter a word the entire time. When we were done and Wendy was dressed,

      Mildred led her away.

      I was sitting on my bed, trying to gather my strength and thoughts. I had a splitting headache; I swear I could feel the poison inch through me with every throb.

      A soft knock sounded on the door, and Mildred came into the room. She approached the foot of the bed.

      "How's Wendy?" I asked.

      "Some of the girls are watching her," she said. I knew she meant the pregnant girls. They were the only ones besides us still inside the castle. Mildred's hands were clasped tightly in front of her. "She seems calmer now that she has Lilybeth with her."

      I shot to my feet in alarm. "Is it safe to leave the baby with her?"

      There was no concern on Mildred's face. "Her hatred for her father pushed her over the edge. She wasn't in her right mind when she killed him."

      "It's my fault," I said, feeling so much guilt I could barely breathe. "She read my mind and saw how Jacob died."

      Mildred came to my side and put her hand on my arm. "Don't blame yourself. She would have found out how Jacob died eventually. It's not something we could have kept from her."

      "You're sure the baby is safe?"

      "I asked Jamie to stay with her. When Jamie is close to her, I noticed the shadow inside Wendy seems to shrink back."

      Mildred was talking about the shadow of the demon. "You think Jamie does that? Can she force the demon presence back by just being close to her?" Jamie had shown she had magic of her own, but what all that magic entailed we still weren't sure.

      Mildred looked thoughtful. "She's holding off the demon from taking control of her again. The child is powerful. She'll stay with Wendy until we're ready. I don't want Wendy to be part of the ritual. Her emotions are too raw. The girls will make sure nothing happens to her."

      My thoughts went to the pregnant women. "Those women, do they know what's going to happen to their babies?"

      "They've seen Lilybeth. They know what to expect," she answered.

      At her words, a chill went down me. I could not imagine what kind of horror it would be to find out your baby's soul was intertwined with that of a demon. "Those poor women."

      "They're not all innocents. Some of them were willing participants in Fintan's experiment."

      "Some of them? That means there are others who were forced into it?" At the thought, I became angry. Gage had left so much destruction in his wake.

      "Gage has been killing death dealers for his experiments. When he came across any of them that were pregnant, he gave them a choice," she said quietly.

      "A choice. That's no choice," I spat out.

      She looked thoughtful again. "He gave them a chance of life over death."

      "What happens to the women now?" I demanded.

      "They go back to their people. If they have any people left." She looked off into the distance. "More death dealers are being killed every day. Whole guilds are being destroyed."

      "Their babies will be born like Lilybeth," I said.

      "Yes," Mildred said, her eyes filling with sadness. "And I don't think there's anything we can do to stop it."
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      Mildred had headed to the roof to prepare the spell. She instructed Luke and me to give her a half hour before joining her. Jamie would stay behind with Wendy and the pregnant women. Dean was tasked with bringing Gage up.

      Luke and I stood on the stone roof, subdued and nervous. The moon was a small sliver in the sky, almost a new moon, but the stars seemed unnaturally bright this far from the lights of the mainland. My legs trembled after the effort of the long climb to the roof, and my gaze settled on a set of lawn furniture situated by the north wall. It seemed very out of place in the military setting, and I pictured guests taking a break from their rooftop party or barbecue to throw hot oil on an attacking army. But it looked comfortable, and I was too exhausted to care. I settled down into a chair and Luke sat next to me, holding my trembling hands while we watched Mildred finish the preparations.

      I let my eyes sweep over Luke. This could be our last hour together. Guilt filled me. I have to tell him now before I lose my courage. "I need to tell you something." I could feel nervous butterflies in my stomach.

      "What is it?" Luke asked.

      The words spilled out. "Gage forced me to marry him." I held my breath and waited for the anger, the rage to come into his eyes. But really, I worried that I would see something far worse: disappointment. I feared more than anything that he would blame me for not stopping it.

      Luke watched me for a few moments in silence and then squeezed my hand. "Mildred told me all about it."

      "You knew?" I gasped.

      "None of what Gage said or did matters." He raised my hand to his lips and kissed my fingers. "I've loved you ever since I first laid eyes on you in the magic shop. My heart will always be yours."

      His words brought tears to my eyes.

      Mildred called out my name and waved me over.

      I pushed myself out of the chair. Before I walked away, I leaned over and gave Luke a kiss. When I started to pull away, he tugged me closer and kissed me again. And I felt all that love, that passion he felt for me. I felt all those same emotions for him. I had found the man of my dreams, and I would do everything in my power to stay by his side. I reluctantly left his embrace and went to Mildred.

      Mildred was crouched down, putting things into a large glass bottle resting on the floor. "Razor blades, tacks, sewing needles, and pins," she said, pushing each item carefully through the bottle's opening. She motioned for me to come closer. "Hold out your wrist." I came to stand next to her and did as she asked, and she quickly sliced a razor blade across my skin. It wasn't a deep cut, and just a thin line of blood appeared. Mildred put out her finger and swiped across my skin. Then she smeared my blood on the flat part of the razor. She dropped it into the bottle and secured the top. Then she walked over and put the bottle on the edge of a large wooden table that had been brought up earlier and set in the corner.

      Mildred gestured at the bottle full of razor blades and pins. "It's called a mage's bottle," she explained. "It will collect any dark magic still floating in the air."

      "To keep it from bothering your potion?" I asked.

      She gave an amused laugh. "The opposite. We want to add it to the power of the potion."

      I didn't like the sound of that. I didn't like the sound of any of this. Mildred was making a potion that I would have to drink to ward off the demon poison. I scanned the table's surface—there were a half dozen bottles filled with colorful liquids and stacks of flowers and herbs. I recognized two instantly: wolfsbane and belladonna. Next to the table was a small burning fire in a brazier, and over the fire hung a large black pot. A foul-smelling liquid boiled away in the pot. Mildred sang to herself as she added a bottle of blue liquid to the mixture and then threw in a handful of wolfsbane.

      She turned and gave me a smile. "I'm almost ready. All we need now is the demon horn."

      Gage emerged from a door near the base of the north tower, his hands bound in front of him. Dean clinked along behind him, dressed in a gleaming suit of armor. This wasn't just the breastplate he had worn before. Somewhere in the castle Dean had found a full set of armor. There was the breastplate, but he had also wrapped metal around both his arms and legs. He looked ridiculous. His black shirt showed through the gaps in the armor, and the leg pieces slumped over high-top tennis shoes. Every time he moved the armor clanked heavily.

      "Yeah, I know it looks silly, but I'm tired of getting sliced up every time I go into 'roid rage,'" Dean said. "I heal fast, but it still hurts." Dean pulled on a rope he had looped over his shoulder, shimmying inelegantly and sounding like a garbage bag full of tin cans. Eventually he worked it off of his shoulder, revealing a huge sword. It was almost as tall as he was and had to weigh a ton. I doubted that I would even be able to pick it up, but Dean flipped it around like it was a toothpick.

      Gage flopped into a chair, seeming casual and relaxed despite the chains wrapped around his wrists. He met my eyes and gave me a bawdy wink. My insides gave a little flutter in response. How long would Gage rule over my emotions? It made me sick inside every time I felt myself give into them.

      Sonja came onto the roof and rushed to Gage's side. She fussed over him as he tried to reassure her that he was fine. She alternately cried and tried to kiss him, and I grimaced in disgust. I hated what he had done to Sonja, and I hated even more the jealousy I couldn't entirely quash. If Gage had had his way, that would be me.

      In the center of the roof, a large pentagram had been laid out with a broad line of salt. Mildred walked over to the pentagram and stood calmly in the odd setting, surrounded by candles that flickered in the light sea breeze. She moved the candles purposefully, placing one at each point and junction. When she placed the last one, they all flared brighter, and the salt began to glow with a pale white light. The heavy rock of the battlements stood out starkly behind her, sparkling with a golden hue in the candlelight. Broken fog covered the island, glowing with reflected starlight. It gave the entire scene the illusion of motion, like we floated on a castle in the clouds. The roof of the castle was a large flat and open space, surrounded by low towers on each corner.

      We talked for a few minutes with artificial brightness, all of us pretending not to watch Mildred finish her preparations. Pretending not to be terrified.

      Finally, Mildred seemed to be satisfied with the pentagram, and she made her way to where we waited. "It's time. The witching hour has begun, and we need to try the spell while the power is at its peak." Mildred looked at each of us without any trace of her occasional madness. "Does everyone know what they need to do?"

      Everyone nodded except Gage. He held up his bound wrists. "This isn't going to work for me."

      "Did you really think that we would just let you go if you helped?" Dean stepped closer, raising the huge sword threateningly.

      "Don't get me wrong, I would do anything to help the queen, but I think it is a very bad idea for me to call a demon like this," Gage said.

      I started to ask, "The queen?" but Luke was already talking. "Do you think any of us care if a demon has you for lunch?"

      Gage shrugged, "If the demon decides that the person who summoned him isn't strong enough to hold him, he'll try to break out, and he might just succeed. A spell just like this one began the last demon war. Do you really want to risk another?" He held out his hands once more, and Dean looked around the group at each of us before moving forward and taking off the chains.

      I finally got the chance to speak. "What did you mean by 'the queen'?"

      Gage gave me a wicked smile. "Didn't you know, my love? That's what they call you."

      "Who?" I demanded.

      "The demons, of course. 'The queen of the dead.'" Now that his hands were free, Gage rubbed his wrists. "Dramatic, isn't it? But no more than your power deserves."

      The demons. Had the evil beasts actually given me a nickname? I hoped my actions were my own and that I was moving in opposition to the demons' plans, but I was consumed by the fear that I might be playing right into the Legion's hands. For a long moment I felt paralyzed by fear.

      Dean made a stiff bow in his ridiculous clanking armor. "Your highness, shall we get on with saving your royal butt?"

      I couldn't help but laugh. "I'm glad to see that chivalry is not dead."

      And then the comical moment was over, and Mildred turned back to Gage. "You know what we're looking for? A nice, weak, lesser-order demon that we can control."

      "There is no need to worry. If I called up some Archdemon to get you all killed, I would end up dead with you." Gage took a step toward the pentagram. "You should know by now that I am a survivor. Besides, the only way to save my beloved Colina is to approach the creature and take a piece of its horn, and even I wouldn't try that with anything but the weakest of demons."

      "Mildred, are you sure we even need Gage? Can we really trust him with this?" I was standing too close to Gage. I had such a strong desire to fall into Gage's arms. It took all my will to resist taking a step closer to him.

      "Yes, child. I do not speak the demon language, and in order to summon a demon you have to be able to use its true name." She answered my next question before I could ask it. "I know that's not what you did. I still don't understand how you were able to bring the demon forth."

      Mildred looked from me to Gage and then gave me a knowing look as if she somehow sensed my internal struggle. "Even if Gage could teach me to say the creature's name, I do not have the skills to control a demon. You might be able to do it, but you are so weak it would be suicide to try."

      "We know its name. Legion," I said.

      Mildred shook her head. "No, child, that's just what they call themselves when a human asks. They are a legion, meaning there are many of them and that they are made up of many dark souls. A demon's real name gives you power over it, and finding the real name is a lost art. Gage knows a bit of that art, he won't say how, and he is the only one with the skills and knowledge to pull this off."

      Gage smiled at me smugly, giving another one of his infuriating and beguiling winks. "Don't worry, my love, we'll have you right as rain in no time."

      For a long moment, I looked down at the black pulsating lines on my wrist and considered just forgetting the whole thing, but then I looked at Luke, at the desperation and worry in his eyes. I had to keep fighting. This was my only chance to live.

      Jamie appeared. She came over to join us.

      Gage's eyes swung to Jamie, and his whole demeanor changed. His eyes got wide, and he gave a low bow. "I am but your humble servant." I realized he was addressing Jamie. Gage didn't know we had turned Jamie human. Gage thought he was talking to the demon.

      Jamie just looked at Gage in confusion.

      Gage straightened up and then his eyes narrowed. He seemed to sniff the air. Then his expression turned furious, and he turned and shouted at Mildred, "What did you do?"

      Mildred gave a sheepish smile. "Wasn't me."

      Gage's eyes swung my way. It gave me great pleasure to tell him, "She's human now."

      Gage seemed speechless. And then he seemed to gather himself. "This is an unexpected turn of events." A calculated look came into his eyes. "It explains why you need my help to cross over a demon." As he was talking, he was looking around. Sniffing the air like a dog trying to track the scent of its prey.

      "The demon is not here," Mildred said in a quiet voice. "The girl is keeping it at bay."

      "Under your tutelage no doubt. You've played the game well, old woman. You're a much more worthy opponent than I ever imagined," Gage said.

      I saw a ghost of a smile flash across Mildred's face before she turned away.

      Jamie never said a word. She watched Gage, her eyes wide. She didn't look afraid; she looked cautious.

      Dean finally broke the silence, "Can we get on with the spell?" He moved his arms around. "This armor is not very comfortable—and Colina doesn't have much time left."

      As if in unison we all turned and walked to the edge of the pentagram, but Mildred didn't immediately follow. Instead, she disappeared in the shadows near the south tower. When she reappeared, she was leading a goat.

      My mind flashed back to Macaven's mansion. Macaven had sacrificed animals on a stone altar. Apparently, we were about to do the same. "Where did she get a goat?"

      Luke gestured at Gage, "That crazy bastard had one on hold for some spell. It takes a sacrifice to raise a demon, and Mildred wouldn't let me use Gage."

      Mildred brought the goat to Gage, handing him the lead. She reached into her skirts, pulling out a long, wickedly curved knife. The blade radiated dark magic, filling the air with menace. Without a word, Mildred handed the knife to Gage. Its surface was gold, and red jewels glittered in the candlelight.

      It wasn't the first time I had seen such a dagger—it had been just such a weapon that had taken my father's life and been used to raise the first demon. Horrible sacrifices and dark spells were needed to give it power. Just seeing it brought back horrors that I had tried to bury. I pushed away the awful images sliding through my mind and forced myself to concentrate on Mildred. Mildred turned away, leaving Gage smiling down at the doomed goat.

      Mildred stopped in front of Jamie. She kneeled down in front of the frightened child. "Are you ready, my dear?"

      Jamie nodded gravely, holding out a shaking hand. Mildred cupped it gently, giving a small squeeze of reassurance before she pulled first a cup, then a small penknife from her voluminous skirts.

      I started forward, a protest on my lips, but it was already over before I could speak. The small knife flicked along the girl's forearm, and a thin trickle of blood dripped into the cup. Jamie looked on with interest, but no real distress or pain.

      Mildred quickly put the knife down and pulled a dressing from the hidden depths of her skirt. With professional speed, she wrapped it tight, tucking the end in to leave a neat white bandage around the little girl's arm. Mildred looked over at me. "Her blood will make the spell easier. She was created to house a demon, but the demon used your blood. Jamie has powers the demon could not have possibly predicted. She is a bridge to the other side, and someday they will regret ever having made her. We must hurry now. Once the spell is done, we'll have until the candles burn out to send the creature back." Mildred walked to the center of the pentagram and kneeled on the ground. She dipped her finger into the cup of blood, using it to draw runic symbols in a circle on the ground. After a minute, she stood and walked back out of the pentagram. The bloody runes she had drawn began to burn with a low purple flame. She nodded at Gage.

      He moved forward with the goat and took his place in the middle of the pentagram. He began to shout in a harsh guttural language that throbbed in the air and caused a painful ringing in my ears. His voice rose in volume until each word felt like lightning striking the roof. The words of the spell pounded across us, echoing into the distance.

      Clouds rolled in from the horizon, blocking the light from the night sky until the pentagram was an island of candles in a black void. The mixed light from the candles, the pentagram, and Jamie's burning blood turned the low hanging clouds violet as they settled around us like fog.

      Suddenly Gage's flashing blade came down, and the goat bleated feebly as the knife sliced across its neck. Blood fanned across the burning runes, and the light of the symbols flared higher, making a column of purple fire that turned Gage into a study of light and shadow. Gage called out one final word so vile that I clasped my hands to my ears in pain. The demon's name made a crack in the world, a crack that let in a horror that shouldn't exist.

      The beast stood on the column of flame, a shadow darkening the core with a vaguely human shape. It wavered with the rolling flames, its shape changing from human-like to something else and back again. It looked poised to come through but never made the final step. The flames began to flicker and die, the demon's form began to fade and lose its shape.

      Gage turned from the column, his expression grim. His eyes came to rest on Sonja, who stood on the side of the pentagram, her face a mask of worry. Gage smiled at her, took two steps toward her, and then calmly reached out and sliced the dagger across her throat. I screamed, shocked by the sudden cruelty even after all of the horrors I had seen. Dean rushed around the edge of the pentagram toward Sonja's slumping form, but Gage had already pulled her into the center.

      Sonja's hands clutched at her neck, trying to stop the blood that gushed past her fingers. Her mouth worked, but no words made it past the bloody froth that formed on her lips. Her eyes were locked on Gage, shock and betrayal making her beautiful face look childlike and innocent. I knew that face would visit me in my nightmares. She couldn't even scream as Gage shoved her into the flames.

      We had done a binding spell to protect us from Gage, but none of us had thought to include Sonja in that spell. It had never crossed my mind that Gage would try to hurt Sonja. She had been his girlfriend, his right hand. And in a flash, he had slit her throat from ear to ear. He had sacrificed her to feed the spell, and he had done it without any remorse, and no hesitation.

      This sudden act of brutality, this cold-blooded murder, shouldn't have surprised me, for I had always known that Gage had no feelings, no heart. I truly believed he was a psychopath. But I had to admit there was a part of me, the part under the spell, that always thought Gage could be redeemed. Even as I felt hatred for him course through me, a part of me whispered that I too had taken a life. I had killed brutally and cold-heartedly. But, the other side argued, that I had killed to survive. Gage had taken an innocent life to gain power.

      The column flared even brighter, the flames changing from purple to bright red. A roar filled the air, echoing in the bowl made by the castle walls, and the demon finally stepped out of the flames. Ashes drifted around it and smoke gushed from its mouth as it exhaled. It stepped into the trailing line of blood, and the line burst into low flames. The demon stopped in front of Gage, opening and closing its long claws threateningly. It was surprisingly small, only coming to Gage's chin, and its body looked malformed and misshapen.

      Gage stood his ground, brandishing the wicked knife, and after a long, tense moment, the beast folded its oddly shaped legs under itself and sank into a crouch in front of him.

      It spoke to Gage in the same language that had summoned it, each word sounding like the foulest of curses. The creature's voice was the now familiar chorus of souls in pain, but the choir was smaller and less overwhelming. Gage shouted back at it, waving the knife in front of it and stabbing the air suggestively.

      The demon was thin, almost skeletal, with huge black eyes and skin the color of dried blood. As it spoke, I caught glimpses of sharp, needle-like teeth. Its long fingers seemed to have an extra joint, and they ended in long sharp claws. It moved sinuously in rhythm with its words, looking like a cobra trying to charm the charmer as it moved back and forth in rhythmic patterns. But my eyes locked in on its most important feature right away—the small horns jutting from its narrow bald head.

      Finally, the demon spoke in words that I could understand. "Why have you disturbed us, supplicant? You have not earned the right to command the Legion."

      "Even a lowly soldier such as you? Already my powers are greater than yours. You may be a guest at my ascension, or perhaps part of the sacrifices. We will have to see. In the meantime, I have only a small request for you, and then we will send you back."

      The demon changed his tactics quickly. "Are you sure, my lord? We could be of great use in the preparation. We know all rituals, spells, and glorious sacrifices that can be done. Your ascension could be the greatest in a millennium!"

      "I need no help from a minor soldier. My fate has already been written." Gage spat at the creature. "All I need from you is a small sacrifice. The Queen of the Dead requires it to come into her full powers. She would owe you a debt, and that is no small thing."

      The demon turned its snake eyes toward me. I tried not to flinch under the scrutiny. It considered me for a long moment before turning its attention back to Gage. "It doesn't look like much, my lord. I can see our taint is already on it. It will be ours one way or the other very soon. How would helping it aid the cause of the masters?"

      Gage pointed at me. "Look again. Her blood carries the path to the bridge between worlds, the path that your masters have sought for a hundred years, the path that has been closed since the last of the demon hunters were killed by angry mobs."

      The demon looked back at me, and I fidgeted uncomfortably.

      After a moment, its gaze switched to Jamie. "This one has it, too, and she has already been opened to our use. Would she not be a better choice?"

      "Perhaps, but she is still too young to come into her full powers," Gage said. "It will take nearly a decade for her to be a serviceable tool. I am sure that your masters would understand the delay. And your part in it."

      The demon stared unblinkingly at Gage. It gave me the general impression that it was trying to decide whether or not to try and kill him. Finally, it relented. "What do you require of us?"

      Gage smiled. "Nothing you would miss. Just a bit of your horn."

      The demon rocked back on its heels, moving cautiously away from Gage and talking quickly. "That is not possible. Our horn would not serve for the great lord's purposes. If the lord will allow, we will find you a more powerful horn for your spell."

      Gage moved forward aggressively, grabbing the demon around its throat and swinging the knife in a long, vicious arc. It struck the demon's skull just below the horn, slicing off the horn as well as a large chunk of its scalp.

      The beast's mouth opened and screamed, and in that shriek were dozens of voices calling out in outrage and pain.

      Gage released the demon, which crawled away to the far side of the pentagram, holding its head and muttering in the disturbing demon language.

      Gage walked calmly to where the horn lay in a puddle of black blood. He bent to pick it up, stopping to lick the demon blood off of his fingers. He stepped out of the pentagram without looking back, marching to the table Mildred had set up against the wall.

      The demon watched him go, hate and fear obvious on its face. I shook myself out of my shocked stillness and approached Gage, but Luke slipped around me, blocking my path to the table. Hellfire flickered along his hands.

      I was too weak to argue, so I watched as Mildred took the horn from Gage's hand with distaste. "I don't need this much. Just a small piece would have done."

      "Are you feeling sorry for the creature? I can give it back if you want, but I've always found that you should acquire a surplus of rare ingredients when the opportunity..." Gage was cut off abruptly as Dean's armored form slammed into him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Dean smashed Gage against the stone parapet, his hands crushing Gage's throat. Gage was taller than Dean, but his feet were still lifted from the ground as Dean throttled him. "Why did you have to kill her? Not happy just screwing up her life—you have to slaughter her like a pig!"

      Gage didn't try to fight back. Instead, he just peered curiously at Dean.

      Gage didn't seem to be in any distress, but my heart still fluttered in response. I took a shocked step back. I was worried about a man who had just brutally murdered his girlfriend. I felt disgusted at myself. I knew I had no control over my emotions when I was around Gage. The spell was powerful, but a part of me felt ashamed I wasn't strong enough to fight against it.

      I turned to look back at the pentagram. The pillar of fire had almost completely consumed Sonja's body, but one pristine arm lay on the floor next to the flames. Red, brightly painted nails glittered in the flickering candlelight.

      As I watched, the demon scuttled forward, snatched the arm, and retreated again. It began to gnaw eagerly on the arm.

      With a shudder, I turned away, feeling nausea.

      Luke cleared his throat. "Dean, I'm not sure if you actually want an answer, but if you do, you're going to have to stop strangling him."

      Finally, Dean jerked his hands away and stepped back.

      Gage collapsed in a heap, taking long deep breaths but otherwise looking unruffled as he climbed back to his feet. "I do what is necessary, what others are unwilling, unable to do. That is what makes me stronger than you'll ever be. I do whatever has to be done, no matter how distasteful."

      I sputtered, "Distasteful. Is that how you describe a murder?"

      Gage gave me a hard stare. "Not usually. I generally enjoy a good murder, but I had invested a lot of effort into Sonja. Not only was she a beautiful and compliant bedmate, she had power and connections that I still had plans to use." Gage looked at Luke and Dean. "I would have happily chosen someone else, but you tied my hands with that binding spell." He looked back at the demon crouched in the middle of the pentagram. "The sacrifice wasn't accepted. The door was open, but not even a minor demon would come for such a minor gift. If I had not acted, you would soon be dead. I repeat, I did what was necessary."

      My stomach turned. Another person died because of me. The fact that I had not wielded the knife was scant consolation. Gage had killed her to save me. To save himself more likely, but I was still the cause of her death. I tried to tell myself that death was preferable to a life of servitude to a psychopath, but I didn't really believe it. Where there is life, there is hope. And now Sonja had no life, no hope. She had died a pointless death.

      Mildred ignored us all as she stood at the table and concentrated on preparing the spell. She sliced a thin sliver from the horn and then ground it up thoroughly in a stone mortar with a pestle. When it was a fine powder, she dumped it into a slowly simmering pot. The fluid turned blood red immediately, and its surface seemed to writhe as if bundles of worms were wrestling under the surface. It didn't steam; instead black smoke floated slowly from the surface, carrying thick strings of black ash. Mildred used heavy gloves to pick up the pot, pouring some of the mixture into a stone mug. She quickly set the pot back onto the fire, pulled off the smoking gloves, and dropped them to the floor, where they slowly dissolved into a pile of ash. Mildred carefully picked up the mug and walked toward me, gently shoving Luke out of her way and extending the mug.

      All conversation stopped and every eye turned to watch as she stood in front of me, mug extended. I stared down into the cup, unwilling, unable, to make myself take it out of her hands. Its contents swirled restlessly, its surface never quite still or flat. It didn't behave like a normal liquid, and the thought of pouring it down my throat was terrifying.

      "It is simple, child. Drink or die," Mildred said.

      A breeze blew a wisp of the smoke in my face, and the smell of blood and sulfur made me gag. "It looks like something is alive in there. What is it?"

      "Not really alive, but near enough. The essence of a demon is hiding inside you. This will track it down and kill it. It will save you, but I don't promise that the process will be pleasant," she answered.

      "Will it hurt?" I asked, trying to force back the fear building inside me and the bile rising in my throat.

      "Oh yes. If the demon's poison has spread too far, it may even kill you." She looked straight at me, and the mug never wavered in her hands. "It's your choice, child. Take the potion and possibly die, or don't take the potion and definitely die."

      It really wasn't much of a choice. With trembling hands, I reached out and accepted the mug. Surprisingly, it wasn't hot; it looked a bit like molten metal hot from the crucible, but it was only lukewarm under my fingertips. I raised the heavy thing to my lips, forcing myself every inch and trying not to breathe in the foul stench.

      As soon as I tipped it up, the entire contents flowed into my mouth and down my throat. It felt as if a nest of baby rattlesnakes was squirming down my throat, sinking their long fangs repeatedly as they went. I tried to scream and swallow at the same time, but only a gagging burble rose from my lips. The taste was of new blood and rotten meat, mixed with ground up matchsticks. As soon as it was down, my stomach tried to bring it back up. I fell to my knees, retching and gagging, but nothing came up.

      After a moment the nausea eased, and I breathed heavily in relief. The worst is past already? I looked up at Mildred with relief, but she just looked back with sadness and pity in her eyes.

      And then the real pain washed over me. It felt as if dozens of burning pokers were traveling through my body from the inside out. Still on my hands and knees, I looked down at my forearms. Something was traveling down the arteries and veins in my arms. My skin bulged and moved like snakes wriggled painfully along the lines of poison. They advanced toward the black lines, and when they met, a red light began to glow from under my skin. The pain redoubled. The stones of the floor around me began to glow with the reflected light coming from inside me.

      I screamed, overcome by more pain than I had ever felt before, more pain than I thought possible. It overwhelmed me, everything fading into a craven wish for it to end, no matter the cost. If I had the strength, I might have thrown myself from the wall of the castle, but the pain crushed me to the ground, pinning me in agony.

      Finally, blessedly, I passed out.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to, I lay on my side on the hard stones, my head cradled in Luke's lap. He gently brushed the hair from my face.

      My entire body ached and tingled like it had been asleep and was just now waking up with that classic pins-and-needles sensation. I groaned and attempted to sit up, but I needed Luke's help to make it. "How long was I out?" I whispered.

      Luke looked relieved. "About twenty minutes, I think."

      Once on my feet, Luke grabbed me close and hugged me tight, but I could barely feel his arms around me. My body was numb. I felt the pricking all through my limbs. Luke helped me to a chair. I rubbed my hands together, uncoordinated, trying to convince the numbness to pass, but it seemed to take forever for normal feeling to return. I felt tired, but not the bone-weary exhaustion that had plagued me since the demon bit me. I sat unsteadily, kept from toppling over by Luke's balance more than my own.

      I looked around. The scene hadn't changed much. The demon still sat in the pentagram, chewing on Sonja's arm, but all that remained was white bone. As I watched, the beast bit down heavily on one of the two long bones, cracking it open so that it could scoop the marrow from inside with its long-curved tongue. I fought down a wave of nausea and looked away.

      Near the table, Mildred and Gage spoke quietly together, occasionally looking at the demon in the pentagram. Jamie and Dean were huddled together in one corner.

      Gage stopped talking to Mildred when he saw that I was conscious and strode toward me, beaming. "Your Highness, I knew you were too strong to die."

      "Can you knock that queen crap off, Gage? I'm not any kind of royalty." I pushed myself away from Luke. I felt strong enough to stand on my own two feet.

      "But you are wrong, my love. You are Queen of the Dead, with power over the dead and the wall between their world and our own." Gage's eyes gleamed with excitement. "Your ancestor brought forth the Legion. Your blood carries powerful magic. If you so choose, you might rule the world. You could be a queen with me as your humble servant."

      I rolled my eyes. All that ever came out of Gage's mouth was a pack of lies. "The word humble coming from your mouth sounds so unnatural."

      Mildred spoke up from behind him then, her voice quiet with no hint of madness. "I'm afraid, child, that it is true. You have power. It's up to you what you do with it. You will choose your path."

      After they were sure that they had cured me, and we no longer needed the demon, Gage and Mildred began the ritual that would send it back and close the portal. Mildred's binding spell still flared strongly around the pentagram, holding the demon and keeping him contained. Mildred told us we had until the candles burned out to send the creature back. The candles had burned down about halfway, so there was still time left to close the portal.

      But then the death dealers arrived, and everything changed.
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      Darla led the first group out of the north tower. They spread out in a fan from the stairway, and we turned to face them just as another group burst out from the east tower. Soon, dozens of death dealers crowded the rooftop. They circled around us, spreading out to cover us from all angles, and began raising their banshees.

      Darla looked at me, rage oozing from every pore. She didn't even glance at anyone else; her anger was focused on me alone. Freddy stood behind her, fear and worry just as clear on his face.

      Darla took in the demon and the pentagram. There was a sneer on her face when she turned back to me and shouted. "What do you think you're doing, traitor? Raising demons, opening a portal to hell!"

      "It's not what it looks like, Darla." Luke advanced on her slowly, his hands raised as if in surrender. "You have to trust me."

      Darla's eyes burned with anger as she faced her brother.

      Gage walked calmly forward, moving between Darla and me. "What a pleasure to meet you, my dear. Such authority for one so young—you must be a very special girl. Phoenix Guild, I believe? I haven't been able to do much damage to the Phoenix Guild; you all run and hide so well. Leaving, of course, your brother guilds to fend for themselves. I've met and killed so many of your kind that I've lost track. For example, the Gryphon Guild. It no longer exists; that was one of my greatest successes." Gage looked around at the death dealers. There was no fear in his eyes. "I must thank you for bringing so many of your guild members to me. You've saved me a lot of work tracking them down."

      Darla hesitated, her eyes focusing on Gage for the first time. She looked from me to Gage and then her eyes filled with fear. We had told her all about Gage back at the stronghold—all about the power he wielded and about the men and women who followed him and now she recognized him.

      Darla looked nervously around her.

      Gage gave her a wide smile. "I don't believe we've been introduced. My name is Gage St. Clare." He picked up the dagger from the table, slicing it quickly across his palm. Black blood rushed across his fingers, forming into the now-familiar blood sword. He dropped the knife back on the table. "The power I draw from death dealers' blood is so much more potent than any other. You and your little friends will make a nice snack."

      Darla's fear seemed to fade. Anger once again filled her eyes. She looked around at the men and women surrounding her and shouted out. "Take that evil bastard out first!"

      Before Gage could say anything else, Darla's banshees rushed forward. Luke and Mildred immediately sprang into action to defend me, and Dean stayed in his corner with Jamie, standing in front of her protectively.

      And then the other death dealers released their banshees until a black cloud of spirits filled the air. Every banshee that the nearly forty death dealers could raise swirled around us like a fog hazing the air and filling every space with the dead. The huge crowd of banshees rushed toward Gage. The mass of screaming dead washed over him, slashing him countless times as they streamed past him and toward the flaring pentagram.

      A death dealer rushed at Gage, screaming in rage and swinging what looked like a curved sword. Gage bled from a dozen wounds, but they closed and healed rapidly. He swung the blood sword almost casually, slicing off the death dealer's arm and watching curiously as the man fell to the ground. Gage stepped forward into the growing puddle of blood. He seemed to draw the blood into himself until the rock below was bare.

      As the banshees crossed the pentagram lines of the binding spell—the space designed to trap demons—the demon rose to meet them, eagerly stepping into their path wherever he could reach them. If a banshee came too close, the demon would snatch it from the air and stuff it into its mouth. Each time, the banshee disappeared in a puff of ash. More and more banshees fell to the demon's appetite.

      It's feeding on them, I realized in horror. I began screaming, "Stop! No!"

      The banshees were giving their dark essences to the demon, and with their power, the creature began to change. The demon began to grow at a horrifying rate, swelling from five feet tall to a full head taller than Gage—seven feet. Within minutes the beast became heavily muscled, and its one remaining horn extended by nearly one foot. Fire dripped from the creature's eyes and splashed into flaming puddles on the ground.

      The death dealers didn't realize what was happening until it was too late. They desperately called back their banshees, but the damage had been done.

      The demon threw back its head and laughed, the awful noise echoing into the night air. Several death dealers clasped their hands to their ears, overcome by the horror of that sound.

      The demon strode to the edge of the pentagram. It raised both fists to strike what appeared to be the empty air over the salt boundary. With each strike, a flash of light flared. The lines of the spell began to glow more brightly, the flame of the candles at each point growing until they were nearly a foot tall and causing wax to burn off of them quickly.

      I watched in horror. How long could the spell last under such an onslaught? The wind began to blow. Towering thunder clouds rolled in, and cold air washed over the battlements. Lightning lit up the sky from horizon to horizon. Rain fell on the roof in heavy drops and splashed on the stone flooring in widely spaced patterns. A large raindrop smacked into my cheek, feeling like a tear as it slid down to my chin. The atmosphere felt electric and dangerous, as if a storm of world-shattering proportions would overtake us at any minute.

      All the precautions we had taken, all the preparations we had made... None of it mattered now as chaos reigned around us. Gage gained strength from the bloodshed. The demon powered itself using the banshees. The portal was wide open. If the demon broke the barrier, he might kill us all.

      Darla screamed in frustration. I turned and watched her run to the table, grab the knife, and kick the flimsy table out of her way as she turned toward Gage. Spell ingredients and tools flew into the air, crashing down onto the rock floor with a clatter. The pot that held the remains of the potion that had saved me rolled on its side in a long arc, its contents running out in a flickering red line. The demon immediately kneeled down at the boundary of the pentagram, staring down at the red liquid. It reached out a clawed hand, beckoning to the potion that had saved my life.

      I hesitated for a fatal second, unsure how the potion could possibly help the creature. By the time I moved, it was too late. The potion flowed as if sucked by an invisible force. When it touched the lines of the spell, the salt flared blood red. Heat and flames expanded out, burning away the last of the candles in a split-second. The flames faded away, throwing the roof into a shadowy darkness. The only light came from the pillar of flame that burned behind the demon.

      The demon stood, visible as a huge dark shadow against the pillar of red light. And I watched in despair as the beast slowly stepped out of the area that had previously contained it. I tried to run toward the demon to do who-knows-what, but Gage was between me and the beast, and as I ran by Gage, his arm came out and grabbed me. I screamed in frustration and tried to get loose, but Gage held on tight.

      And then the demon roared, and all the fighting stopped. Everyone turned and looked at the towering demon, now freed, fed by dark magic, ten times stronger than when we brought it forth. With a horrid, resounding roar, it broke loose from the pentagram and charged into the line of death dealers.

      The demon jammed its clawed fists into the guts of the closest death dealer, ripping the girl's guts out through a gaping hole in her stomach. A looping line of small intestine hung over the beast's arm, caught on a spur jutting from its elbow and trailing behind it as it ripped the soul from its next victim. The empty body dropped at the creature's feet, the man's soul screaming as the demon greedily sucked it in.

      It turned, looking for another victim, and came face-to-face with Mildred. My heart thumped hard in my chest as I watched the old woman square up against the demon. She had powerful magic, but was it enough to keep her alive?

      She smiled a dangerous smile and spread her hands in front of herself. The rain fell around her but seemed not to touch her. "You've had your fun, demon. You have two options: you may take your new power back to the other side and exist as a centurion in the Legion, or you can stay here and die."

      The beast let out a wicked laugh. "Centurion? With the souls we can harvest on this rooftop, the Legion will become unstoppable. We will have such a lead on the others that none will be able to stand against us."

      Mildred stood unfazed. "If you stay, we will kill you. You can't stand against us all."

      "Death dealers cannot stand against me; their powers only make me stronger. And you, druid, might have been a match for me a millennia ago, but age has dulled your powers, and you are the last of your kind. We will eat your soul and become a match for any of our brothers."

      "I may not be a match for you," Mildred admitted, "but I'm not alone." She raised her hands to the sky, and sheets of lightning began to rain down on the roof. Several struck the demon, rocking it back and forth with the force of the impacts, but most of the bolts chose another target: Dean.

      Plasma rippled along the steel of his armor, arcing to reach the ground as he began to move forward, his eyes glowing bright yellow. He stumbled into a crashing trot, still throwing arcs of electricity every time his feet touched the ground. The long sword he had stolen came up, moving lightly as he gripped it in one hand. As he neared the demon, he flashed forward, lightning sliding down the sword's length. He struck the demon on the top of its shoulder, slicing downward at an angle and out through its armpit. The arm flopped to the roof, twisting and clawing as if it were still attached.

      For a long second, nothing moved but the twitching arm. Every eye was trained on the demon. The beast still stood, even after taking what should have been a fatal blow.

      As we watched, the arm reformed. The demon seemed to shrink slightly as the arm grew back out of its side.

      Dean flashed back into motion, swinging the long sword in a flashing arc that should have cut the demon in half. But it never connected. Instead, it passed through empty air to strike sparks on the stone of the floor.

      The demon had moved with shocking speed—speed that I had only seen Dean capable of while in his berserker state. The demon quickly reached another group of death dealers. It reached out and swiped at them and they fell to the ground, bleeding. Dean increased his speed to catch up to the creature.

      Lightning suddenly rained down again on the beast, holding it long enough for Dean to close the distance. The sword was a blur of flickering light, leaving sprays of black blood in the air. Parts of the demon flew off piecemeal, tumbling through the air and bouncing against the stone and surrounding death dealers.

      Gage let go of me and moved to join in the carnage. He held his blood sword high, darting in and out to punctuate Dean's wild swings. Soon, the demon was a steaming pile of meat, loosely scattered in a pool of spreading blood. Dean and Gage stood ready, looking for more targets as the rain turned the roof into a shifting puddle. Seven dead death dealers lay on the roof, turning that puddle blood red.

      "This is your fault!"

      Darla's voice was shockingly close, and I turned to face her as a burning line of pain appeared on my upper arm. I looked down to see a long gash. A flash of movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I raised my hand in a last-minute attempt to block the blade that I saw coming toward me again. I felt it bite into my forearm but continued my swing. The blade flew out of Darla's hand, skittering away on the stones of the roof.

      With a scream, she threw herself at me, knocking me onto my back and sending me sliding across the roof. I struggled to stand, sure that Darla would not stop until I was dead.

      "Darla, enough!" Freddy dashed forward and stood over me, facing the enraged death dealer. "You're just making it worse! The only way to fix this is if we all work together."

      But it was already too late. As I stood at Freddy's shoulder, I felt the pillar of fire still burning in the middle of the pentagram blast suddenly higher. Its heat pushed me back, as I was much closer to it than I had realized.

      I looked down to see a line of flame flickering at my feet, floating on top of the rainwater and growing with each drop of blood that fell from my arm. The line led to the pillar of flame, and with each passing second it grew larger.

      My blood was crossing into the pentagram. My blood was somehow feeding the flames. I quickly scrambled back, pressing my hands to the wounds on my arms.

      Freddy didn't seem to notice; his face was focused intently on Darla. Not until her expression filled with shock did he turn and look at the portal. He turned just in time to take a crushing blow from the first demon to cross over.

      An inky black wing struck him across his chest. The leading edge of the wing was razor sharp, laying Freddy's chest open and making a horrible crushing noise. Freddy crashed to the ground next to me, falling and hitting his head with an audible crack. I dropped down next to him, calling out his name, but he was unconscious. A bloody froth appeared on his lips, and his breath came in short, labored gasps.

      Demons large and small poured from the portal, flowing like ants from a disturbed mound. Screams of anger and pain rose from everywhere at once, and I knew people were fighting for their lives all around me, but it didn't seem to be real. Only one thing seemed real. Freddy lay dying in my arms.

      There was nothing I could do. I was as helpless to heal him as I had been to heal Luke in the alleyway. But that wasn't true. I had found some healing power then. I had pleaded with the universe, begged for the power to come to me. I had reached into the ether sea, and a tiny spark of healing power had run through my body, down my hands and into Luke's wound. It had stopped the blood flow. It had kept him alive.

      My trembling hands reached out and touched the wound in Freddy's chest. There was so much blood. I could feel his heart beating weakly underneath my fingertips. Blood was spurting out in time with his heartbeat. It would only be a matter of minutes before he died. Only a true healer might have the chance to save his life. A small cry escaped my lips as I took in the chaos around me.

      Humans and demons were clashing together in battle. Flames flew past me, scorching my hair. Screams of pain filled the air as others fell and died. There was no one to help Freddy. No one but me.

      My mother had said I still had light inside me, but I could only feel darkness. The darkness had consumed me, filled my mind and my body. I felt a wave of fear rise from the pit of my stomach, paralyzing me with terror that overtook all reason.

      There is nothing I can do to save him. Freddy is going to die. At the thought, darkness flooded through me. I was helpless, drowning in despair. Within the darkness, I heard my mother's voice. "The light burns bright inside you, Colina. Find the light." Why would my mother keep saying that if it wasn't true? Was there still light somewhere inside me?

      As the thought echoed through me, I felt hope. And with that thought of hope, the darkness, for one brief moment, loosened its grip. A surge of strength raced through me.

      And then it came to me. Fear gives darkness its power. I had a moment of clarity—fear had been fueling the darkness within me all along. I had been fueling it with fear that I wasn't strong enough to withstand all the challenges I faced. Crushing fear had blazed inside me ever since the day of my family's murders. I held it tightly to me—fear that I would die a horrible death like my family, that I would never be able to right the wrongs I had committed.

      All these poisonous thoughts were constantly swirling through me. They filled my spirit with indecision and weakness. When I had gone through the rituals and taken on the role of a death dealer, I had been so conflicted. The Death Arts went against everything I had been raised to believe in. Even though at the time I thought it was the only way to survive, a part of me still despised myself for taking the dark path and allowing myself to become what my parents had abhorred.

      And the thing I feared most of all, the nightmare that kept me up at night, the thought that was pounding through my skull right now—I would lose Luke and be alone forever.

      I whipped my head around, searching for Luke. He was standing strong, feet apart, arms raised as hellfire flew from his fingertips, but he was outmatched. He was fighting a demon three times his size.

      None of us will survive. We're all going to die. I choked at the thought. I felt my blood turn cold. Fear. The darkness feeds on it. I closed my eyes. I could feel the wind on my face. I opened my eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out. Fear was my greatest enemy. In that moment, I realized it was the one thing truly holding me back.

      I took one more deep, calming breath, and as I let the breath out, I released it. I forced it all out—the fear, the worry. I forced myself to believe like I never had before that we would survive, that we would prevail. I believed for the first time that there was still light within me. When I had been faced with the choice of killing young Jamie during Darla's ritual, I had realized there was a line I couldn't cross. I hadn't crossed. The small spark of humanity still shining inside me wouldn't let me kill her. The light was there if I could just find it. I just had to believe.

      "Colina." I heard my name whispered. It was my mother's voice. I looked up, and her spirit was there, floating in the air before me. Mama reached out, and as her ghostly fingers slid across my skin, my mind filled with memories. Memories of love, of laughter, of light.

      "It's time you remember, baby," she whispered. "Remember who you used to be."

      I thought back to the times I had spent outside on warm summer days, planting herbs in the garden, and the feel of earth between my fingers. I remembered Sundays and our raucous family dinners. Papa, Mama, and my brother, Jamie, sitting around the table. Everyone talking, laughing. I remembered my mother sitting on my bed at night, her fingers brushing gently across my forehead as she told me stories, lulling me to sleep. I remembered my father scooping me up into his arms and giving me a kiss every morning before he left the house. They loved me. It was time I remembered not just who I used to be, but who I am.

      I am Colina, the born healer. A person brought up to fight against death. And with the thought I saw it—a spark of light that appeared in the darkness of my mind.

      If fear fuels darkness, then love must spark the flame.

      I filled my mind with thoughts of Luke, pictured his lips on mine, thought of the way he made me feel, let my heart cry out with joy over how much I loved him and how much he loved me back. The tiny flame grew higher. It grew and grew until it flared and became a bright flash of glowing white and gold in the sea of black. As the light grew, I felt—no, I saw the darkness shrink back.

      I looked down at Freddy. His skin was pale, and his eyes were closed. My mother took away sickness and pain when I was a child, and a part of my mother lived inside me. A part of my father, too. I came from a clan that walked the path of light. The darkness truly wasn't a part of me. It was something that had seeped into my soul. It had slithered inside of me when I was weak and scared, and my fear fueled it, and it had grown until it filled me to the brim. It tried to extinguish any flame of goodness inside me, but I realized now that goodness had never left. It was a part of who I was. It was a part of me like my arm or leg. I was Colina, the born-and-raised healer. I had become Colina, the death dealer, but the healer within me had never truly died; she had just transformed. I survived against the odds. I lived when everyone in my family died. I would stand, I would fight. I would be strong.

      Freddy's heartbeat thumped unevenly beneath my palm; he was very close to death now. With a new resolve, I reached out and pushed my fingertips into Freddy's wound.

      "Goddess divine. Mother of the earth. Thee, who brings forth all life, hear my plea. Help me." The words rang from my lips. I repeated the mantra over and over. I reached for the energy that swirled in the ether sea and, with sheer determination, pulled it toward me. I felt the old, familiar energy flow up my feet, through my legs, and tingle along my arms. It raced through my whole body and then surged out through my fingertips. I pushed my fingers deeper into Freddy's wound.

      Heal. The word took root in my very spirit as white energy flowed from me to Freddy.
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      I peered down into Freddy's pale face. His body was still against the gray stones. With trembling fingers, I reached out and touched his cheek. At my touch, he moaned. The sound sent my heart leaping in my chest with joy. Freddy was alive!

      The color came back into his face, and he slowly opened his eyes. "Colina?"

      I healed him. I wanted to shout out to the world—I can heal again!

      He sat up and looked down at his blood-soaked clothes. He looked over at the blood that coated my hands and arms—both his and my own. "You healed me."

      "I did," I answered. I could feel the positive energy swirling through me, colliding with the darkness. Orange flames twisted around white light.

      I rose to my feet and calmly studied the scene before me.

      Demons continued to flow from the Hellgate, a constant stream that spread horror in a wave across the roof. Knots of death dealers fought for their lives. As I watched, a group of three went down screaming. Sprays of blood and viscera flew into the air as a dozen smaller demons tore them apart in a feeding frenzy.

      I reached out and, almost as if they had been waiting just on the edge of the battle, my spirit pack flooded onto the roof. There were more of them than I had ever seen before. A flowing gray cloud of shadow washed over the roof, the spirit animals occasionally discernable as they took solid form to tear at the demons. Whole packs of wolves flowed into the fight, dozens at a time taking on each demon, but for every demon they dragged down, two more came through the gate, and fewer beasts moved on to the next fight. They seemed to lose form and shred back into formlessness as the demon's attacks left dark gashes through their being.

      The remaining death dealers rallied, attacking demons weakened by the pack. They fought on, but they, too, were outnumbered. I watched one after another die, falling to the floor.

      The brand on my arm that marked me as chosen by the old gods flared with blue light. I looked at the totem shape of the bear, feeling the link to the pack with renewed strength. I pulled on that link and found the oldest and strongest of the old gods' warriors, and I pulled him to me.

      A large shadow made of mists of fog and spirit swept onto the roof like a low-lying and impossibly dense cloud. Slowly, the wisps of gray morphed into the shape of a huge bear. A bear made not of skin and blood, but instead of shadow and mist. Only its eyes seemed to have any real substance—they were a yellow glowing light of ancient power. It fell on the demons as they rushed from the gate, and dozens fell to its powerful claws and ripping jaws. The bear phased in and out of existence, hitting knots of demons that were felling its lesser packmates.

      For a moment, it appeared that the bear might have turned the tide of the battle. The demons did not seem to understand the concept of fighting together, and the pack's unity made it possible to gang up on their stronger foes. The number of up and fighting demons seemed to decrease, and the flow from the gate paused. I began to hope that we might live after all.

      And then a roar echoed through the gate. A rush of demons larger than those had come before poured out and hit the defenders like a rogue wave. The defenders were broken apart, isolated against the demon's renewed ferocity, and once again they began to fall.

      The huge bear tore apart a skeletal demon that stood over ten feet tall, but the demon left a long black wound across the bear's shoulder. The bear spirit moved on to another target, but it moved more slowly, taking longer to return to solidity, and I was sure that the next demon would be its last fight. A smaller shadowy bear moved to help, and the fight continued, but there were just too many of them, and it was only a matter of time before the pack was pulled down.

      And then Jamie started to sing. I turned to look for her, and for a moment I didn't recognize the little girl. She stood in a circle of light that pulsed and grew with the beauty of the song. Her voice dimmed the sounds of horror around us, her voice larger than her little body should have been able to produce. All around me, the spirit pack began to glow and solidify. The bear's shoulder healed in seconds, and it tore apart another demon with renewed energy. I looked back at Jamie and noticed something that I had missed the first time. The bright glow that emanated from her cast a long shadow behind her on the gray rock of the battlement. The shadow moved independently, hovering behind her and four times her size. The shadow seemed to have horns, and as I watched, those horns turned in my direction. I shuddered, turning away before I could think too much about what that might mean.

      A flash of steel caught my eye and Dean slowed enough for me to see him. He fought with a number of demons that moved almost as fast as he did. The long sword sliced one small demon in half, but another slashed a cut across his cheek. It was already healing when he moved again, flashing out of my field of vision.

      A huge demon came through the Hellgate then, momentarily stopping the flow with the bulk of its passage. It moved on, a mass of writhing tentacles, holding a vaguely man-shaped shadowy form aloft. It seemed somehow familiar, but before I could figure out why, it flowed over the wall of the castle and down the side, disappearing from my sight.

      And then I saw him. Luke was being pushed back toward the edge of the roof by a demon. The demon was covered in glittering green scales with a long-pointed tail stretching out behind it. Its mouth was elongated, more like an alligator than anything else. It towered over him, maybe not one of the Archdemons, but still a force of powerful evil. Flashes of red hellfire tore through the air at the creature, pushing it back with ferocity but not causing it any visible harm. The damned spirits at his beck and call floated in the air around the demon, gnashing and tearing at it. They seemed to be having more of an effect, but the gashes they made healed as quickly as they appeared. Half a dozen smoking shapes lay on the ground near him, all much smaller than the one he faced.

      "He won't be able to stop it."

      Gage stood nearby, bent over a dark form that lay on the ground. When Gage came to his feet, his hands shot up, and the head of the demon tore away from the body. He held the demon's head between his hands. "Lower-level beasts are easy to deal with." He tossed the head aside. "But your boyfriend's taken on one of the really nasty ones." He gave me a wide smile. "Too bad. You two seemed like such a cute couple."

      I spun and ran full out toward the beast.

      Luke stood with his back against the wall. Sweat beaded his forehead, a frown creased his brow. Luke had powerful magic, and it was failing. The hellfire, the damned souls, none of it was having any effect on this demon. One more step, and it would reach him. And then his focus turned to me. He saw me rushing toward the creature. He stopped and cried out, "Colina, No!"

      I was no longer afraid. I screamed out, "Hey!"

      The demon turned. Its focus went off of Luke and onto me. It started toward me.

      Luke yelled out again. "Run. Save yourself!"

      I was done running. Everyone had told me I was the strongest mage around. I had magic no one else had ever seen. Mildred kept going on about how I didn't know how truly powerful I was. It was time to believe.

      When I was just a few feet from the creature, I raised my arms in the air. I sent a mental call out to the dead. I might not have a lot of power over the living, but I could control the dead. I could feel them, dozens of spirits swirling about me. So many had died this night. So many brutal deaths.

      They pulled at my hair, they tugged at my clothes, they whispered in my ear. I ignored it all and focused all my attention on the demon before me.

      Fear—it's what feeds the darkness. Love is what fuels the light. This time I looked not for the fear and hatred of the spirits, I looked for the love. True, I was working with the spirits of Redeemers and death dealers, but even these monsters had started out once as innocent children. No matter how awful the deeds, no matter how dark their souls, within each of them was a spark of light and love. I pulled it—I fed it. I shaped it until it was a ball of white light that was almost as big as the demon before me.

      And then with every ounce of strength I had in me, I threw it at the creature. The light engulfed the beast, and it shrieked and fought. It tried to get away, but it couldn't. And then the light began to absorb the darkness. It sucked it in like a black hole, pulling in the stars. The demon's body twisted and distorted and shrank until there was nothing left.

      "My dear, you truly are full of surprises." Amusement laced Gage's voice.

      I fell to my knees, taking deep breaths.

      Luke rushed to my side. "Are you alright?" He offered me his hand. I took it, and he pulled me to my feet.

      "I'm fine," I said. The energy it had taken to kill the demon was immense, but to my surprise, I felt myself begin to recharge almost immediately. I didn't know how often I would be able to repeat that trick, but I wasn't out of the fight yet.

      A high-pitched scream sent both of us spinning on our heels. A demon had Darla pinned to the ground. The creature was misshapen, malformed, and its hunched shoulders sprouted uneven, stunted wings. Its claws rose high in the air, setting up a powerful swing that would take off her head.

      Luke cried out and his banshees flew in her direction. But they wouldn't get there in time. I took two steps forward and then raised my arms. I focused my whole being on the demon hovering over Darla. When I had forced Weatherton's spirit the other side, I had pulled his spirit and then pushed it through. I was the Queen of the Dead. Did I have power over the damned? I could kill them. I had proven that, but could I control them? Could I force them back through the Hellgate?

      I waved my hands and forced all my thoughts on the beast. And then I pushed. I mentally pushed at the creature, and it moved an inch. I spread my feet out and straightened my shoulders. I took a deep breath and let it out. I raised my hands higher in the air, and I pushed again. This time the creature was flung back about a foot.

      Darla scrambled out from under it.

      The creature's head spun in my direction. Its beady red eyes focused on me.

      I lowered my hands and balled them into a fist. I gathered all the strength I had in me, and I raised my hands again and shoved with every bit of mental power I possessed. The demon flew toward the flaming gate.

      Something grabbed me, and I was tugged backward. It had me by the hair and was dragging me across the ground. A growling, creepy laughter echoed through the air. I looked up at it from the ground, and it seemed huge as it looked down at me with red eyes gleaming out of black folds. It towered over me, two huge horns arcing over me like the limbs of a tree. A cloven hoof the size of a manhole cover hammered by my head, shaking the rock of the castle like an earthquake.

      For an instant, I froze in shock. I had seen this demon before. It was one of the three Archdemons I had seen in my dream. But here and now it was solid—a living, walking embodiment of evil.

      I could hear Luke yelling my name.

      It was more instinct than anything else that made me reach out my hands and grab onto the beast's leg. My fingers slid along the hard, scaly surface—not skin, but something else. I steeled my mind and pulled myself closer to the beast.

      I called out to the ether sea. I could feel the energy swirling about me. "Goddess divine, mother of the earth, thee, who brings forth all life, hear my plea. Help me." I shouted the words out as though they were a spell. I felt it, the tingle of energy in my legs, my body, and my hands. I released my grip and then pushed both my hands into the center of the beast.

      I felt the countless dark souls that the beast had absorbed. They were bound to a dark power hidden deep at the heart of the beast. I followed the ties that bound them, searching for the will that bound them together. It fought me, throwing wave after wave of consuming fire at my questing mind, but it splashed against my power and faded harmlessly away. Finally, I found it, and I strained, breaking through the last of its barriers of fire to touch its soul.

      He wheeled his horse expertly and chased down the straggler that had broken loose from the circle of horsemen. He spurred toward the fleeing woman, bringing his curved sword down on her back and laughing as she fell, twitching. Turning back to the mass of crying villagers, he drew to a stop and dismounted. His men shouted encouragements to him as stood surveying his prize.

      A beautiful young girl with long black hair and bewitching almond eyes struck his fancy. He strode forward, laying his hand gently on her cheek. Tears spilled over his fingers as she cried hopelessly.

      He took a moment to savor her fear, sucking her salty tears from his fingers before he smoothly cut her throat. Her fellow villagers screamed as he lowered his mouth to drink her blood. His fellow hunters laughed, shoving back a fresh group of panicked villagers who tried to flee.

      I recoiled from the memories, shocked by the evil of the act even over the gap of centuries. But the shock merely galvanized my anger. I found again the ties that bound the stolen souls to their ancient evil master, a network that bound them into one being. I used a blade of healing energy, like a scalpel for removing a tumor, to slice them cleanly away.

      The beast roared and fell back. I fell with him. My fingers glowing white, my body full of light. Heal. The word rang out in my mind and my body.

      The demon rocked, thousands of voices screaming in pain and joy at the same time. A burst of released energy rolled across the roof of the castle, throwing demon and human alike to the ground with a wave of heat. Ash filled the air, and in the drifting ash thousands of souls of every ilk cried out at once.

      I had never seen so many in one place, and they pressed down on me with the weight of their attention. I struggled to keep my focus, like a child trying not to be trampled in a fleeing crowd.

      In desperation, I sought the door to the other side, the door that seemed to be mine alone. I jerked it open and, with the last of my focus, took hold of the mass of swirling souls and shoved them through. All around me, flashes of light filled the air. Many were bursts of hellfire, dark souls returned to the eternal punishment they so richly deserved, but many were not. Bright light marked their passing, victims released from an eternity of bondage to a great evil.

      Silence fell on the rooftop. Even the rain seemed to pause. Demons and humans alike all stared at me in shock. The stillness lasted for a long second, but then every demon seemed to burst into motion at the same time. They rushed to the edge of the roof, scrambling over and down the sides like foam boiling from a pot left on the stove.

      Luke's face hovered over me. Strong hands reached out and pulled me into an embrace. He helped me to my feet and then grabbed me close again. We held on to each other tightly, and then he pulled away.

      "How did you do that?" Luke looked at me with a mixture of awe and shock. His fingers caressed my cheek.

      I looked at him. How could I answer that question? I had been acting on pure instinct. I had not thought out what I was going to do, I had just done it. And if I concentrated hard enough on it, I could still feel the white power shimmer across my skin. But I was not afraid, not anymore. I could feel the light inside me, I could feel it burning hotter, warming my body, filling my mind with peace. The fear, the panic—it was gone. In its place I felt serenity and light and with it came pure power.

      The Hellgate. It was only a few feet away. Dozens, hundreds of black shadows were whizzing through it. Demons. They were crossing over from hell into our world. How many of them had been released? How many more would come through the hole? I had sent spirits through the veil from this world to the next. I had opened the portal to the other side before. Seen the flames from hell, heard the noises on the other side, the voices calling to me. If I could do that, maybe I could do the same thing with the Hellgate.

      I turned back to it, wondering at the suddenly decreased flow of demons. A winged shape forced its way through, immediately launching itself into the air. My eyes followed it as it sliced through the curtain of rain, leaving swirling vortices in the wet air.

      Motion drew my eyes back to the gate, and I saw two huge hands reach through to grab the sides of the portal. They began to strain, forcing the gate slowly wider. It stuttered and flared, resisting the horrible strength trying to force its way through. But soon I could see the thick arms and head of a huge man-like shape. The last Archdemon from my dream was trying to come through.
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      I reached out with my will, looking for the key to the gate. I knew that my power had been used to open it, and my power should be able to close it. I reached out to the gate and found a nest of complex spells. It was the same portal I used to cross over spirits, locked into place on the physical plane. I tried to dig through the dense protections and get ahold of it at the same time that the demon tried to grab it from the other side.

      For a moment it was a draw, our wills locked together and straining, but then it gave in to my power. I grasped the door that was a part of me, and with a roar of effort, I slammed it shut.

      The flames died all at once, burning away into smoke in an instant, and all that remained were the blackened and melted stones that marked where the gate had been. Three fat fingers almost as long as a tall man and a head the size of a boulder lay on the ground. They turned black and rotted away as I watched.

      Blood dripped down my skin from the many gashes that now littered my body. But in spite of that, I felt better than I had in a long time. I was whole. The war that had raged in me was finally over. I had found my balance again.

      Gage was standing there watching me. His mouth was open in a round O, and then he seemed to collect himself. He raised an eyebrow and threw me a wide smile." My, my, aren't you something? Ding-dong, the Archdemon is dead." He put his forearm across his chest and knelt down on one knee. "All hail the Queen of the Dead." And then a wicked smile spread across his face. "The Queen of the Damned."

      Gage was being ludicrous, making one of his bizarre points that made no sense to anyone but him. Any moment now he would start laughing his twisted laugh, and everyone would stare at him like he was crazy.

      But that isn't what happened. Instead, the death dealers joined him on their knees. One by one, the dozen men and women still alive knelt to me and bowed their heads. Slowly, and with a warm smile on his face, Luke joined them. Dean clanked to Luke's side, putting a hand on his shoulder and lowering himself painfully to his knees, the steel of his armor rattling on the stones.

      I felt a small hand in mine, and I looked down to see Jamie holding my hand, a happy smile on her face. Around us, the spirit pack had assembled.

      Darla stormed toward us. "Why? Why aren't you killing her? She opened a Hellgate! She let the demons loose in our world!"

      Mildred walked to face her. "No, my dear. You did."

      Darla looked shocked and horrified and then took a step back as if struck. "That's ridiculous. I⁠—"

      "First you gave the demon what it most desired: dark souls," Mildred said.

      "Someone had to kill that bastard!" Darla cried.

      "And you did such a good job of it. You fed the demon dozens of dark souls, making it stronger," Mildred said. "Then you broke the protection spell."

      "I broke..." She looked at the dark spot on the ground where the potion had spilled, confusion smothering her anger.

      "And then you cut Colina and pushed her into the circle. You took what was a safe, controlled spell, and you broke it to pieces." Mildred took a step toward Darla. "Child, your actions set the demons free."

      "I... I..." Tears flowed freely down Darla's face. She looked desperately around her, as if she hoped for a voice to speak out and correct the old woman. But no one did.

      Mildred looked over at me. "Colina is the one who must lead us now. For we are at war with the dark beasts again."

      Darla turned to look at me, her mouth moving as if she wanted to say something, but nothing came out. Slowly, as if every movement hurt her, she lowered herself to her knees. She buried her face in her hands, crying piteously. I remembered, in that instant, just how young she was, and how rough I had made her life. I had stolen her youth, and I regretted it deeply.

      Luke rose to his feet, walked over to his sister, and wrapped his arms around her.

      All of the survivors slowly got to their feet. I looked around at all the faces staring at me. There was both awe and wonder in their eyes. They were looking at me to lead them. Looking at me as though I was some mythical creature.

      And then I realized someone was missing. I heard a cry on the wind and spun around. Gage stood on the top of the thick wall. One hand was wrapped around the thin neck of a huge winged demon. It kneeled at his side, and its wings drooped to the top of the wall, creating a low tent twenty feet across.

      A wide smile lit up Gage's face, and he gave me a cheerful wave. Gage had waited until we were all distracted to make his getaway. "It's time for me to make a graceful exit, but don't worry, my love. We will see each other soon." The demon at his feet stood up, wrapping its arms around him in an intimate embrace. The huge wings hammered the air, lifting Gage off of the wall and disappearing into the darkness. Only his laugh remained, hanging in the air long after he was gone.

      As I watched the empty space where Gage had been, the rain suddenly let up and the dark clouds parted. Stars shone brightly in the night sky. Everything was suddenly still and silent after so much chaos, after so much carnage. I looked around me. The dead lay strewn across the roof, carpeting the stone—human bodies covered in blood alongside the gruesome hulks of creatures torn from childhood nightmares. I could hear the sound of weeping and looked over at Darla huddled down against the far wall.

      I was still alive, which was a miracle in itself. I looked at my allies, my friends, who were gathered around me. Mildred, my one-time betrayer and many times my savior. Dean, my knight in shining armor, who might have been more if my heart had not already been taken. My gaze swung to Jamie, the sister I never had. My thoughts went to Wendy and her baby in the castle—poor damaged Wendy, who was somehow much stronger after her trials, if only she could keep her sanity. And then to Luke, the man I loved in any form.

      We were a misfit group that had come together by horrid circumstance. We had survived so many things, had stayed strong through everything that happened, and through it all we had somehow become closer than friends. We became a family.

      Luke came over to my side. He reached out and grabbed my hand. I realized I was no longer afraid. I didn't know what the future held, there were dark days ahead of us, but together we would face them. We would gather more death dealers, gather as many of the mage born as we could to fight beside us. Together we would hunt the demons down and send the creatures back to hell one by one. We would not rest until every last one of the evil beasts were destroyed. During the last war with the demons, mankind had prevailed. We would do so again.

      We would battle, we would fight, and we would win.
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      Some info I've written about the Dark Rituals World I thought you might like:

      Mages have always lived among us: they are the shamans and healers of our tribes and the source of many stories that have fascinated us through the ages. They have always been secretive about their abilities in order to protect their power from those who would exploit it and to encourage the tribe to think that they were capable of more than they actually were. Rituals and traditions built up, clouding the actual source of power and cementing their position in the tribe. This arrangement continued for millennia, with the mage-born living among their more mundane brothers and sisters in harmony.

      This system fell apart, at least in the Western world, with the rise of the Catholic Church. The church saw village wise women as threats to its power and authority and declared them heretics. They hunted all mages, killing many and driving the rest underground. This conflict began the period of history known as the Dark Ages, as the structures that had supported and regulated the human race were knocked out from under them.

      The mages went underground, forming their own isolated communities: clans and guilds. They hid from the outside world while it changed around them, happy to be forgotten and to live in peace. Each discipline worked in isolation from the others, developing unique skills and powers and becoming the mages we recognize today.

      Death Dealers commune with the dead that have not crossed over into the next life, especially the mage dead. This skill gives them frightening and unearthly abilities. The Death Arts are easy to abuse, as they enable death dealers to victimize the dead for their own means. The possibility of a death dealer binding one's immortal soul for their own needs is terrifying to all who learn of it.

      Healers have an easier time living in the non-mage world. They work in medical communities, where they can use their powers without drawing attention. Their clans live in plain sight in larger cities.

      Travelers chose a path very different from most mage societies. They became nomads, never staying in one place long enough to attract attention. They used weak versions of their talents to amuse the non-mages and to make themselves seem unthreatening. They hid in plain sight, surviving over the centuries on wit and charm.

      The Shamans lived in isolated communities, not so different from the tribal cultures they once served. They became experts in a variety of healing and protection magics and were the closest to the original mages.

      Readers are able to read the thoughts of others, and the most powerful among them can even influence the thoughts of others. They are almost as distrusted as the death dealers and prefer to live away from others as much as possible. Hearing the dark and confused thoughts of others tends to drive them insane.

      Demon Killers: The most powerful of the mages were the Demon Killers. They were always rare, with only a handful in any given generation, but their powers were terrifying, making them an even match for even the most powerful demon. Unfortunately, the temptation to join with the darkness is great and claimed many demon killers.

      The Beginning of the Dark Days

      In 1922, Harry Houdini offered a cash prize to anyone who could successfully demonstrate supernatural abilities. This offer held no attraction for those with real power—they had suffered over a thousand years of persecution. Houdini and his committee tested many hopefuls but debunked them all...until one mage betrayed his family and clan and worked real magic in hopes of winning the prize. The man's powers were weak, as he was the offspring of a non- mage and a mage, but he had access to his clan's library. He used an incantation he found there to cast a dark spell he did not fully understand or have the ability to control. He opened a hell gate, releasing the demon legions into the world and changing it forever. Faced with this threat to humanity, Houdini sent out a new call. He asked for those with the power to fight demons to come forward, to step into the light and save humanity. Slowly, the guilds and clans answered the call, forming an army to drive the demons out of our world. The death dealers were especially well-suited to the conflict and formed the heart of the army, but five demon killers answered the call as well. They were the ones who ultimately drove the demons back and closed the gate.

      After their victory, the mages lived in peace with the non-mage population for a time, but the old fears and hatreds soon resurfaced. The demon killers were the first targets. They were called to a meeting by a group of religious leaders to discuss the growing tension between mages and non-mages, where they were caught unaware and murdered. Their murderers were apprehended and punished, but the damage was done. The demon killers would no longer be able to protect humanity if the demons ever returned.

      Terrified that the hell gate could be opened again, the authorities— both magical and mundane—tried to find and destroy every spell and history book that mentioned demons. In their zeal, they destroy much of the history of the mages. As no demon killers remain to hide their knowledge, almost all mention of them disappeared. In the modern age, the age of the printing press, it is more difficult to snuff out all knowledge, and many volumes exist in hidden libraries and archives.

      The mages have tried to go back into hiding, but it has proved impossible—too many know of their existence. The death dealers are especially reviled, and they have suffered in a long period of persecution, only held in check by their terrifying powers.
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