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      “I advise you all to be gone before sunset,” Madra states.

      The Head of HEX Unite—Hunters, Slayers, and Executioners Unite—excuse me, the former Head of HEX Unite is yellow-bellied, and I never thought anyone could ever say that about a valkyrie.

      “Your mind is made up, isn’t it?” Adriana asks softly.

      The valkyrie eyes the oracle. “It is. You especially shouldn’t be here. The other oracles have all gone to the summit.”

      “The summit.” Adriana scoffs a laugh. “Because that will do so much for us. Yes, why didn’t I think of that? I mean, we can’t see the future, the present, the past… Our minds are going to be wiped clean soon enough. Maybe we’ll forget how to talk, to swallow, to breathe! But, yes, hiding away in isolation away from the rest of the world… Only… the rest of the world knows about the summit. Mount Nassus. The paranormal mirror of Mount Parnassus in Greece. Where the first oracles were uttered. The volcanic vapors… Do the oracles truly think we’ll be able to recover our magic there? We’ve evolved past that. We are doomed. Our magic is gone.”

      I wince. Not that long ago, a witch  fought against us. She had been under the influenced of an evil overlord. Most importantly, she voiced her opinion that magic is dying.

      Had that been Fortuna Vexx’s true opinion on the matter? Was she right? Maybe the overlord gave us a clue as to what’s to come considering the oracles can’t see the future anymore.

      And what’s even more terrifying is that Adriana’s past is starting to be tampered with as well.

      Oh, and witches’ magic is starting to fade away as well, too temperamental to be used.

      "You all really should leave before I have to announce to the world that HEX Unite is no more," Madra murmurs. She turns to go.

      “You’re allowing the evil paranormal creatures to win,” I utter. “You’re allowing anarchy to reign. You can’t do this!”

      The valkyrie faces me and lifts her chin. “What are you going to do about, Donovan Darthe?”

      I’m a grim reaper and a paranormal executioner. It shouldn’t be the case that I’m both, but I’ve always been a complicated person.

      I guide souls to Heaven or Hell and try to help souls find peace, so they do not linger on the Earth as ghosts.

      It’s not often that I ignore my duties as a psychopomp, but I did that just an hour ago. If that.

      A dwarf, Yandor Greatwolf, had been killing people for their body parts. Those body parts had been used to create a creature. Yandor had been under the same influence that Fortuna had been, that the other beings in the shack on Tsisqua had been. Although we didn’t want to kill the influenced paranormal beings, we had no choice. They would have killed us otherwise.

      I fled when the creature was killed with the others so we could be healed.

      I abandoned those souls.

      And then, when I returned for the body of the creature so it could be studied, I didn’t even think to see if any of the souls lingered, if they needed assistance. It’s quite possible those souls might not have crossed over on their own, that they’re ghosts.

      And would they place the blame on the overlord? Or would they blame us for killing them?

      Us—myself; Adriana; Sommeil Martin, my partner paranormal executioner and sandman; Simone, a French witch who is childhood friends with Sommeil and maybe has feelings for him; Zanatre, a gargoyle, fellow paranormal executioner, and a vicious fighter who doesn't know her own limits and will get herself killed next time and almost had this past time and who also likes Sommeil but seems to think that ship has sailed; and Seth Krauss, a witch from NOLA, the one who killed Fortuna.

      A motley crew, yes, but we can handle just about anything, or so I like to think, but there's the overlord who is responsible for that creature. There might be another overlord who is behind a swarm of harpies trying to raise an army. That's what started this entire mess because Adriana's vision sent Sommeil and me to take out a yeti, only the yeti didn't kill the harpies like she thought. The harpies actually, later on, killed him. Had the harpies acted on their own? Was Darko Stonehenge, a gargoyle with a spotty history, the true mastermind, or was Darko used to throw us off the scent?

      And then the oracles’ visions and the witches’ magic. Is that the work of another overlord? Is any of this connected? How?

      “HEX Unite is supposed to keep the paranormal world secret and safe,” I say. “That’s our duty. That’s our life! You can’t just walk away from that.”

      “I ask you again, Donovan Darthe, what are you going to do about it?” the valkyrie asks through gritted teeth.

      I gape at her as a terrible thought courses through my mind. She can’t possibly want me to…

      But why else would she come here without her spear? Without her armor on? She’s wearing shoulder pauldrons, but her chest, torso, and upper legs are covered in a dress, not her full suit of blue and gold armor.

      Not that long ago, Madra told Sommeil and me about how every head of the organization has been murdered.

      Does she want me to…

      No. That’s ridiculous. I’m only twenty-three, and I’m not suitable for the position. Plus, I’m superstitious. Death kind of has to be, I think, but I don’t want someone to turn around and kill me.

      Besides, I didn’t become a paranormal executioner because I like to kill. I do it because it’s necessary to keep the peace.

      It’s evil, but it’s required.

      Not everyone can be reformed.

      Madra scowls and shakes her head. “The rioters will not take long to notice that the protection spells have worn off. They will burn this place to the ground and kill anyone inside.”

      When no one says anything, she walks away.

      “I can’t believe it,” Simone murmurs, but I don’t hear anyone else’s response because I race to the door and head down the hallway after Madra.

      “Tell me,” I say once I’m alongside her, “do valkyries go down with their businesses?”

      “I would hardly call HEX Unite a business,” she says dryly.

      “I won’t do it.”

      “Do what?” she asks curiously.

      “Stand for this. You’re giving up!”

      She gives me a look. “You sweet, summer child.”

      I scowl. “I’m not—”

      “Sometimes things are felt but never found,” she says.

      My brow furrows. “Now isn’t really the time for riddles.”

      “You will continue on and do as you must, and I will do the same.”

      “If you stay, you’ll be murdered. Do you want that?”

      “I doubt there is anyone alive who would wish to be murdered,” she says with a wry quirk to her lips. “You do as you must. That’s all you can do at this point today and every day of your life, for however long that may be.”

      “But the murders around the world, the acts of crime against paranormal creatures… The world needs protection. If we aren’t careful, the murders will spill into the human world, and if they discover we’re real, there will be war, and we can’t—”

      “We must do as we must,” the valkyrie repeats. “You all should go and figure out what it is you must do.”

      My grip tightens on the dark gray skull resting on my chest. It’s attached to a chain whip that’s wrapped around my shoulders. I’m furious and frustrated with the woman standing before me, yes, but I would never strike an unarmed woman. In my line of work, I’ve had to fight women before. I’ve had to kill them. It’s not easy for the conscious, being a paranormal executioner, but Madra’s not wrong. To keep the peace, we must do what we must.

      And I intend to do just that.
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        * * *

      

      When I return to Simone’s office, the healer is examining Adriana.

      “Is her head okay?” I ask.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” Adriana says.

      I grimace. Adriana has come to mean a lot to me. I’ve thought her beautiful for a long while, and now that I’ve had the chance to really get to know her, she means even more.

      But with oracles losing their magic and now Adriana’s losing her memories… It’s as if parts of her are falling away. Her personality, what if it changes? What if it’s permanent? What if I don’t like the new person she becomes?

      She's strong, even if oracles aren't known for their fighting prowess. Her parents died shortly after her younger sister had been born. I'm not sure who raised them or if Adriana did it herself, but she's the only one taking care of Irina now. She's fifteen and another oracle, like Adriana, even though both of their parents had been oracles. Adriana is sweet and kind and smart.

      I know no one is perfect, but Adriana is as close as anyone can get as far as I know.

      “What’s wrong with worrying about you?” Zanatre asks. “It’s a good thing. Shows he cares.”

      Sommeil makes a face. He’s leaning against Simone’s desk, arms crossed. That remark was probably geared toward him. The tension between them is more than I can bear.

      “I would rather him ask me about my own head instead of him asking Simone about it right in front of me,” Adriana says, her tone dry.

      My heart sinks. First, that’s not something the old Adriana would say. Second, she has a good point.

      “I’m sorry,” I start.

      Simone steps away from Adriana and stares down at the oracle curiously.

      Adriana sighs. “I’m fine, aren’t I? You all are making too big a fuss about me.”

      The witch bites her lower lip. The glance she gives me isn’t the most encouraging.

      “We should probably get out of here,” Seth says. He’s over by the window. “I do not want to be here when that mob of protests turns into a full-blown riot that can storm this place.”

      “I can’t believe the head—the former head—of HEX Unite is such a coward,” Zanatre fumes. “I have half a mind to…”

      My eyebrows raise. If she's considering killing Madra, I can't say I really blame her, considering I briefly thought about it. Not that I really contemplated it, but still, it did cross my mind.

      “The cycle could be broken,” Zanatre continues. “Madra can just find a cave to crawl into. The head doesn’t have to be murdered. Do you think I would make a good head?”

      My jaw drops, and I rub my neck, feeling both sheepish and ashamed that I jumped the gun and assumed she had been thinking about killing the valkyrie.

      Zanatre just gives me a knowing little smirk as if she knows exactly what I thought, but she’s not judging me for it. Maybe the notion had crossed her mind. Maybe not, but who am I to judge?

      And that’s precisely the entire issue with HEX Unite. Who are we to judge who lives and who dies? Who should be given a chance at rehabilitation versus having their life ended because they prove too great a threat to the future?

      Who are we? What right do we have to control so many lives? Yes, it’s for the sake of life and safety, but still…
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      Seth clears his throat. “Well, the lot of you can stay if you wish, but I’m out of here.”

      “Where are you off to?” Simone asks. She brushes back her dark-brown hair, her blue eyes almost black. Even her sepia skin tone looks a bit pale, revealing her nervousness.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Seth mumbles, “but I have to keep moving. If my old coven finds me… I’m honestly more worried about Gloria’s father.”

      “Who is he?” I ask, but Seth has already used fairy dust. Who knows where he went or if we’ll ever cross paths again.

      Sommeil’s by the window, looking out. “If we want to be gone before this place is up for grabs, we really should go.”

      “Where, though?” I mumble.

      “Anywhere but here.” Zanatre shrugs and rolls her shoulders back.

      “How are your wings?” I murmur to her.

      “You actually care about me,” she says with a laugh.

      “We are friends now.”

      “Yes, well… You didn’t tell me what you think about my being the new head. I could do it, don’t you think? I know I’m a bit hotheaded, but as head, I wouldn’t go out into the field anymore.”

      I do my best to school my features, to be as blank a slate as possible.

      Zanatre has been out in the field for a long time. She's outlived two partners already. Lately, since she's essentially forced herself to join Sommeil and me on our assignments, she's been hurt severely several times.

      Simone crosses over to Zanatre and embraces her. “I, for one, think you would make for one of the very best heads ever at HEX Unite, oui.”

      “You would only be able to compare me to one,” Zanatre says, rolling her eyes.

      “What does that matter? You have fire, fight, passion for the cause. What more do you need?”

      “I bet Madra had that at first. This job probably kills you, and I don’t just mean because of the whole murder thing.” Sommeil sounds gruffer than normal.

      “How about we all go to my apartment?” I ask.

      “Non, non.” Simone shakes her head. “I am returning to France. My parents are there. Zanatre, will you come with me?”

      “Me?”

      “Unless you wish to take over HEX Unite here and now. If you will, I will stand beside you—”

      “Zanatre, you can’t. Not immediately. Not now. If you do, those rioters will tear you apart. Your wings will be ripped off. You’ll be turned to stone forever,” I say desperately.

      "You do realize that's not what happens when a gargoyle dies, right?" Zanatre asks, more amused than anything, which shocks me. She's maybe not as hotheaded as I think she is, but is she mature enough to handle being the Head of HEX Unite?

      Should there even be a HEX Unite?

      But then something else would have to rise up to take its place. We can’t have no law at all.

      But that’s what the future will be.

      “Sommeil, will you come with us to France?” Simone asks softly. “We can stay at my parents’ château. They have not seen you in an age, and I think they would like that very much. Your parents are in the country, are they not?”

      “Oui mais non,” Sommeil mumbles. “They are in France now, yes, but I won’t go there. I have things I need to take care of.”

      “Just be careful,” I urge the two of them. “There have been attacks worldwide. Being in France won’t necessarily keep you safe.”

      “No, perhaps not, but maybe we can find a way to rebuild HEX Unite from France.” Simone beams at Zanatre.

      The two have become best friends. That amazes me. I thought they would never get over their rivalry over Sommeil, but if he doesn’t stop his foolishness, he’s going to let both of them slip through his fingers like sand. He’ll be all alone.

      “Adriana, will you come with us?” Zanatre asks.

      The oracle gives a small shake of her head, smiling slightly. “No.”

      And she uses fairy dust.

      Without saying goodbye to any of us. Where did she go?

      My stomach churns, and I hug both Zanatre and Simone. They murmur their goodbyes, and off they go.

      Only Sommeil and I are left, and the sandman starts to pace. “Where is Madra? Is anyone else here yet?”

      “I doubt it.”

      Sommeil sends out trickles of sand strands that slide out into the hallway. His eyes close, and he tilts his head back. After a long moment, the sand returns back to him.

      “I can’t sense anyone else in here,” he says firmly. “Not even Madra.”

      “Hmm.” Maybe the valkyrie doesn’t have a death wish.

      “I’m heading to my place,” Sommeil announces. “I doubt I’ll be there long. Maybe pack up and…”

      “Go on vacation to the beach like you originally planned?” I joke.

      Sommeil grimaces and brushes back his longish hair, his dimple nowhere in sight. He’s not amused at all, and who could be right now, given everything that’s happened?

      “All I want is a chance,” Sommeil murmurs.

      “A chance for what?”

      “To turn back the sands of time.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “For all of the magic in the world, why isn’t time travel possible?” he mutters.

      “And what would you change?”

      “We wouldn’t have gone to see the harpies. We would’ve brought Zenzil in and maybe change everything. Maybe then, the harpies never would’ve gone on their quest to steal selkies’ skins to force them to fight alongside them. Or maybe we just should’ve found Darko and locked that gargoyle up before he could’ve gotten mixed up with them. He might be an overlord after all.”

      “Overlords aren’t locked up. They’re executed.”

      Sommeil snorts. “Yandor Greatwolf. We could’ve killed him. Earlier. Before he killed anyone and collected any body parts for that… creature.”

      “He was just an underling,” I remind the sandman. “Stopping him wouldn’t have slowed the overlord down any. He just would’ve used someone else instead.” I hesitate and then add, “Maybe a certain sandman.”

      My partner runs a hand down his face. “My mind is too strong for that.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I murmur.

      “Are you so certain you’re immune?”

      “I don’t know, but…”

      “You should maybe think about not staying at your place long,” Sommeil murmurs. “It’s just about time.”

      My gaze shifts to the window, to the sun. She’s barely a sliver.

      “HEX Unite is more than a building, isn’t it?” I ask the sandman, but he’s already gone.

      A chilly breeze from somewhere makes me shiver, and with cries and cheers that they’ve breached the door filling my ears, I use a bit of fairy dust to leave Headquarters, my heart heavy and filled with dread for the coming days, weeks, months, and even years.

      If I live that long.
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        * * *

      

      It’s everywhere, the news. TV, radio, phones. It’s impossible to not hear about it. News anchors and reporters aren’t immune to the chaos, though, and they aren’t immune to the murders either. Some have been slaughtered on live feeds.

      What’s behind the madness? Behind the murders, the thefts, the kidnappings, arson, the looting, the pillaging, the rioting?

      Who knows if there’s a reason behind it all.

      It’s just darkness covering the entire landscape of the paranormal world.

      HEX Unite shutting down did nothing to prevent this. If anything, it only fueled the flames.

      Not that flames touched Headquarters. Despite some of the protection spells lowering, enough juice remained that the place would not burn down, but the protestors hadn’t been detoured. Instead, they opted to take the building apart stone by stone, brick by brick, wooden beam by wooden beam.

      It’s a pile of rubble now, HEX Unite.

      And there’s not a paranormal hunter to be seen, not a paranormal slayer or executioner either.

      So much for my hope that HEX Unite was more than the building.

      And without it, without instruction from the head, without the visions from the oracle, there are no assignments. There is plenty of criminals to be held accountable for their actions, but where should one start? Where should the criminals go? Who should decide if they're to go to Magical Prison or be killed for the sake of the greater good?

      So far, Magical Prison has remained strong, but I can't stop worrying that the protestors will turn an eye to that institution as their next one to dethrone. The warden is said to be a good and kind man. Badin, I believe, is his name. As for what he is… A lion shifter? No. Something similar, with a lion's body… Ah, yes, I remember. A sphinx.

      I don't think there will be another prison break, not unless the rioters all band together. For now, at least, it seems that they are just acting here and there without any rhyme or reason.

      And that’s the only reason why I’m still in my apartment a week after HEX Unite died.

      There’s no other word for it. HEX Unite has died.

      And it had no soul for me to guide.

      That no one has stood up to the masses, that no one is willing to continue to fight…

      It angers me.

      Sickens me.

      Frightens me.

      Because as much as I want to do something, what can I do all by myself?

      And Ruben Kilpatrick, that dastardly fairy, continues to write articles about the so-called crimes committed by paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners.

      He talks about how a Mirella Sharpe abused her powers to locate her parents’ murderer even though it endangered countless lives. He details how Rebel, the supernatural bounty hunter, should be executed for her crimes against the paranormal community even though we’re the ones paying her to commit the crimes against our own kin. He laments the death of Cade the dhampir vampire hunter who died as a plot to save the world from a fictitious darkness. He argues that Clarissa Garcia, a half-angel, half-demon, should stop living in the human world, should divorce her human husband, and should be sentenced to Magical Prison at the very least. Her coworkers should all have their minds erased, her husband too. She’s a police detective in a small town in Pennsylvania.

      He even mentions Aiden, the fairy who helped us to visit Niko Stonehenge, brother of Darko. A few other fairies, too, by the names of Sophia and Jessa. Darius Devonshire, a witch. Romelia, Julian, Bellanore, Robb… So many names I can't keep track of them all.

      But I do notice he’s naming quite a few from Rebel’s legion. Is that the fictitious darkness he’s referring to, the threat she, a human, helped to take down so that the entire world could be saved from a darkness much like this? Could that darkness have been worse than this?

      Oh, how I doubt it. This darkness stems from people who have absolute freedom. Those same people, without any rules or limits, have magic. They’re people with the power to do unconscionable things.

      And they are. They’re taking advantage, stealing, killing… Whatever they want to do, they’re doing it, and they aren’t making the right choices. There aren’t any consequences for their actions, and you would think the bulk of their rage would be geared to former employees of HEX Unite.

      I’m sure that will come to pass. Once they become more organized, more focused.

      Once an overlord rises up to claim them.

      Maybe overlords are fighting among themselves, far from the prying eyes of the public. They’re jockeying for position to be the one to tame the masses.

      But no one is trying to fight for peace.

      Yes, fight for peace, as ridiculous as that sounds.

      Only one person won’t be able to stop this.

      It might require more than a legion.

      But if someone doesn’t start to rise up and hold back the tide, there won’t be anything or anyone left to save.

      There will be nothing left to be salvaged, no one to bury the dead.

      When anarchy is king, the subjects are nothing more than dead weight.
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      Sommeil and I have kept in touch so that I know he’s all right at least. Even the witches—no, not the witches. The new best friends have kept me in the loop. France is a battleground all right, but they’re moving around Europe with backpacks, hiking around, sleeping out under the stars. Honestly, it sounds like it would be an awesome vacation if they didn’t have to worry about keeping watch since they’ve spied others wandering about as they are who have been the target of thieves.

      The two ladies have fought a few battles, but the looters ran away both times, and they didn’t know what to do, if they should capture him. I have no answers for them.

      Seth has made no effort to contact me, and I don’t know how to get a hold of him.

      Adriana… I haven’t called her. I don’t know if she’ll answer, if she has her phone back from her sister, but I need to know if she’s all right. Maybe we can come up with some kind of plan because I am ready to go out of my mind. If I don’t start to do something, I’m going to go crazy.

      The number of souls I’ve had to ferry to Heaven or Hell this past week… It’s far too many. It’s unnatural how many are dying.

      At least the humans have been spared this anarchy.

      So far.

      My phone rings. Once. Twice. Three times.

      No answer.

      I hang up and eye my tablet. I managed to snatch it before we abandoned HEX Unite. We all have an email given to us for work-related purposes. Hardly anyone uses it, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to get ahold of Adriana this way. Why would she check it? But I try anyhow. The email is short and sweet.

      And pathetic.

      Although I honestly don’t care for phone calls at all, I call up Magical Prison. So far, reports have it standing, but I’m curious to see if I can get a hold of—

      “Magical Prison. What do you want?”

      The voice sounds oddly familiar, but whoever she is, she isn’t happy about answering the phone.

      “It’s Donovan Darthe. I—”

      “The grim reaper. Yes. I remember you.”

      "Portia," I breathe.

      “Yes, that’s my name. What do you want?”

      “How are you handling things? Are the inmates all riled up? Are the loiters hanging about? Rioters?”

      “Terrorists,” she spits out. “Call them what they are, and no. At least they haven’t been around since we’ve let loose a pack of hellhounds to tend to anyone who dares come within fifty miles.”

      “Fifty miles!”

      “Well, hellhounds can cover a huge area,” she says, sounding smug.

      “How many are in a pack?”

      “Only three, but that’s all you need.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yes, new hellhounds too. Fresh and eager to show they’re not just loyal pets of demons. We have a few who are guards inside, too, in case any of them get inside. As for the inmates… Yes, they’re… What did you say? All riled up, but it’s nothing we can’t manage. We don’t need your help here, Donovan, if that’s what you’re after. Besides, no one has died here in months. You would hate it here.” She pauses. “You aren’t looking for a position here as a guard, are you?”

      “No.” I wait a beat. “What if I was?”

      “You would have to be interviewed. Have a trial period. Honestly, I don’t think it would be a good fit for you.”

      “Why not?”

      She huffs a sigh. "We've been trying to turn things around. For almost two years now, we've started to seriously try to rehabilitate some of the prisoners. We're giving them second chances. Some are now thriving and being a true help to their communities. Or at least they were. I… I suppose I should check, what with all of the terrorists, it might prove too tempting to fall into old habits…”

      “You don’t think I can have an objective mind?” I ask.

      “No,” the angel guard says flatly. “I don’t. You’re an executioner, and I understand the need, but you… you and your kind… well… second chances isn’t really what you do. That’s the hunters’ job, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but I can change.”

      “You don’t even want to be a guard.”

      I hesitate. “No.”

      “Well, then? What does it matter? Stop wasting my time and get off your couch. Do something useful.”

      “Like what? Kill a terrorist?” I spit out.

      “You’re only angry because you are sitting on your couch, aren’t you?”

      “At my dining room table, actually.”

      “Oh, because that’s so much better!”

      She hangs up.

      I glare at my phone and then opt to call my alma mater.

      “Magical Hunters Academy. Trudro speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Trudro! It’s Donovan. Donovan Darthe. Do you remember—”

      “Of course I remember you! I’ll never forget the first time you showed me your skull.”

      I laugh. I honestly laugh.

      Haven’t laughed all week until now.

      “You asked me to,” I say, grinning. Trudro is a Näck, a spirit who tends to live in waters. Not to be confused with the finfolk who had been so easily swayed by a mysterious overlord for equally mysterious purposes. Well, to make that creature, obviously, but why?

      “What do you need?” Trudro asks.

      “I really am glad you’re the one to answer. Is everything all right there?”

      “We’re under lockdown, but we’re all right. No one can get in or out right now, and we’re not sure how we’re going to handle the end of the year, when…”

      “When the third years will graduate and be sent off to start training to work at HEX Unite.”

      “And it’s not like there’s a long break before the new first years are to come.”

      “Speaking of first years,” I say nonchalantly, “do you think you might be able to tell me the number of an incoming first year?”

      “Who?”

      “An oracle named Irina.”

      “And why do you want a teen’s number?”

      I probably flash my skull, not that the Näck can see it. “I’m trying to track down her sister. Another oracle. She… We used to work together, and I can’t find her. She won’t answer her phone—”

      Trudro gives me Irina’s number.

      “Thank you. I owe you.”

      “You do so much for the paranormal community. I’m sorry all of this has happened,” he says sadly.

      “Don’t worry. Brighter days are ahead.”

      The normally happy-go-lucky Näck says nothing at all and hangs up.

      Immediately, I call Irina’s cell. Maybe Adriana still has it and—

      “Hello?”

      “Adriana! I’m so glad you’re all right.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Are you sure?” I press. “How’s your memory?”

      “I’m fine. Really. You don’t have to worry—”

      “Can I see you?” I blurt out.

      “Why? Because you don’t think I’m telling the truth?”

      “Because I care about you. I like you.” I hesitate. “Remember?”

      She hangs up.

      Great. Awesome. There goes my—

      “See? I’m fine.”

      I whirl around to see Adriana standing beside my locked front door.

      “How did you know I was here?” I ask, standing and hurrying over to the living room.

      Adrian shrugs. “A lucky guess. But see?” She turns around. She’s wearing a long, flowing geometric-patterned skirt and a nice top, both neutral browns. It doesn’t matter what she wears. She’ll always look beautiful to me.

      “You are fine,” I murmur. “Your head too?”

      She pats where she had been injured. “Almost all healed. Would’ve been ages ago if Simone had her magic, but that’s all right. The potion helped so it’s healing faster than a human would’ve, so there’s that.”

      “Have you been in contact with the oracles?” I ask. “How are they—”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      Adriana sits on my couch. “I want nothing to do with them.”

      I gape at her as I sit on my recliner. “Nothing to do with them? But they’re your sisters!”

      “I don’t have any sisters,” she says calmly.

      “Don’t have any… Adriana, what about Irina?” I’m appalled. She couldn’t have forgotten about her sister. That’s just not possible. Right? And she used to refer to the oracles as her sisters!

      She isn't all right. Maybe physically, but not mentally. Whatever is going on, it's not just taking away her visions of the future, present, and past. It's taking away her memories, too, her past.

      Adriana’s eyes grow wide, and she starts to hyperventilate, but before I can do more than rise from my seat, she’s already calming herself down before she can truly freak out.

      “Irina. Your younger sister. She’s fifteen. You’re twenty-five.” I am careful and slow with each step. I don’t want to say too much and overwhelm her. With my easy approach, I feel like I’m a hunter sneaking up on prey, not wanting to startle her away by moving too quickly.

      “Yes…”

      “The two of you had boogeyman parents.” I stop there. I don’t want to bring up bad memories. Maybe the most painful ones can be forgotten for now.

      “I have to go,” she says abruptly.

      And she promptly uses fairy dust to leave.

      “Adriana!” I call too late, so I use my phone and dial Irina’s number and then Adriana’s, hoping either one of the two would answer.

      But neither of them do.

      The last I knew, Irina had been staying at a friend’s house, but I don’t know which friend. I have no idea where to go since there’s no way Adriana just went to her apartment. She went to seek out Irina, and I so hope the younger oracle is all right.

      What if Irina isn’t, though? Her magic, untapped though and unlearned for the most part as she hasn’t attended Magical Hunters Academy yet, must be drained or whatever. She has to have been affected.

      Maybe Adriana isn’t the only oracle to have memory issues.

      Will Adriana track down her sister only for Irina to not recognize her?

      I can’t do this anymore. I can’t stay here, locked away, trying to think. My head and my heart both ache. There has to be something I can do, some difference I can make in the world.

      My fingers curl around the doorknob, and I go to turn it, only it’s stuck. Locked. I don’t always lock it when I’m in my apartment alone, but I’ve made a point of locking it now and leaving it locked.

      My heart feels even heavier as I unlock the door and open it.

      Immediately, the door to the apartment next to mine opens. My neighbor, Zan Slaypunch, a kobold, stands there. Kobolds are a particular kind of sprite who can turn themselves into animals but also into fire or candles, interesting enough, so most don't consider them shifters.

      “You’re going out, are you?” Zan asks. “I wouldn’t. Have you heard the latest?”

      “I don’t want to know, do I?” I ask.

      “You’re lucky no one here has been bitten by the madness.”

      I gape at her. “That’s what you think this is?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “Not really, no, but I would rather pretend that’s the case than believe that people can be so vicious and nasty like this, so horrific without any kind of provocation at all. I’m terrified to go out. I’ve been trying to get food delivered here, but I’ve been waiting. The first three days, the food came right on time. Two days later, it was a bit later. Now? I don’t know if it’s because they aren’t willing to deliver or what. Maybe the place has gone under. I’ve always had my groceries delivered. You know that. It was supposed to come three days ago. No sign of it, and I don’t know if it’ll come either.”

      I inhale through my nose. “That… could be an issue.”

      “I haven’t seen you get any food orders or go out or anything.” Zan grimaces. “You’re not eating, are you? Wasting away. You want to be a skeleton in both forms? So no one can tell you apart?”

      “I might have missed a few meals,” I grumble. “I’m too anxious to eat.”

      “Well, rationing your food might not be a bad idea, but…”

      She doesn’t have to say it. Not every paranormal city and town is capable of surviving without buying food elsewhere—namely, from the humans.

      And if there is a food scarcity, the anarchy among the paranormals might not remain within our community.

      Not only is the paranormal world not a safe place, but it might not remain a secret for much longer.
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      There are a few superheroes who come to mind—Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, the Hulk, Wonder Woman, Superman, Aquaman.

      Even Death has been portrayed in comics, in both Marvel and DC actually.

      But one superhero in particular stands out as I slip on a black tank top. Yes, I don't have a cape. Or at least I don't bother with one because it gets in the way of my scythe. I do have mechanical wings, though. I don't bother with tights either because… do I really need a reason? Jeans will do just fine.

      I don’t bother with a mask either. Even so, as I climb up onto the roof of my building under the cover of night, I feel a bit like a bat and am definitely a man.

      Yes, Batman.

      Defender of Gotham. Fighter of justice. Protector of all that is good and decent.

      Well, Bruce Wayne isn’t necessarily the best of men, actually. He’s a billionaire, but does he give away his money so that the poor of Gotham can rise up out of the slums? No. All he cares about is fighting his villains, most of which are criminally insane. What about homelessness? When no one helps the poor, they have no choice but to fight to survive, and many will turn to lives of crime because of necessity, not because they themselves are evil.

      Yes, Bruce Wayne gives to charities, but the money needs to go to people, not organizations.

      The people need jobs, though, houses, clothes. Handouts only help so much. If you provide for the people, get them back on their feet…

      Bruce Wayne and Batman actually help to keep Gotham City in that cycle of violence. Together, the man and the superhero don't do enough, in my opinion.

      But I want to learn from them. This rising hatred among the people, it can’t just be because there’s now no law. Maybe there has been an underlying reason why the people are rising up now. It’s possible the people have been hurting, especially the people in the Wilds. It can’t be easy living in a wasteland. I mean, hello, it’s a wasteland. Why did cities even pop up around HEX Unite anyhow when we have access to fairy dust and can use some to get into work?

      If I can get to know the people, if I can learn why they’re fighting, maybe then, I can do more than just stop the criminals.

      I can get the people to not become criminals in the first place.

      Otherwise… if we continued on acting as paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners as before, then the streets would become rivers of blood, and Magical Prison would be overrun with inmates.

      Neither option is acceptable.

      Even though this most likely isn’t a one-man job, I stare down into the streets near my apartment complex. For tonight, I merely want to get a lay of the land. If I witness a crime, I won’t hesitate to step in, but I really do want to step up and help the people. If they’re hungry… I will have to find them food if I can. Honestly, I’m starving myself. Rationing isn’t so easy. When I hadn’t thought about it, I had skipped meals. Why is intentionally doing the same so much harder?

      If they need clothes, I’ll find some. At least it’s not wintertime, but still.

      If they need a place to stay, I’m willing to let some crash at my place. Not a permanent solution, but I’ll try to find something.

      If their store has been looted, if their car has its windows smashed or been stolen, if their house has been set on fire…

      I can’t get ahead of myself. One person at a time.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Obsidian asks with a kraa that is far softer than normal.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I return, scoffing.

      “Seeing what you’re up to. Did you miss me?” He goes to land on my shoulder. I flick my hand, and he flies up, flapping his wings before landing on the blade of my scythe.

      “If I activate that…”

      “You won’t,” he says, but he shifts to the end and then flies, hovering in front of me. “You look like you want to kill someone.”

      “I don’t.”

      “The executioner has a heart, huh? Do you really?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I snort.

      “You don’t really seem like the warm and fuzzies type. What are you doing?”

      “Looking,” I mutter, squinting. There’s not much going on in this area of town, so I step back a few times and then race forward and leap onto the next roof, landing in a roll so as to minimize sound and also save my joints. I’m in my early twenties, yes, but I’d rather delay arthritis as long as possible.

      “Looking for what?” Sid asks.

      I ignore the bird and head down the block, turn right, and jump across a few more rooftops to survey this area. It’s at the edge of the residential area. I’m sure if I head more toward the restaurants and the shops, there will be more people, more mischief, more crimes.

      More people in need.

      More people who are desperate.

      More people tired of being told what’s wrong and what’s right with no second chances, no way to defend themselves but to fight.

      And that’s what they’re doing.

      Fighting.

      But their fight for freedom is costing so many people their lives or livelihoods.

      And it's not far away from here, even if my apartment has been unscathed so far.

      It’s right here, in my town. Down below, the people are dragging claws against the walls, smashing windows with their fists. There isn’t a hint of elemental magic, at least, but I’m sure that’s only because the witches don’t have their magic, or at least it’s too temperamental to be counted on.

      Most of the storefronts have been broken into already, a good amount of their supplies already taken. It doesn’t seem to matter what the stores offer because even a bookstore has had its shelves bared, although I suppose the books might’ve just been dumped onto the floor, the place a victim of ransacking instead of outright theft.

      A man shouts, and I try to distinguish him from the horde.

      “What are you doing?” Sid asks.

      “How many times are you going to ask me that?” I mumble.

      “However many times it takes for you to answer me. You didn’t want me to be your backup before. You left me behind, but I’m here now, and—”

      “No.”

      “But Sandy isn’t here!”

      “If he only knew you called him that,” I mutter.

      “He has rocks for brains.”

      I laugh before I catch myself. “I’m pretty sure I told him that. Where you spying on me?”

      “I don’t know, Death Guy.”

      “You were!”

      “Well, you see how you feel when you’re constantly ignored all the time. I mean, look at me. I’m one of the most majestic—”

      “And vain—”

      “Birds there ever was!” Sid says.

      “You’re unreal, and you’re also far too loud. I’m trying to…”

      “What exactly? Maybe I can help!”

      “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “But not you. No. You can’t die. Oh, wait, that’s not true, now, is it?”

      “Hush.”

      “You shouldn’t go down there,” Sid protests.

      “Hush!”

      “With or without me. It’s not smart. Be smarter than that. Listen to your—”

      “Sid!”

      “What?”

      “If you don’t shut your beak right now, I’ll throw my bladed boomerang at you.”

      “That would be—Kraa!” He jerks away from me as I reach for the bladed boomerang.

      Instead of chucking it at him, I launch it down below at the back of the man who has grabbed a woman. The boomerang strikes its mark as I scramble down the fire escape, more or less just using the railings to guide me down instead of using the steps.

      Sid flies ahead of me. The woman shoves the dead man away from her and then takes one look at me and then Sid. Awkwardly, I remove the boomerang from the man’s back.

      The woman doesn’t thank me. She’s a troll, a tall, willowy one, her skin a deep purple. Her eyes narrow, and she hisses at me before racing off.

      “What was that all about?” Sid asks, but I ignore him as I hear that man scream again.

      I'm closer now that I'm on the ground, and I push my way through the mob trying to push and fight their way into or out of the already nearly empty grocery store. A group of sirens is pushing their way toward a man they have cornered in a nearby alley. No wonder I couldn't see him from the rooftop.

      The sirens aren’t singing, but that doesn’t mean they’re playing nice with him. In case they do opt to use their powerful, controlling voices, I alter to my grim reaper form. Yes, I can hear as a skeleton, but I have no ears. Don’t ask me how that works. Magic, remember?

      “Come now, be a good little leprechaun,” one of the sirens coos. “All we need is a drop of your—”

      “How about you ladies leave him be?” I ask conversationally.

      “How about you…” A different siren eyes me. “A reaper? Seriously? We aren’t planning on killing him.”

      I flinch as a sudden chill runs down my spine. A soul is ready to cross over, but if I leave to be a psychopomp, the sirens will take whatever they want from this leprechaun. He’s barely eighteen, and he doesn’t seem like much of a fighter. They’ll take from him what they want and maybe kill him, maybe not, but why should they be able to take something from him against his will?

      But the person has died. That soul needs me. Now.

      Do I want the Wilds to be haunted by a potentially vengeful ghost?

      Correction. Another vengeful ghost.

      This ghost is gliding along, wielding a scythe of all things, chomping down bodies almost at random. It isn’t the easiest to kill ghosts, although it is possible, and the way he’s acting, he’s not trying to complete unfinished business.

      Unless his unfinished business is to turn the Wilds into a ghost town…

      The sirens have banded together to confront the ghost, and I can’t see the leprechaun anymore. Does that mean he slipped away? Or did he die? I can’t tell because it’s becoming so overwhelming. I’m being pulled in a hundred different directions because after that first death, there have been a lot more. So many more.

      Too many more.

      I have no choice but to go and help the first person I felt. It hurts a bit that I have to drag him down to Hell. He fights me about it, but I do not want there to be any more vengeful ghosts loose in the Wilds, and I emerge victorious.

      By the time I return to the Wilds, another ghost has been cemented, and I try to move as quickly as I can, helping to ferry souls to Heaven or Hell. It’s horrible how many can’t go to Heaven. I can’t just take any old soul there. It has to be earned, and these people, their horrific acts, the way they’re treating others… Let’s just say it’s a lot worse than an eye for an eye.

      It’s beginning to look like the Wilds might truly be the wilds, a den of villainy and treachery, where anarchy will always be king.

      How did everything descend into chaos so very quickly? Is there any way to turn back the sands of time?

      No, there isn’t, and maybe chaos is the natural state of things instead of order and discipline.

      Which doesn’t exactly bode well for the future now, does it?
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      If I’m anything, it’s persistent. Maybe to the point of stupidity, but I’m not ready to give up on the Wilds. Not yet. There’s a reason why paranormal executioners go out in pairs. No, Sid doesn’t count.

      I need Sommeil. He'd gone to check on his cousins and his aunts and uncles. Simone graciously checked in on his parents for him since he didn't want to head to France for whatever reason. His other relatives live in Texas, which is a lot closer than his parents, not that distance matters considering he should still have some fairy dust.

      The din of the chaotic, frenzied pillaging continues beneath me. I’m on top of a different roof now, and my stomach churns.

      Even with Sommeil’s help, this could still prove an impossible task.

      But before he can help me, I need at least one other grim reaper to come here and help to ferry the souls.

      Not that I’m friends with any…

      Wait. Morta Druke. She works for HEX Unite, and she—

      Worked. She worked for HEX Unite.

      I wince as I slink down to rest against the upraised ledge on a rooftop and search for her name in the HEX Unite directory. The phone rings once, twice—

      “Hello?”

      “Morta?”

      “Who is this?”

      “Donovan.”

      “Darthe?”

      “The one and only.”

      “Why are you calling me?”

      “One grim reaper to another…” I offer a wan smile even though she can’t see me.

      “You want to still act as a paranormal executioner. Why am I not surprised?”

      “I guess my reputation precedes me.”

      She groans. “Right now isn’t the best of times to be a grim reaper, is it?”

      “Not at all, but—”

      “You’re going to end up needing my services for yourself, and I don’t mean so you can be running off with your scythe.”

      “I won’t. I’m going to call my partner—”

      “Maybe he has some sense since he’s clearly not with you.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Look, I understand that you want to make a difference, but this descent into madness happened so fast that… There’s been a lot of tension building up against HEX Unite over the years. Madra did her best to try to smooth things over wherever she could, but…”

      “I had no idea,” I murmur.

      “Oh, yes. It started before that prison break, back when Jaidos was the headmaster of Magical Hunters Academy. It really tarnished the school’s reputation, his being murder and that nefarious plot of his coming to light. Although Madra helped behind the scenes to take him down, his being murdered had been out of her hands entirely, and honestly, as much as I understand why she has to work in the shadows so much, it makes other people uncomfortable because they don’t realize how hard she works to ensure we’re all safe and—”

      “Morta?” I interrupt.

      “Yes?”

      “Right now, I’m uncomfortable because of all of the souls who need to be taken care of.”

      The grim reaper huffs a sigh. “You need me right now? Right this very minute?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Where are you?”

      “The Wilds. Near—”

      “You’re still in the Wilds.”

      “Yes, I—”

      “Are you mad?”

      “I think not.”

      Sid flutters about, and I glare at him so that he doesn’t say anything. His hearing is far better than it should be, and he’s overheard phone conversations before, both sides of it. The last thing I need is for him to start commenting about my sanity at the most inopportune times.

      Honestly, discussing my sanity with that featherbrain would always be an inopportune time.

      “You aren’t going to get anywhere with the Wilds,” the grim reaper is saying.

      "What would you know? You never set foot in the field. You stayed at your desk, going out only to try to recruit for the organization. You have no idea what it's like for me to try to pull double-duty by being both executioner and psychopomp, and…" I trail off as I can feel yet another life be snuffed out. "Come or not. It's up to you, but I have no choice in my matters."

      "As if I have a choice in mine," she snaps. "You aren't the only one with issues, and there aren't only people dying in the Wilds."

      I'm not sure which one of us hangs up first, but I shove my cell into my pocket and tend to another soul and another and another. It's not for a good few hours, when the night is finally dying, that there's another respite. Once again, I make my way up to a rooftop. Sid's gone, off to who knows where. I bet his belly is full to the point of bursting. Maybe he can't even flap his wings and lift off the ground. There's a disreputable and reprehensible feast here for any and all scavengers.

      “Sommeil,” I say over top of my friend’s hello. “You need to come here.”

      “Come where?”

      “To the Wilds.”

      “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Simone and Zanatre are checking over your parents and—”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t have other relatives to look after.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Have you looked after them?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No buts. Come on,” I say firmly. “This is your home.”

      “It’s a wasteland for a reason. Yes, there are a few towns sprouted around where HEX Unite used to stand, but it’s gone. The Wilds… maybe it shouldn’t have ever been settled. We can cut our losses—”

      “What about all of the lives lost?” I ask quietly. “Can you turn your back on lawlessness and anarchy when we’ve spent how many years training and then employed to stop that very endeavor?”

      “You’re insane.”

      “So people tell me.” I grin, flashing my skull. “So are you.”

      Sommeil blows out a breath. “Guess I have to be. Where exactly are you?”

      "I'm…" I glance over the rooftop ledge to see where exactly I am when I spy a little girl looking up at me from the building across the street. She lifts a hand up, maybe to wave, when the floor beneath it starts to smoke.

      The building is on fire.

      I can’t recall what happens next, not in an ordered timeline. One minute, I’m talking to Sommeil. The next, I’m flying down the fire escape, racing over to the building, turning into my grim reaper, trying to get to the girl, ignoring the flames, the heat, the cries.

      But I can’t ignore the cries.

      There are other people in the middle, and they all react to me with fear, such fear and trepidation. And I get it. I’m a grim reaper. I have a scythe on my back, and I’m in my skeletal form. I don’t have a cloak on to hide it.

      But I grab them all and force them out of the building, one at a time, two if I can manage. And I continue to go back in. There are so many people, though. How many? What building is this? Another apartment complex. Must be.

      Sand billows all around me, driving out some of the smoke, stealing away oxygen from the fire, fanning out the flames, but I still haven’t found the girl.

      And then I do. Crumpled up on the floor beneath the window. I turn back to my human self and slam my elbow through the window to let out the smoke and in fresh air, standing over her so that the glass shards fall on me and not her. Tenderly, I pick her up. She’s maybe six, seven years old, light as a feather, and she whimpers as I move her. I still, holding my breath, not wishing to hurt her any, but then her eyes start to move. She’s waking.

      As quick as I can, I run down the stairs and out the door. The foundation of the building might be intact, and I don’t think it’ll fall, the walls, the roof. The building has five stories, and the fire started on the third.

      Once we’re outside, I suck down air, not realizing I had been holding my breath. Sommeil hurries beside me.

      “Is there anyone else inside?” he asks me in a rush.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      He sends out tendrils of sand and nods to the pouch on his hip. A magical first aid kit.

      I’m not the more proficient at sewing wounds or even just cleaning them, but there are several potions inside. Unfortunately or maybe fortunately after all, I’ve become quite proficient at rationing as of late, and I ration the potions, giving them to the ones I saved from the fire.

      A shadow looms over me. A barbarian lords over me.

      “Gimme.” He throws out a meaty hand.

      “Are you injured?” I ask, not giving him a second look.

      He goes to sideswipe me, but I block him and bring up my elbow, striking him in the nose. Barbarians are made of sterner stuff than most, and they tend to go into rages of bloodlust, not unlike yetis or berserkers.

      Not that I give him a chance. We’re in tight, cramped quarters, so I don’t dare throw my bladed boomerang, but I do use the blade to slice his throat. He gapes at me, his hands clawing to his stained skin, and I kick him back. He falls onto his rump as his life seeps out of him.

      Morta appears, wearing a black and silver robe. She doesn’t spare me a glance as she gets to work.

      Sommeil arrives at my side. Before I can get a chance to look at the girl, hoping she hadn't witnessed that, there's a commotion from a fight, and we have to go and head that off and then deal with a store owner being dragged into the street, a drive-by with drow—dark elves—flinging fire and shadow magic out of the windows. Seems like their magic is wholly intact, but would bullets from a human drive-by be any better or worse than this? It's impossible to say.

      For hours and hours, Sommeil and I struggle to get people to safety, urging them to leave, but they have no place to go. This is the Wilds, after all, and even if we were to spare them some of our fairy dust, they still would face issues elsewhere.

      There’s no safe place on earth.

      Shortly after midday, things calm down enough that Sommeil and I are splitting a sandwich a young boy discarded because he didn’t like mayo.

      “So, tell me about your uncle,” I say almost casually.

      “My uncle?” Sommeil gapes at me as if I can’t be serious, but right now, I don’t want to think about all of the lives lost, the smoke that burns in the near distance, and the devastation that seems to never stop.

      I nod and wipe my mouth. “Yeah, the one you said entered the mind of a headless zombie. Why did he do that?”

      “I can’t believe you’re asking me about this now,” Sommeil grumbles.

      I snort. “You should just consider yourself lucky that I told you about Laurelis without making you tell me about your uncle first. That had been my original plan.”

      “Because you love to stick your bony nose into business that isn’t yours,” Sommeil mutters.

      “You really won’t tell me? I thought we were like brothers.”

      “You sure are a pain in the ass like one.” Sommeil chews his last bite a lot longer than he needs to and then sighs. “We didn’t make a lick of difference here, did we?”

      “No, not really. It’s relentless.”

      “Never-ending.”

      “We could spend the rest of our lives here,” he mumbles, “just doing this.”

      I sadly shake my head. “No, this place would become a ghost town.”

      "You're just assuming we'll outlive this place. We wouldn't," he argues. "Unless we leave, we'll never be done, or we will die here."

      We stare out into the distance, not speaking for a long while.

      Finally, Sommeil groans. “If I tell you, will you agree we need to leave?”

      I say nothing.

      “Uncle Alexandre used to work for the head of HEX Unite before Madra. He… There was a mindless zombie who had managed to destroy a small village of catoblepas.”

      “Catoblepas?” I repeat. “Don’t they have a gaze that can kill?”

      “Yes, but their heads are so heavy they can only look down.”

      “Really? I’ve only ever seen pictures of them.”

      “Ugly creatures. Buffalo body and a hog head. Has poisonous breath, too, not that the vapors spared them any. But because this mindless zombie killed so many, the head charged my uncle with learning if a mindless zombie really is mindless.”

      Sommeil pauses and stares off into space. I wait for him to be ready again, which takes a few minutes.

      “My uncle lost himself for three years,” the sandman murmurs. “He became mindless himself. Think about that, Donovan. Think about that in relation to the overlord. Only the strongest of paranormal creatures can influence another like the overlord has shown himself capable of doing. What else can he do? Do we have any chance of taking him down? Honestly?”

      Again, I say nothing because the answer is not what it should be.
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      Sommeil doesn’t let me forget that he shared the tragic story of his uncle so that we would be rid of this place. I do, however, decide to swing by my apartment first.

      “Why?” Sommeil asks.

      “Maybe because I smell of smoke and my clothes are drenched in blood.”

      “Oh, and maybe we can grab some food supplies too?” Sommeil asks eagerly.

      I just laugh and laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” he grumbles. “Let me guess, you don’t have any food?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why do you sound so cheerful about that?”

      I shrug. “Honestly, I’m just trying not to sink into a vat of depression.”

      "Trying the whole smile widely bit, so you don't cry instead?"

      “I don’t cry,” I mutter. “Let’s go.”

      Although we pause to try to help and fail to aid several others along the way, with my having to linger and deal with no less than five souls, we eventually make it to my apartment. For the most part, this building remains unscathed, which makes me wonder if the terrorists realize I live here. Maybe they’re purposely leaving it alone.

      No one is out in the hallways, and no one pops out their heads either as Sommeil and I climb the stairs to my floor, but I halt once my door comes into view.

      The sandman plows into my back. “What is it?”

      My door is the only one ajar in the hall. A sinking feeling washes over me, and I stalk over to my apartment and kick the door open as I bring out my scythe and yank on my skull chain whip.

      No one is inside currently. I can sense that much, but whoever had been here had spent some serious time dismantling the place. Everything has been ransacked, every room. Almost everything has been destroyed, and I do mean everything. Even the door to my fridge has been ripped off.

      “I’m sorry,” Sommeil starts.

      “Let us just go.”

      I shove my hand into my pocket to reach for my pouch of fairy dust, but Sommeil uses his sand to push me toward my bedroom. It’s a tiny room. My entire apartment is small, but with all of the books, furniture, and other items scattered about, the place seems like a minefield.

      Into my bedroom, I'm forced to go, and I enter it to see that nearly all of my clothes have been ripped. There's a fresh pair of jeans crumpled up at the bottom of my closet, and two shirts—black tank tops—are fine. The rest are all ruined.

      Sommeil wordlessly takes them from me, and then he nods. I use the fairy dust to bring us to my car in the parking lot. One of the wheels has been slashed.

      I reach for my scythe to do some damage of my own to the car, but Sommeil grabs my wrist.

      “I can use some sand to patch it for now,” he murmurs, “if you want to drive.”

      “Yes, I want to drive. Drive off a cliff.”

      “That’s not funny,” he admonishes.

      It’s not funny, but I’m not joking.

      What do I have to be happy about? To live for? My parents hate me. My own people don’t understand me. The world is a den of darkness the likes of which I never thought would survive here on Earth. It belongs in Hell, locked away in that garish, terribly wicked of places and nowhere else.

      Do I have a destination in mind? No, but there comes a time, I think, in most everyone’s life when you just want to get behind a wheel and drive, put the pedal to the metal, and just let your mind drift. It’s a way to chase peace or maybe dreams.

      I’m not sure I have any dreams right now. Does anyone? Maybe the people who are looting and raiding and killing still have dreams, dreams of devastation and anger and hate.

      So much hatred.

      I half-expect there to be a report that Lucifer is here on Earth.

      Speaking of reports…

      “Sommeil, do me a favor?”

      “You really do like to call the shots, don’t you?” he grumbles.

      I glance over at him and instinctively know to swerve. There’s a dead body in the middle of the street, the soul—or perhaps ghost—long gone.

      My foot eases off the gas, and after a moment, I stop the car altogether. “I’m sorry. You can go. I didn’t mean to keep you—”

      “I went to see Uncle Alexandre,” Sommeil says stiffly. “I shared his story, and you said nothing.”

      “You… You mentioned the overlord, and I… I can’t do this alone, Sommeil, and maybe that’s selfish, but that’s… You’re all I have. You’re my family, and I don’t mean to keep you from yours. You can go at any time. You don’t need my permission, but you’re right. I just call people and expect them to be there and to do what I ask of them, and it’s not right. It’s not fair. I’m a terrible human being.”

      “You aren’t a human,” he points out wryly, “and I’m sorry for snapping. It’s…”

      “How is your uncle?” I ask gently once the silence has stretched for nearly a minute after he trails off.

      “How is anyone right now? We’re all worried and on edge. I feel like my life is falling apart. I don’t know what to do about Zanatre, about Simone, and that they’re friends now… I don’t want to come between them, but I…”

      “If you had to choose, who would you pick?” I press.

      “I don’t know,” he says, his tone miserable. He runs a hand down his face and then fixes his hair. “No, that’s not true. I know who I would pick, but I don’t want to lose the other as a friend. They both mean a great deal to me, and I know you don’t know Simone all that well, but—”

      “Simone?” I interrupt, shocked. Maybe not so much shocked as surprised.

      “She’s a wonderful person and a great witch. She’s not as powerful as some and doesn’t have as many disciplines of magic as others, but she’s also stronger and more capable with her javelin than just about anyone,” he says defensively. “If you would only spend more time with her… But nowadays, that’s not going to happen, and not just because she’s in another country.”

      In the near distance, there’s a dark cloud heading our way. I can sense life within it. It’s not a storm cloud, that’s for sure, but a swarm of some kind.

      Sommeil follows my gaze. “If you want to drive, drive,” he spits out.

      “Not a problem.”

      I hightail it out of there, the speedometer rising higher and higher. The cloud gradually fades away, not trailing after us.

      “What was it you asked about before I became a giant stick in the mud?” Sommeil asks.

      “No, you were right. I need to apologize—”

      “You did already.”

      “Yes, but…” I spy a bird flying off in the distance, and it reminds me of Sid. Is he all right? “You wanted to see your family, and you should be with them. The world is falling apart all around us. It doesn’t matter what we do.”

      “Yes. You live, and you die. I get that. A lot more are dying than has to right now. I’ve accepted your apology, and I’m sorry for snapping. There. We’re past it.”

      “But I do like to order—”

      "Paranormal executioners have to be natural leaders, or else we wouldn't be able to do what our job requires," he says firmly. "A lot of leaders work solitary, but that's not how we're trained. Of course you're going to want your partner when you go back out there, and you being you, how could you not try to brave all of that… that… whatever it is that you want to call it."

      “Hell on Earth,” I mumble.

      “True enough.” Sommeil coughs. “Well?”

      I have to think a moment to remember. “Supes Tribune. Look for any articles written by Ruben Kilpatrick. He always seems to have the inside scoop on anything important.”

      “Let’s see… There are several. Want me to read some out loud?”

      “Might as well.”

      “Okay. ‘With the demolishment of HEX Unite, the people can rise up and claim their own lives. They can live without fear of retribution from the likes of those who claim to know better but are merely given magical insight via overworked and fallible oracles.’”

      “‘Fallible oracles’?” I scoff. “Ruben goes too far.”

      “Does he?” Sommeil murmurs. “You and I know firsthand that Adriana’s vision about the yeti and the harpies had been wrong. Entirely wrong. There’s no other way to put it, and if one vision can be wrong, so can others. I hate to think about it, but blind trust in magic… maybe that’s not the way things should be.”

      “We are magic,” I spit out. “We’re all magical creatures, and magic is powerful. You see what the people are doing with their lives ‘without fear of retribution.’ It’s anarchy. It’s turmoil, and it’s unrest, and it’s horrific. Why? Why can’t people live good and just and decent lives without HEX Unite? Do you think I want to have to go out and kill in order to keep the world a safe and good place? Of course not, but I want a brighter future, and clearly, the people can’t provide that for themselves, for their children, for anyone. Not if they’re given absolute freedom like they’ve wrestled away. HEX Unite might not have been perfect, but maybe there could have been reforms, a way to fix things…”

      Sommeil is silent for a long time, reading. “This Ruben guy really hates HEX Unite.”

      “Oracles too?”

      “I don’t think he necessarily hates them. Maybe just the belief everyone has that their visions are wholly and entirely true and must come to pass.”

      I glance over at Sommeil. He’s sitting stiff and formal, and a muscle keeps jumping in his throat.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I ask.

      “It’s just a suggestion he has for us,” Sommeil spits out.

      “For you and me?”

      “For all former employees of HEX Unite.” Sommeil is utterly furious. “He thinks we all need to find a good hiding spot.”

      “Is he calling on his followers to seek us out?” I ask, alarmed.

      “I wouldn’t quite go that far, but he does mention the HEX Unite directory if maybe someone could unearth it. If that hits supes.com…”

      I slam a fist onto the wheel. The horn goes off, loud and obnoxious. “I shouldn’t be surprised. When did that article publish?”

      “Why?”

      "Just wondering when it came out in relation to my apartment being ransacked."

      “Oh. Right. Let me check… Yeah. It matches up.”

      I swear under my breath. “Your family?”

      “I’ll text around, but I think they’re all right. I hope so.”

      He gets to work reaching out to his family, but I don’t pull over to do the same. I’ve never been happier that my parents live on the move. They’re never in one place for long, and I won’t dare to see them now in case we’re being tailed, but I do hope they’re all right and that nothing happens to them. We might have had our disagreements over the years, but deep down, I do love them, and I always will.
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      Once Sommeil is done calling around to his family, every blood relative it seems, he motions for me to let him drive. I don’t want to stop even for a moment. I’m ready to get out of my skin. After all, I can do that, one of the perks of being a grim reaper, but I also don’t know what I’m doing. We’ve been sticking to the wilderness, not driving on any real road, avoiding paranormals and humans, but maybe if we head to a human city, things might be better.

      Or far worse. If we are being followed, I don’t want to risk the humans getting killed or learning about the paranormal world. Wilderness and countryside it is.

      It takes only a moment for us to swap places, and I call Damakon first. His name just popped up first.

      The pegasus has a special cell that’s adapted to him so that he can answer or even make calls with a flick of his ear, so it’s not that ridiculous to call him.

      “Why are you calling?” he grumbles.

      “Damakon.” I close my eyes and let out a breath. “You’re all right?”

      “Of course I am. Spending most of my time flying.”

      “We’ll have to race.”

      “Race?”

      “My mechanical wings work.”

      “No.” He gasps a neigh.

      “They do.”

      “You want to be embarrassed?” He sounds so utterly bitter, and I don’t blame him.

      “If that’s what it takes for us to be friends again.”

      “You didn’t pick me.”

      “From what I hear, you and your sylph partner have the entire beat on any air-based evil paranormal creature. That wouldn’t be the case if you had me as your partner. I haven’t tried to fight any while flying, so yeah…” I hesitate. “She cute?”

      “Who?”

      “Your partner.”

      “Shay?”

      “Shay. Shay Windflight.”

      “No.” I gasp. “You got married without… I mean, that’s wonderful. Congratulations. I… I had no idea, and I… I should’ve called you long before now.”

      He neighs loudly. “Shay isn’t my sylph partner! Shay’s my wife. Another pegasus. And I should say that she’s my future wife. We haven’t gotten married yet. Maybe you will get invited after all. I don’t know. Who knows if either of us will be alive by the time comes around for a wedding.”

      “Don’t say that,” I admonish.

      “Lona is the name of my sylph partner. We’re both fine. All three of us.” He hesitates. “I guess maybe I should apologize for not calling you to check in. This world… It’s crazy.”

      “You got that right, and don’t worry about it, but let’s not be strangers anymore, okay?”

      “You letting me go, huh?”

      “I might want to call another person or two.”

      “I should too. Donovan? I’m sorry I never called you to make things right. I thought about it so many times, and then I… Time got away from me.”

      “Time got away from me, too, but we’ll get through this, and the next time two partner teams are needed, we’ll go out there.”

      “You bet.”

      We disconnect the call, neither of us bothering to point out that HEX Unite is no more.

      Next up, I call Zanatre, and I talk to her and Simone. They’re both fine. They’ve tried to keep the town they’re in from being taken under siege. Of course they are.

      Damara, another oracle I know, didn’t answer, but she did send me a text to say she’s all right, at the mountain with the other oracles. I ask if Adriana and her sister are there. No answer yet.

      I try to call Seth, but the witch doesn’t answer. Neither does Adriana or Irina.

      Next, I try to call Madra. Yes, the former head of HEX Unite, but she doesn’t answer. Does that mean she’s dead? Missing? Gone underground to hide? I can’t suppose I would blame her if she had.

      That’s a lie. I would totally judge her for that.

      I do manage to get through to Illa, a troll from HEX Unite.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m insulted,” the troll snaps. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “What about Madra?” I inquire.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Who do you know?”

      She hesitates.

      “Who’s died?”

      “Morta Druke.”

      “The grim reaper? Where? How? Is it because—”

      But Illa isn't done listing names. I recognize nearly all of them. Outside of Morta, they're all paranormal slayers or executioners.

      “Hunters are still working. Don’t think they aren’t,” Illa says. “They’re trying to send more and more to Magical Prison, but the prison can’t house many more.”

      We get off a moment later with my question about Morta left unanswered. I suppose I might never know if asking her to help with the Wilds proved to be her undoing. Guilt mixes with worry, and I’m terrified about my parents. I changed my mind about reaching out to them after my conversation went so well with Damakon.

      I'm just reading a text from Damara that Adriana and her sister aren't there at the mountain with the other oracles when Sommeil abruptly stops the car. Not far in the distance is a deer. In the split second it takes me to realize what he's up to, Sommeil's already put the deer to sleep and is walking up to its fallen form. With my father's sickle—has he had it this entire time?—he slices the animal's neck.

      Without a word, I gather some branches and twigs from the various trees spread out all around us. Sommeil makes the fire and starts to cook the meat.

      Birds start to appear, which isn’t that surprising given the dead animal. Crows, no ravens.

      One of the crows is bolder than the others, but I stop him from having a bite.

      “Listen to me,” I say firmly. “Go and find a raven named Sid—Obsidian. Bring him here, and you can have what you want of the rest.”

      “How will I know—”

      “The faster you return, the more there will be left for you. The longer you take…” I shrug.

      The crow caws and flies off, calling to the others to help him so they can all eat more. One glance at my scythe has them following after him.

      I don’t know how long it’ll take them or how long we’ll be here, but Sommeil’s looking a bit heavy-eyed, and I suppose we have been going hard and long even if we are driving and not hiking.

      Once Sommeil’s belly is full, I urge him to lie down, and he’s snoring like a baby in no time at all. I keep the fire going as I watch the lengthening shadows. No one will sneak up on us.

      As the night stretches before me, darkness stealing over the land like a thief, I have to fight off a pack of thieves. Opting to frighten them off instead of killing them, I reveal my skull face, and they fall over each other, almost on top of the fire, in their haste to get away.

      Grim reapers are terrifying to so many. I don’t understand it. Death isn’t as frightening as so many make it out to be.

      “You called for me?”

      How is it that I didn't hear the flap of his wings?

      I glare at the raven before I recall I asked for him. The crows are already divebombing onto the carcass, but Sid hovers above the fire.

      “You want me to be your… Oh. He’s here.”

      I almost burst out laughing, but I cough instead, my eyes burning for some reason. "I'm worried about my parents. I don't know where they are, but… And I don't know where Adriana or her sister are either." Quickly, I give him a description of all four. "Can you maybe keep an eye out for them?"

      “Why?”

      “Maybe because I asked you to? I know. I know. You want to know what’s in it for you. Well, how about—”

      “No. Well, yes, I want to know what I get out of this, but right now, I just want to know why you want me to watch out for them.”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I don’t know where they are. Four eyes are better than two.”

      “But this is huge. You trust me.”

      “No. It’s called being out of options,” I say dryly.

      “Which one is it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Which one of the two do you love?”

      “Love? I love my parents.”

      “No. Adriana or Irina. I’m guessing Adriana. You mentioned her first, and I’m pretty sure you said her name a few times before. You want to share food with her from your mouth, don’t you?”

      “Barf. No. That’s disgusting.”

      “Look, I don’t mock you for your habits. I mean, you all go to a tiny room and use the same device to discrete your wastes. Now that is disgusting.”

      “And going anywhere and everywhere is so much better.”

      “Waste bombs!” Sid sings a laugh.

      “I can’t believe I asked you to help. What the Hell am I thinking? But that’s because Earth is Hell right now, isn’t it? Gah!”

      “Are you going to… you know…” He flaps a wing almost as if he’s waving a hand that he doesn’t have.

      “I have no idea what you’re getting out.”

      “You’re exasperated, right? What do you normally do when you’re exasperated?”

      “Not talk to you.”

      “You run a hand through your hair,” Sid says in a tone that suggests patience but is far more mocking than that. “But your skull doesn’t have any hair.”

      I’m still in my grim reaper form. That’s how out of it I am.

      Slowly, I return to human, but I make a point of not touching my hair. I’m sure the raven realizes this, but on that point, at least, he’s mute.

      "Don't worry. When I find Adriana—and I will—I'll be sure to tell her nothing but glowing reports about you. You have fine legs after all, and your mechanical wings? I approve of them too."

      “My legs? What in the world are you going on about? And I don’t need your approval—”

      “Are you going to construct a nest for her? Er, a house? And you could always sing and dance for her. Do you want me to teach you some moves?”

      “Ah, no thank you. Just go and find her.”

      “Fine. I’ll go look as soon as we discuss payment.”

      “Payment? I don’t have bird food.”

      “I don’t want bird food.”

      “No? No deer for you?”

      Sid glances over his shoulder at the carcass, but he's not distracted at all. Of course not.

      “I want to be your partner for something big, really big,” Sid says, fluffing up his feathers.

      “I don’t think that’s smart—”

      “Then no dice. No deal. No good word. No tips for singing and dancing. I won’t look out for them. I won’t look for them at all.”

      “Sid, I’m looking out for you—”

      “Are you? Because they might be in danger, and do you think I won’t swoop in to save them?”

      I groan and rub a hand down my face. “If you die—”

      “I won’t, and I’ll be your partner.” He gives an excited kraa. “I know! At your wedding! I can drop rice or throw it or whatever you do. I can carry up the rings! I can drop petals! Whatever you need! Yes!”

      And he zooms off.

      Please tell me he was joking because he will not be invited to my wedding, and I will not stand for any of this. It’s ridiculous and nonsensical, and I won’t stand for it. Not at all. Nope.

      What has my life become that it’s come to this—my asking a raven for help, a raven who seems to think he’s a friend of mine and not even a bird friend?
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      When Sommeil finally rouses, he offers to let me sleep outdoors, but I shake my head and toss him the key.

      “Do we have a destination in mind?” he asks as he stands and pats off any dirt or grass.

      “If there’s a spot you have in mind, I’m up for anywhere.”

      “Are you really?” Sommeil asks dryly. “I think you have a destination in mind after all, and it’s not somewhere we can drive to.”

      I shrug noncommittedly. “I need to sleep. Can we talk more once I’ve rested?”

      “Sure.” The sandman gives me a look.

      “What?” I ask, trying not to come off as defensive.

      “You’re going through something, aren’t you?”

      “Isn’t everyone?”

      “Yes, but I’m not friends with everyone.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I grumble.

      “It’s finally happened.”

      “What has?”

      “You haven’t spent enough time with your parents or other grim reapers to even know, do you?”

      “Know what?”

      “Almost all grim reapers tend to go through a period of time in their lives where they become too depressed to even pick up their scythe and tend to souls. Yes, death is natural and a part of life, but it is inherently depressing for those left behind, and a grim reaper is left behind more than most. Far more.” Sommeil crosses his arms, the key jingling in his hand. “Is it true what they say?”

      “You need to be a bit more specific there.”

      “That grim reapers retain a little bit of each soul they possess.”

      I woodenly shake my head. “No,” I say hoarsely, “that’s not true, but we can see the most profound moments of their life, their defining moments, when they were at their highest highs and their lowest lows. Sometimes, I’ll see a moment that seems so small and insignificant, but to that person, it is everything. Maybe it has a meaning I don’t understand, or maybe it means a life squandered. I don’t know, and I can take up my scythe at any time. I can.”

      “But you don’t want to.”

      “Have you infected me with your sand that you know me this well?” I grumble.

      “You get cranky when you’re tired. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      I snort. “Same can be said about you.”

      “No. It’s when I’m hungry that I get cranky.”

      “Hangry.”

      “Bingo.” Sommeil laughs, but it’s a bit forced.

      We head to the car, and it takes me a long while to fall asleep. We’ve stopped several times at the gas stations on the edge of human cities to fill up, and it’s when we reach another one and Sommeil stops the car that I stir only to realize he’s not getting more gas.

      “We can’t just keep running away,” Sommeil states firmly. “If you don’t have a plan, I have one.”

      I stretch my back and roll my head from side to side to try to loosen my neck muscles. “Let’s get some supplies from the minimart here, and then we can make the jump.”

      “Just where are we going?”

      I try my best to smile, but I can’t. “Who is the most vulnerable right now?”

      “Babies,” he says without hesitation.

      “No. Well, yes, but they should, if life is kind, be with their parents, their families, and they can tend to them. Who else?”

      “The oracles.” Sommeil nods.

      "I don't know where Adriana and Irina are. Life and blood, they're together, I hope, but the rest of the oracles… Sommeil, I've been a fool. I should've gone to them immediately. Ruben's article… We should've headed there immediately. I'm not thinking clearly!"

      “No one is, and no one can blame you,” Sommeil assures me through a smirk.

      “What’s that look for?” I ask, almost accusingly.

      "My plan would have been Mount Nassus as well. We need to protect the oracles in case they're targeted, but don't feel so bad. It's very possible other slayers or executioners have already gone there. We might have to get in line."

      That settled, we take stock inside the minimart. The bored teenager behind the counter has a handful of pimples and more worry lines than he should. There’s a palpable tension in the air, as if this perfectly young human recognizes that we aren’t what we appear to be.

      I dump an armful of non-perishable food onto the counter as well as several first aid kits. Non-magical, of course, but who knows? Something tells me to buy them.

      Paranoia.

      Worry.

      Fear.

      As a rule, I try to never allow those three emotions to occupy space inside of me, but right now, I don't think I can remove the stench from my body, from the depths of my soul.

      Is Sommeil right? Is it possible that grim reapers eventually reach the point where they no longer wish to ferry souls because the weight of the burden of death and crossing over proves to be too much for them? What spark can bring them back?

      But I already know the answer to that.

      The spark of life is love. Pure and simple. Life and love go hand in hand.

      As do death and hatred.

      “How’s it going?” I ask the teenager as Sommeil adds his cache to the pile.

      He grunts and starts to ring us up before glancing up at me.

      And I see a dull, lifelessness in his eyes that steals my breath away.

      My gaze drops down to his wrists. Self-consciously, he tugs down on the sleeves of his arms, but it’s too late. I’ve already seen the telltale scars of someone who has taken a blade to their own skin.

      “Stop,” I command, and he jerks back, dropping the can he’d been about to ring up onto the counter. “Don’t think. Just answer. Okay?”

      He nods.

      “Are you happy?”

      He shakes his head.

      “When were you last?”

      “Years ago,” he mumbles.

      ‘What were you doing?”

      The teen opens his mouth and then shuts it. “Nothing important.”

      “If it was important to you, then it was important. What was it?”

      “I was drawing.”

      “Drawing what?”

      “A sketch.”

      Beside me, Sommeil shifts his weight, and I think back to Zanatre and how she and I both interfered into human matters. Both of our intentions had been to help, not harm, and while perhaps we had both actually done more harm than good, I long to correct that mistake. Should I interfere here? Maybe, maybe not, but this teen is hurting, and I will try to help him if I can.

      “When did you last draw a sketch?”

      The teen rolls his eyes. “Years ago.”

      “Don’t stop,” I tell him. From my pocket, I grab my wallet. I try to keep some human cash on me at all times, and I plop it all down onto the counter.

      “That is way too much.”

      “It’s not because this isn’t all I’m buying.” I stare at him and narrow my eyes, forcing myself to not dare slip and reveal my skull. “I want a sketch.”

      “Of what?” he asks, his hand slowly reaching toward the bills.

      “Whatever inspires you.”

      “Right now, nothing does,” he mumbles.

      “You’ll find it.”

      "It might take me a while," he warns as he starts to bag up our supplies. "And how would I get you the sketch?"

      “Don’t worry. I’ll know when it’s done.”

      His eyes widen, not with fear but, of course, not with understanding either. I don't think he's afraid of me, and maybe I just gave him a spark, a reason to continue on for at least another day. One step at a time. One stroke of a pencil at a time. Sometimes, that's all a person can handle. One step turns into a walk, a jog, a run, a marathon. One stroke, an eye, a smile, a face, a portrait. Masterpieces can be found in the simplest of life's pleasures if we only open our eyes and hearts and minds to them.

      Far too many are closed off. That’s the issue some grim reapers face, but not this one. My heart, my soul, my head, they’re all open, cut, bleeding, ready to try to heal the world, to make a difference if I can.

      And if I can’t, well, I would have tried, and that counts for something.

      It has to.
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        * * *

      

      There are two burlap sacks in my trunk. Don’t ask why they’re there. Just go with it. We dump all of the food into them, and we each sling a sack over our backs like we’re St. Nick. I don’t know how the food situation will be for the oracles at Mount Nassus, but we’ll be prepared for anything now.

      Mount Nassus is not that different from Mount Parnassus. Both are in Greece, and both are made of limestone, but Mount Nassus’s stone is magical in nature.

      Sommeil brings us to the base of the mountain, and we start to hike up when I realize I can hear his breathing and my own but nothing else. No other animals.

      No oracles.

      Worry has me dropping the sack to the ground, and I race up ahead, leaving Sommeil in my dust instead of the reverse for once. The entrance to the cave… shouldn’t it shimmer with protective magic? Not just anyone is supposed to be granted entrance.

      I run inside, and my breath exists out of me in a whoosh as if someone punched me in the gut so hard they sought to grab my spine.

      We’re too late.

      Self-loathing fills me. We shouldn't have tarried. That long drive… Why did I do that? Why did we waste that time, that gas, that money… When I first spied my ransacked apartment… No, earlier. That time I spent fooling around, trying to play a superhero in the Wilds… I should've come here immediately.

      The Wilds. That place is nothing more than a dump. I hope the entire lot burns.

      "What's… Oh." Sommeil drops both sacks, and I know I should feel guilty that he drug mine up here too. The bags are heavy, but I feel nothing. I'm devoid of emotions.

      I slowly step forward and reach down to shut the sightless eyes of the nearest oracles. I don’t know all of them by name. I wish I did.

      For so long, they had been the sight and heart and soul of HEX Unite.

      I should’ve realized that if there is no more HEX Unite, there are no more oracles.

      “What happened?” Sommeil murmurs, and he points to the back, where a bit of vapor rises. “Poisonous? A sickness, maybe.”

      I crouch beside another oracle and brush her hair from her face. Her eyes are already shut, and I go to move her hands to place them on her chest when I spot the familiar signs of a hard-fought battle. There’s skin beneath her fingernails encrusted with blood.

      Now that I stand and look around, I can see the signs of a horrific battle. The oracles did not lie down and die. No, they fought tooth and nail. Literally, tooth and nail.

      I bend down and pick up a tooth I almost stepped on. It’s a relatively normal tooth. From one of the oracles? Or from their killer? One killer?

      Had an overlord been here?

      Wordlessly, solemnly, we tend to the oracles, lining them up on the floor, washing the blood from their faces at least. They will all have families who will have to be notified, and my stomach sinks as I realize one of us will have to call Damara and her family.

      I haven't seen the oracles who assigned every single one of our assignments except for the one that set off a catastrophic chain of events. Sommeil has named a few he recognizes, but neither of us has said her name.

      And once we’ve gone through and washed the last, I slowly stand, my heart beating wildly in my heart. I’ve never been angrier, more filled with rage and hatred.

      But also drive and determination.

      Based on where we unearth her, Damara must have been the last one to hold out. Her sickle, one I bought her and taught her how to use, is slick with blood and not her own.

      She fought bravely, and her death will not be in vain.

      “If we’re lucky,” I murmur, “two oracles live yet. Adriana and Irina.”

      “They’ll be targeted next,” Sommeil says.

      “I know, but for now, they are on their own. We have work to do, friend, so much work.”
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      As much as it pains me to not try to dig up every last stone on Earth to find the oracle sisters, we can’t.

      “They’re underground, hiding even from us. So long as they remain underground, they are better protected. If we seek them out, we might lead the overlord to them,” I state, my hands barely shaking despite the level of agony and rage running through my veins.

      “Are you sure?” Sommeil asks quietly. “I know what she means to you.”

      “She means a great deal to me, yes, but the world needs oracles more. I can’t risk her life, her sister’s life, because I don’t trust them to watch over themselves.”

      “What’s the plan, then?”

      “Well, the relatives will have to be notified, but after that…”

      The phone calls are a painful ordeal, very painful. We put Damara's family on speaker so we can both talk to them, and their heart-wrenching sobs sound over the line, enough to take my breath away. I feel so terrible, and this is only making things worse.

      No, the very worst is the realization that I have no idea if the oracles are ghosts or if a grim reaper happened to be nearby to guide them. It is possible that a few souls might be able to reach all the way to Heaven on their own, but far more likely, the souls will sink to Hell.

      Before we’re done calling, the oracles’ families start to arrive to take their loved ones home. I don’t know if they’ll be buried in the Wilds, near where HEX Unite once stood as a beacon of hope and the fight against darkness or if their bodies’ final resting places will be in familial lots.

      Because this is happening so very fast now, I opt to wait until the last is taken—Damara. It's even harder to see her parents, her brother, but I hug the witches tightly. Not one of us says a word. Sometimes, silence is more powerful.

      Once Damara’s family departs, I grab my cell once more and call up Magical Hunters Academy.

      “Magical Hunters Academy. Trudro speaking. How can I help you?”

      “It’s Donovan again.”

      For once, the normally talkative Näck is quiet.

      “I need to talk to the headmaster. Now.”

      Although I expect Trudro to hem and haw and say that can’t be done, that I need an appointment, he merely puts me on hold, and then the phone rings.

      “Donovan Darthe, I truly do not have time for this.”

      “Master Vanhylde, it is good—”

      “If you called to give me compliments to butter me up, I suggest you realize that I do not eat butter or lard,” she says dryly.

      “—to hear your voice,” I continue as if she hadn’t interrupted me. “We need you.”

      “Who is this we?”

      “HEX Unite.”

      “HEX Unite is no more.”

      “If you truly believe that, then why do you remain at the academy? What’s the point? Your students are to become paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners—”

      “Yes, I know the future for my students, how that future has been stripped from them because the head of HEX Unite is a weak—”

      “Madra isn’t weak.”

      Master Vanhylde snorts. “Is she there with you?”

      “No.”

      “Then you can speak plainly.”

      “I am speaking plainly. We need your students to help us take back—”

      “Take back what? You want to restart HEX Unite all over again? It’s gone, Grim Reaper, and if you can’t accept that, then I do not know if there is any hope for you.”

      “I know that you’re afraid—”

      “It is not a matter of fear,” she snaps. “I am not afraid.”

      “That’s not why you’re refusing to give your students the option to leave the campus so they can fight? So they can make a difference in the world when it’s at a tipping point?”

      “I’m unwilling to allow my students out into the world.”

      “Not even—”

      “Not even to fight back the growing chaos,” she says in a tone that broaches no arguments.

      But I argue anyhow, too furious to see reason. "We need more numbers, or else the paranormal world will be lost."

      Master Vanhylde says nothing, and I hope she’s listening, truly listening. She had been the weapons training when I attended Magical Hunters Academy. When she became the headmaster after Jaidos, that snake of a dragon shifter, the barbarian Gimmerna took over the valkyrie’s position as weapons trainer for all students.

      “Everything within the paranormal world will be destroyed,” I continue, “and the humans will discover us.”

      “The chaos has been waging now for some time. The humans remain ignorant. That will not change.”

      "How can you be so sure?" I demand hotly. "How can any of us be sure about anything? The oracles are dead, Master Vanhylde. The oracles have all been slaughtered. Maybe two survived, but that is it. Every single other oracle has been killed, and guess what, Master Vanhylde? You should feel pride. They all fought for their lives. They all died despite their efforts, and we don't even know if they wounded the evil paranormal creature who slaughtered them. It might be an overlord, Master Vanhylde. It's very likely that's the case. Can you live with that, knowing that you failed them?"

      “I did not fail them,” she protests.

      “Now? But they did not survive.”

      “Why hadn’t they been protected then?” she spits out. “What happens once someone graduates and leaves—”

      “Once they graduate, you no longer care about them? Is that it? Do you honestly mean that?”

      “I only mean—”

      “You are a disgrace. You think Madra is, but it’s you who wears those shoes.”

      "I have lived through so much more than you can ever imagine, but I will not subject my students to such savagery and brutality. Barbarian Gimmerna and I have trained them, and they are strong, yes, but they are not ready for this. No one is, not even you, and you've fought and executed how many? But these students, they are my charges. I am to protect them as well as train them, but if they go out there now, they will be slaughtered as easily as the oracles."

      I shake my head stubbornly and begin to pace. Sommeil looks like he wants to interject, but I shake my head as I begin to pace. My boots strike against the stone dyed blood-red, each step echoing.

      “Maybe the oracles wouldn’t have been slaughtered if they had been better trained,” I spit out.

      Master Vanhylde hangs up on him.

      I guess I should’ve seen that coming.

      “That didn’t go too well, I take it,” Sommeil says dryly. “Maybe you should’ve let me talk to her.”

      “Yes, yes. You are the suave one,” I mumble.

      “Don’t worry,” Sommeil jokes. “I’ll still find time to teach you how to flirt, and you’ll use your new skills on Adriana.”

      I just shake my head, run my hands through my hair, and grab onto the strands. “What are we going to do now?”

      Sommeil rubs his neck. “I haven’t seen my family since all of this went down, and I know the ladies checked on them, but I need to see them. After seeing all of this… What if this is just the start? What if the employees of HEX Unite are all targeted? They might move onto our families next.”

      “You can go ahead. Not that you need my permission.” I try to smile but can’t quite.

      “What about you?” Sommeil asks.

      “I’ll figure something out, and if I need you…”

      Sommeil nods and reaches for his pouch but doesn’t remove any dust. “You want me to visit that boy’s head to see if he’s made you a sketch.”

      I hesitate and then murmur, “Yes.”

      “What was it that drew you to him?”

      “He was hurting,” I explain. “Couldn’t you sense it?”

      “Two people in pain. One tries to help the other. It’s beautiful, don’t you think?”

      “Just the thought of returning to France is making you sentimental and weepy. Go. Keep your phone on, and I will too. Reach out if you need me, and I’ll come as quickly as I can.”

      Sommeil pats my back, and he’s off.

      I linger in this cave of darkness and heartache, of death and decay. When the blackness leeches its way to my soul, I grab my pouch and use the fairy dust to return to the outskirts of the Wilds.

      Already, this place has changed drastically. Nature is reclaiming the land, and the buildings are burning or falling apart. People have left in droves, and I’m able to head all the way to my apartment complex unscathed.

      From the wreckage of my belongings, I’m able to locate the pieces to my mechanical wings. It takes a bit of elbow grease, hammering, and cursing before I can get my wings brought back to rights. The weight of them on my back is far heavier than they had ever felt before. Maybe that’s my imagination, or maybe that’s guilt. Either way, it’s not an easy climb to the roof.

      From there, I take off, gliding and flying, heading over to check on the rubble that had been HEX Unite, but even the stones have been hauled away. It’s as if the building had never been here.

      My landing is far from graceful, and I stumble about, almost falling. At least there are no rioters, no terrorists, no one else.

      Why did I come here? What did I expect to find?

      The air shimmers, and before me stands a witch and a fae. No, he’s not fae. Part fae and something else. A spriggan, that’s it! I haven’t seen many of them, a specific type of fae that is also part giant and troll.

      The witch brushes back her red-red hair, her eyes a piercing blue. She glances around before settling her gaze on me.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “Donovan Darthe.”

      She nods slowly. “The grim reaper.”

      “And you are?”

      “Mirella Sharpe.” She reaches over and holds the spriggan’s hand. A bit of shine sparkles. She’s wearing an engagement ring. “This is Kayden Grayridge. We’re both—”

      “Paranormal executioners just like I am.” I rub my chin. “How’s your magic?”

      “How do you think?” she asks dryly. “How’s yours?”

      “I’m just as strong as ever.”

      She huffs and crosses her arms. “I’m just as strong as ever, but I can’t use my magic.”

      “Not at all?”

      “Not well,” Kayden says, speaking up for the first time. His hair is as shocking as hers, only his strands are green and match his eyes. “It’s nice to meet you. We’ve heard a bit about you.”

      “I’ve heard about Mirella. You have almost every kind of magic, don’t you?”

      “That’s right,” she murmurs.

      I rub my forehead. “If even you don’t have magic anymore…”

      “To say I don’t have magic anymore isn’t precisely accurate,” she says.

      I lift my eyebrows. “Is that so?”

      “Very much so. Now, is my magic growing weaker by the day? Yes.”

      “I don’t have as many connections as I did before. Neither do you, but would it be safe to say you might be one of the only witches to still have some magic yet?” I ask in a rush, trying not to get my hopes up.

      “That may or may not be accurate. I don’t know.”

      “Do… Do you think you could try to see whatever it is that you can see? About anything at all? About why the magic is going away… about the overlord who orchestrated the murder of the oracles… about anything at all.”

      Mirella rolls her eyes. “Why do you think I came here?”

      I grin. She might be a bit sarcastic and witty, but I like Mirella just fine.
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      I try to contain my impatience. “What do you need so that you can see? The oracles need candles or—”

      “No, no.” Mirella laughs. “You don’t understand. I already—”

      “Scythe ready,” Kayden warns.

      Confused, I glance at the spriggan. Why is he telling me to arm myself? But Mirella is listening. She has her own scythe. Somehow, I don’t mind that as I retrieve my own weapon.

      All that's flying toward us is a small, winged bird.

      “False alarm,” I say, waving for them to disarm themselves. “It’s just Sid.”

      "Sid?" Mirella asks. She makes no move to put away her weapon.

      “Obsidian. A raven. He doesn’t like to shut up ever. Sid!” I wave the crow over. “Did you find them?”

      “Find who?” Sid asks.

      But that voice is different. It’s off.

      This isn’t Sid after all.

      My mechanical wings are in the way of my retrieving my scythe, but I can still reach for the skull of my chain whip. My fingers brush along it.

      “Find who?” Sid repeats.

      “I have to admit you do have a likeness to him,” I murmur.

      “Likeness?” The raven cocks his head to the side.

      “You aren’t Sid.”

      “Sid? What kind of a name for a bird is Sid?” The raven shakes his head wildly.

      “It’s short for Obsidian,” I say dryly. “You forgot your name and also don’t look like yourself. Oh, and your voice is all wrong too. Should I continue on?”

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Dr. Death—”

      I press the button to have my wings expand. “Come again?”

      The bird lets out a nasty caw and flies off, but before the bird can fly out of sight, he turns around. Now much larger, the massive entity zooms back toward us, and I think about flying up to meet it when Kayden lets out a low whistle.

      “Is that what I think it is?” he murmurs.

      “That depends on what you’re thinking,” Mirella points out dryly. “What do you think it is?”

      “It’s a tengu,” I mutter, recognizing him for what he truly is. “I never saw one up close before.”

      “Now’s your chance,” Kayden remarks. “They’re ugly, aren’t they?”

      “Of course they are. What do you expect from a demonic pairing?”

      I shudder. Tengus are a demonic mixture of man and a giant crow.

      “They can use magic, can’t they?” Kayden asks.

      “Yes. Can you?”

      “I have my magic,” Kayden says easily enough. I should’ve realized that’s the case considering he doesn’t arm himself with a blade of any kind.

      “And they tend to use shapeshifting to trick and humiliate humans,” Mirella says.

      “Or grim reapers,” Kayden adds.

      “Obviously,” I say dryly. “They also kill humans.”

      "Can you see its nose?" Mirella asks.

      “Oh, that’s right. Their noses are like rulers. The longer it is, the more powerful the tengu.”

      “And a few know karate,” Kayden says.

      The tengu is much closer now. His hands and legs, the only parts of his skin visible aside from his crow face, are wholly black, the same dark color as his bird face. The tengu wore a long robe and pants, the material appearing to be silk. Huge wings, black toward the center and lightning to gray and almost white at the tips, sprouted from his back. He’s ugly, seriously ugly, and I think I’m most furious that he tried to trick me into believing he was Sid.

      “That’s one massive beak,” the spriggan mumbles.

      “Wait. Birds don’t have noses,” I say. “How do we determine how strong he is?”

      “I think we can just assume he’s strong,” Mirella says dryly. “Do you want to blow it back?”

      “Blow it back?” I repeat.

      “I have wind magic,” Kayden explains.

      “Not like a witch,” Mirella rushes to add. “He can’t create wind, but he can control it.”

      “I can create storms,” Kayden argues, but it’s playful and good-humored.

      Their banter should make me smile, but I grimace, thinking about Adriana and how I wish we could have such an easy time teasing each other.

      The tengu is almost on us, and Kayden waves his hand, but I throw out an arm to block him.

      “He tried to trick us,” I murmur. “Maybe we should learn what he wants first.”

      Kayden and Mirella exchange a glance, but Kayden allows the wind to return to its natural easy breeze.

      The tengu lands before me. His arm seems to stretch like taffy, and he grabs beneath my throat, choking me.

      Of course, now the spriggan decides to unleash his wind, but the tengu doesn't move at all, not an inch, the feathers of his crow head not even ruffling a bit. The only thing that does change besides my hair and clothes billowing everywhere is that the grip on my throat tightens to the point that I can't see. Darkness clouds my vision, and I shut my eyes, embracing the darkness instead of choosing to be alarmed and frightened by the lack of sight and what that means.

      In fact, I go completely still and don't even try to fight or even breathe.

      And then, I react. My eyes remain shut, but I allow my mechanical wings to spread, although I stay firmly on the ground, and arm myself with my scythe, immediately going to swing with my weapon of choice.

      A wing with harsh, sharp enough to cut feathers knocks the scythe out of my hands. The weapon goes… somewhere, landing with a thud and sliding some on the rocky terrain.

      No matter, I’m already reaching for my skull chain whip, but the tengu brings a hand to my chest, forcing my palm to imprint against the skull.

      With that hand, there, the tengu can no longer attack, not if he wishes to keep his hand on my throat, and I open my eyes just enough to bring my hand straight up at his elbow, forcing the joint to bend the wrong way, breaking the arm.

      The tengu staggers back a step or two, and I inhale deeply through my nose, doing my best to recover my breathing without losing awareness of my surroundings.

      While I dash forward to recover my scythe, Mirella moves in, swinging hers, the curved blade glowing with magical powers. The purple hue somehow suits her, but the tengu, despite cradling his wounded arm to his chest, shifts backward just enough to avoid each blow, moving no more than is strictly necessary. It’s almost a dance of some kind, the most morbid there could ever be.

      Shadows fall down upon us from the skies, and as I grab my scythe, I look up to the heavens, half-expecting to see a swarm of tengu or maybe just crow underlings, not that I think this tengu is an overlord. He’s strong and powerful, yes, capable too, but he is not evil enough to be considered an overlord.

      But the shadows are not caused by anything bird-like.

      Kayden is gathering storm clouds. They're thick and dark, rolling in fast, and they promise thick raindrops, and I might already see a bit of lightning jumping from one section of the cloud to another.

      “Give up,” I say, snapping my chain whip, having it strike the rock not far from my feet as I advance toward the tengu.

      Mirella gives me a look, but she backs off her offense. The tengu hasn’t launched another offensive attack since he tried to choke me, but I’m wary, watching, waiting.

      "Words mean nothing," the tengu says.

      Let me tell you. I've talked to Sid plenty. I don't hear Sid's voice like I would yours and mine. I hear him in raven speak, but I recognize his words and translate them immediately.

      With the tengu, despite his crow head and beak, the beak parts as he speaks, and the words uttered are in English. Talk about a mind trip.

      “You pretended to be Sid. You wanted to trick me. I want to know why, but if I never learn, I won’t lose any sleep over it, and I won’t lose any sleep from killing you either.”

      The tengu gives a wide grin. At least, I think he’s trying to. It’s harder to tell what’s a grin with a beak versus lips.

      “You watched me enough to know that I have a… Sid, but you didn’t even know his name?” I scoff. “You’re nothing but a fool.”

      "And your friend is as well." There is nothing more unnerving than a crow winking at you as demonstrated by the tengu winking at Kayden.

      Mirella glances from the tengu to Kayden to the storm. Is this tengu more than he appears? Thunderbirds relish lightning, but a tengu is part crow, not thunderbird.

      And crows are known to be tricksters. This tengu might be playing us.

      “Kayden,” I call, “strike him down where he stands.”

      The tengu’s grin is slow to form but oh so wide. I’m calling his bluff, but he’s acting as if I’m playing right into his hands.

      Lightning crackles through the air, streaking as a brilliant yellow light, but the tengu remains standing there, not moving, about to be struck.

      When he leaps forward, flying straight at me, knocking me down. I manage to bring out my chain whip and wrap it around one of his wings. His flight is so frantic that I’m swept up into the air, dangling beneath him, the creature flying despite the chain.

      A javelin spirals through the air, but the tengu shifts over to the side, tilting, racing up, leaning me into the path of the weapon's flight, but I manage to pluck the weapon from the air, the spearhead nicking my palm in the process.

      Of course, my catching the javelin means I’m no longer holding onto my chain whip with both hands, now only one. Climbing it remains an impossibility now, and I cannot aim properly to launch the javelin at him. Not that a throw from this short a distance would do much to harm him. He’s flying far too swiftly, and it’s all I can do to wrap my other arm around the chain. Maybe now I can try to climb up some.

      But the storm is billowing terribly, its wind battering me. The tengu is undisturbed by it, but the same cannot be said about me. The ground is far beneath me, and I opt to try to yank on the chain, to force him onto his side, exposing his stomach and chest to those down below.

      The storm cloud is dissipating, but if anything, the wind is picking up. Mirella is flying up through the air on a cyclone of Kayden’s reckoning. She swings with her scythe, and I do my best to restrict the tengu’s movements, but he manages to outmaneuver her scythe and then dart in too quickly for her to recover, his foot planting firmly in her chest.

      She stumbles but doesn’t fall from her cloud of wind. Her next slice misses also, but by this time, I’ve managed to shimmy my way up higher on the chain and almost onto his back. My weight shifts the tengu off balance despite his flight, and Mirella’s next slice doesn’t miss. It’s superficial, but I’m finally in position that I jab the javelin like a spear, driving it with all of my weight into the upper back of the creature.

      The tengu lets loose a terrible howl and comes crashing down. I can’t yank my chain whip free, and I barely manage to stay on its back. The moment it thuds hard against the land, I tumble off, rolling.

      My chain is wrapped so tightly against the wing I’m going to have no choice but to cut it off—it being the wing, of course, not the chain.

      For now, though, I ignore that and roll the tengu over, only to realize the creature succumbed to his injuries.

      He’s dead.

      So much for learning what his master game plan had been.
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      "Do you think he…" I shake my head, disgruntled. The tengu hadn't proved that much a threat. Honestly, he hadn't been all that smart either. Why bother to watch me enough to spy on my connection to Sid? That's what puzzles me the most. Why go to that length of deception when he didn't know all of the cards?

      “You can see if he has anything in his pockets,” Kayden offers.

      I wrinkle my nose. That doesn’t sound fun, but I’ve had to do that more than a few times before on previous paranormal executioner assignments.

      Not that this had been a killing mandated for a paranormal executioner.

      Would I ever be given another official assignment as a paranormal executioner? Or are those days in the past now?

      First things first, though, I determine that I’ll free my chain whip. I feel naked without it being on my chest.

      But not even a minute later, a flap of wings has me stopping from slicing through the wing to free my chain. My scythe is up and ready before I even whirl around, but immediately, I pivot about and return to my duty.

      “What are you doing to that… What is that thing?” Sid asks, sounding horrified as he lands on a rock where he can watch my morbid task.

      “It’s a wing.”

      “I know it’s a wing, but… a man’s body with a crow’s head… That’s disgusting and terrible and revolting. I mean, I’m not a crow fan, by any means, but—”

      “Ravens and crows aren’t friends?” Kayden asks.

      Mirella glances from Kayden to Sid to me to Sid again.

      “You can’t understand him, can you?” I ask.

      "I can't," she says miserably. "I used to rely on using my magic so I could read animals' minds."

      “You never took zoolingualism, did you?” I ask.

      "No. I didn't need to, so I didn't see the need to take the course. I suppose I should’ve tried to learn.”

      Sid tilts his head to the side. “I don’t blame her,” he tells me. “Most animals aren’t as loquacious as I am. Speaking of, have I told you about Loque? That raven never shuts up!”

      “That’s saying something, considering you never shut up,” I grumble.

      Sid just sadly shakes his head. “I’m horrified about this… abomination.”

      “It’s a tengu,” Kaiden explains.

      “It’s terrifying,” Sid counters. “I don’t care what you call it.”

      I return to my work. Once I have my chain whip free, Mirella rolls over the body and checks the robe. My chain now secure on my person, I turn out the tengu's pockets. Nothing.

      “Did you find anything?” I ask the witch.

      Mirella shakes her head, her red hair flying about. “No. It’s not exactly… I haven’t… He…”

      “You haven’t killed outside of an assignment, have you?” I ask. “First time, huh?”

      “No, actually.”

      Kayden begins to laugh and laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, baffled by his reaction.

      Mirella shoots him a glare that leaves me even more confused and curious.

      “Let’s just say that Mirella has been a paranormal executioner for far longer than she’s actually had that title,” Kayden says.

      “Yes,” Mirella says, clearly embarrassed, “but it’s been a long time since I had to, and…”

      “You regret doing it,” I say.

      “Yes. Maybe? He wanted to kill us. Knowing why would’ve been nice, but…”

      “Sometimes, evil doesn’t have a reason,” I say. “It’s not always premeditated.”

      “Except, he pretended to be Sid.”

      “Me?” Sid flaps his wings but remains perched on the rock. “Please tell me you didn’t fall for that.”

      “Of course not,” I retort. “He wasn’t nearly as annoying as you are, and he didn’t talk as much either.”

      “Hey!” Sid protests. “I’ve been letting you all do your thing when I’ve found you for a reason.”

      I slowly straighten because I’ve been crouched beside the dead tengu this entire time. My back aches, but I don’t try to release the tension.

      “You found Adriana? And her sister?”

      “No,” the raven says sadly. “I saw no signs of the oracles, but…”

      “My parents!”

      “Yes.”

      For once, the bird who won’t ever shut up is silent, which only serves to increase my dread.

      “What’s wrong?” I demand. I can hardly hold myself back from stalking over to him and shaking him so hard every feather on his tiny body falls off.

      “They’re trapped.”

      “Trapped? Where?”

      “In their house.”

      “Trapped by what?”

      “I don’t know! I don’t know what exactly you all are. You paranormal types seem to have far too many of you for me to keep track of them all, and those things in that pack, they’re ugly. Seriously ugly. Actually, they give ugly a bad name.” He tilts his head to the side. “And speaking of there being far too many of you magical beings, creatures, what-have-yous, I’m not even sure what that one is. Fae? Giant? Troll?”

      “How about all in one?” I mumble.

      “I’m a spriggan,” Kayden explains.

      “Whatever that means.” Sid fluffs his feathers and wings almost as if to shrug.

      “Describe the creatures,” I demand. “No, don’t bother. Where are they? We need to go rescue them.”

      “You might want to know something about what you’ll be up against,” Sid protests. “They—”

      “How many are there?” Mirella asks.

      “At least a dozen. Maybe more.”

      “You know what a dozen is?” Kayden asks. “I’m always surprised by what animals pick up on.”

      Sid snorts. “I might be a male, and I might not have a lady bird of my own, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know about you lot talking about a dozen eggs all the time.” The raven has never sounded more disgusted.

      “Off target. Where are they?” I growl.

      “I’ll take you there,” Sid says.

      “Why can’t you just tell us? We need to save them and now!”

      “I don’t know where it is. I can tell you in relation to here, but I don’t know your cities and all of that.”

      “It can’t be too far if he was able to fly all the way from there to hear,” Kayden points out.

      I shake my head. “Ravens can fly for a day or two straight without stopping.”

      “Only two hours,” Sid says cheerfully.

      I rub the back of my neck. “And he can cover about sixty miles an hour,” I mumble. “My car…” I’m not even sure where it is right now.

      “Don’t you worry,” Kayden says with a wry grin.

      “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?” Mirella asks dryly.

      “I do love that she can’t read my mind.” Kayden’s grin only grows.

      My stomach flips and flops. I don’t exactly appreciate their teasing right now. Kind of not the time for it, but if he can help solve this dilemma and if they’re willing to help save my parents, I guess I can forgive them just about anything.

      “Kayden will have us go on his wind,” Mirella explains. “It’s a bit unnerving, but once you get used to it, it’s really something else.”

      “Let me guess. It feels like flying,” I deadpan.

      “Not exactly. I mean, if you want to lean forward and Superman it, I guess I could handle that, but…” Kayden shrugs.

      “Let’s just go,” I almost spit out.

      Kayden wastes no time weaving a thick enough funnel of wind that's strong enough to carry all of us. We aren't high above the ground, and Sid flies lower than normal, not that we'll miss him. He flies a bit like he's drunk, zigging and zagging, even a few spirals, but he's never too far ahead, or maybe we're just moving that fast.

      Sid's not that far ahead of us, and he won't shut up about the creatures. As far as I can tell, they're basically giant reptilian monsters. My parents have picked an out-of-the-way spot on the outskirts of a swamp. I guess they wanted to lay low, which is smart, but the description calls to mind a very distinct creature, especially since they tend to like to live in lakes or swamps.

      Bunyips.

      A pack of them won't be easy at all to take down. Normally, they tend to be in smaller groups than twelve, too, more like three to six. Maybe two or three groups got together to form this pack.

      But that’s not the worst part about them. Neither is their enormous, razor-sharp teeth and claws.

      No. It’s their diet that worries me the most.

      They eat humans. Of course. Why wouldn’t they?

      The two-hour flight has me more than beside myself, and when I get my first glimpse of the trailer and my parent’s house, I’m filled with dread.

      Actually, at first glimpse, I feel relief and maybe almost even happy despite the circumstances of my last visit.

      Which reminds me.

      I could’ve used my magic.

      I could’ve used that tether they have between life and death to locate them. We could’ve been here two hours ago!

      But I had been so frantic and worried that I couldn’t think clearly.

      At least it seems like the pack of bunyip—yes, I correctly identified them based on Sid’s description—haven’t been able to infiltrate the house. At least my blunder doesn’t seem to have cost my parents their lives. If that had… They really would’ve hated me. Wished I had never been born. Come back as ghosts and not haunt me but kill me.

      And I wouldn’t blame them a bit. I would’ve deserved it.

      But none of that matters now. We’re here, and I yank off my skull whip chain and brandish my scythe, activating the magic. Bluish lights from the blade as I slice the air in front of me in anticipation of carving through the creatures.

      Sid’s right about one thing. The bunyips are ugly, hideously so. Their hind ends remind me of a crocodile, but from the front? Like a scaly walrus. Whoever dreamed up this creature must be really twisted in the head.

      We’re still too far away yet, and since I already have my chain in my hand and my scythe, I can’t just use my fairy dust to be there instantly, but now that he can see our destination, Kayden puts on the juice, and we really are flying.

      The entire trek here had been strange, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Maybe it would be like riding a motorcycle. I’ve always wanted to get one, but my mom never cared for them. Besides, I use fairy dust most of the time, and that car’s been my trusty rustic steed. I didn’t really need a steel horse, but now that we’re moving even faster, it’s like that one time Sommeil convinced me to go to an amusement park, and we went on a roller coaster that shot you like a jet. My face blubbers, and I can hardly keep my eyes open.

      After Sommeil and I returned to Magical Hunters Academy, we couldn’t stop talking about the roller coaster and how amazing it had been. Damakon, my pegasus friend, thought it couldn’t beat flying, that nothing could. I dared him to prove it, and he allowed me to ride on his back. That flight, with the crazy loops and the lazy gliding, had been fantastic, but it hadn’t been at breakneck speed.

      This is breakneck speed.

      The bunyips growl and hiss, making strange noises around their razor-sharp teeth, their fangs long enough to almost touch the ground. They rise up onto their crocodile-like tails, their claws out and ready.

      They want a fight.

      They’ll get one.
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      The moment Kayden lowers us to the ground, he shoves the wind ahead of us to knock the bunyip back. Not a bad idea, except their bodies are massive, and they collide with my parents' house. My dad and mom both have their scythes, standing by the window, the curtain shoved to the side. I scan their faces to see if either appear injured.

      Mom looks worn, lines I don’t normally see etched around the corners of her pursed lips.

      Dad looks furious. I swear, if this were a cartoon, his face would be redder than a tomato, and steam would be coming out of his nostrils and his ears.

      Dad nods to me, and I nod back, and I’m off, carving a nasty gash from the nearest bunyip’s shoulder diagonal to his opposite hip. The creature’s death shrill is unlike anything I’ve ever heard before.

      Mirella is a wonder with her scythe. Grim reapers aren’t the only ones who can wield them. She’s proving that as she hacks one to pieces.

      Kayden’s trying to lure several away from the house so Mirella can actually kill them.

      Even Sid is trying to get in on the action. He’s trying to peck at one of their head.

      “Do you want to get eaten?” I ask the stupid raven. I swear he has a death wish.

      There are far more than merely twelve bunyips. Either Sid counted wrong, or more have joined the attack. Honestly, I'm thinking more have come to the party.

      My arms are throbbing from swinging my scythe and whipping my chain. The bunyips are either attacking us or the house. They want to go after my parents. They’ve been clawing away at the wall near the window where my parents stand. Why do they want to go after my parents so badly?

      I risk a glance at them. Mom and Dad are holding each other. Ah, yes. They aren’t used to having to wait, to suppress their natural instincts to go out and help the souls of the dead. In the heat of a battle, I’ve learned to do just that. I’ve had no choice.

      It’s not something I wish my parents to grow accustomed to, mostly because I don’t want them to be around so much death and carnage. Battles aren’t for the likes of them, and that’s okay. It’s not for everyone. Not all of any particular kind of paranormal creature attend Magical Hunters Academy.

      Scratch that. I’m fairly certain every valkyrie has. They are kind of known as warriors after all.

      It seems as if two or more bunyip appear for every one I kill. They’re coming out from the surrounding swamp.

      “Drive away!” I call to my dad, but he shakes his head.

      They’re in the house.

      They can’t get to the trailer through the house. They would have to leave to do that.

      "Kayden!" I call, but the spriggan isn't paying attention, too intent on fighting the growing horde. "Sid, tell Kayden to get to the trailer, to drive."

      “Won’t he need a key?”

      I mutter a curse, flick my wrist, and wrap my chain whip around the neck of a bunyip. My biceps screams as I drop my scythe, dig into my pocket, and fish out my keys. “The silver fob. Go!”

      I toss the keys into the air. Sid catches it in his mouth.

      Great. He can’t exactly talk with the keys in his mouth. Oh, well. He’ll have to figure that out.

      Teeth and claws rake into me. A bunyip stands on top of my scythe, and I yank hard on my whip. The bunyip is forced back, and I shove him into the bunyip that’s biting me. As if they’re sharks, they’re in a frenzy now that I’ve been wounded, and I reach to grab for my sickle only to realize Sommeil still has it.

      Rank breath is my only warning, and I drop down. A bunyip's mouth flies above me, and he bites into another one of his brothers. I'm barely able to get out of the way, so I'm not crushed.

      Another slams into me. My back connects hard with the ground, and I roll so he won’t be able to pin me down. He goes to follow me and slams into another bunyip, which shoves the others. The one on top of my scythe lifts his foot, and I just manage to retrieve the weapon before he can step on my hand.

      With a bluish light arcing through the air, I bring up my scythe and chop the snout off one and the tusks of another. Panting, I try to maneuver myself between the bunyips and the house. Too many of them press around me for me to be able to look and see what's going on with Sid and Kayden and driving my parents away to safety.

      But the bunyips won’t let me reach the house. They press me, fighting me, burying me almost, surrounding me.

      And that’s why I can’t realize what they’re doing until they’ve done it.

      They’ve made it through the wall.

      As if possessed, I hack and claw my way through as many of the bunyips as I can. They fight back just as fiercely, as if they know I wish to keep them from their prize. Their claws rake at me, tearing at me, but I embrace the pain. Blood soaks my jeans, my shirt is half torn off me, but I keep going, keep fighting.

      Just when I can finally stand on top of a dead bunyip and see to the house, I spy Dad and Mom. They’re fighting the bunyip, but they’re wounding only.

      Even now, they won’t kill.

      And it’s going to cost them their lives. I just know it.

      One of the bunyips lumbers on top of another one. Mom strikes him with the butt end of her scythe, but hers isn’t bladed like mine is, and the bunyip lunges forward.

      It’s going to kill her. I just know it.

      Desperate, I hack and slice my way closer, but I’m not going to reach her in time. I brace myself to hear her cry, to hear her death shrill, but then blood streaks through the air.

      Dad.

      He killed the bunyip.

      For a split second, Dad and I lock gazes. Then, I’m back to the fighting, and Dad is calling for Mom to go to his side.

      Mirella and Kayden arrive, and we finally kill off the last of the bunyips. There has to be nearly three dozen once we’re able to survey the destruction.

      Dad and Mom approach from around the corner of the house. They must’ve left from the door instead of the gaping hole in the wall where Mom had almost been killed.

      “Are you two all right?” I ask, rushing over to them. I go to hug them then realize not only am I holding my scythe and my chain whip yet, but they’re still holding their scythes too.

      Mom glances around, her eyes wide.

      “They’re all dead,” I assure her as I place my scythe on the ground, figuring she won’t want to hug me if I have it on my back. Likewise, I let my chain whip fall to the ground instead of placing it back on my chest.

      Her knuckles are white from holding the weapon so tightly, and she jerkily bends her knees to lower her scythe to the ground. Our embrace is tight and fierce, and I almost can’t breathe.

      The moment Mom releases me—a good, solid two minutes later—Dad claps me hard on the back.

      “I had no choice,” he says almost weakly. “I… Their souls…”

      Most of the souls found their way down to Hell on their own. Some just sink. Some sink because they don’t know how to fly without assistance. A few of the bunyips’ souls linger yet, and one of us should tend to them, but I want a moment longer.

      “Darling, we…” Mom sucks in a strangled breath.

      “I will.” I glance at Mirella and Kayden. They nod, and Sid hovers above them. Although his feathers are soaked in blood, he appears fine. Maybe he’s part-cat that he has more than one life.

      My grim reaper form is almost like a second, freezing breath of life, and I round up the remaining souls of the bunyips. Five of them.

      “You’re all going down to Hell,” I snarl.

      These souls tremble, though. They don’t want to go to Hell.

      “You have no choice,” I demand. “You won’t become ghosts. I won’t—”

      "You won't allow it," one says, his voice guttural, animalistic. "We haven't been able to do what we want for days, and now we'll go to Hell for it."

      “What do you mean?” I ask suspiciously, wary that this is a trick of some kind. Maybe it’s the encounter with the tengu that has me so distrustful. Bunyips are known to be dangerous and vicious, but they aren’t shysters.

      “A man… he invaded our minds… forced us… We were to go after those grim reapers and anyone who tried to stop us. We had no choice! We don’t like to eat grim reapers! You lot are too bony!”

      I'm sure Sid would find that hilarious if he could overhear the bunyip, but my mind is racing.

      “Allow us to remain as ghosts,” another bunyip urges. “We want to go after him.”

      “Who is he?” I spit out. “Where is he?”

      But the bunyips have turned into ghosts. One second, they remain with me, and the next, they're gone, seeking their revenge.

      A man. One who can control others.

      The overlord. It has to be.

      He targeted my parents. Why? To get to me?

      Why me? How am I on his radar?

      I suppose I’ve always had a bullseye on my back. I’ve never minded, really. Now that my parents are getting caught in the crosshairs, though…

      With my psychopomp duties no longer required, I release the coldness of death and have my skin return. My first breath of fresh air marred with the stench of death and decay forces a cough out of me that turns almost into a sob.

      My parents are there, holding me, and I nearly break down and cry. They say nothing, just hold me, and I embrace them back.

      I’ve waited years for them to understand me, and now, they do, but only because they were endangered because of me.

      I have to tell them. They’ll return to hating me for it, but they need to be kept safe.

      "They came after you because an overlord told them to," I whisper. "because of me. It's my fault. I'm sorry, Mom, that you… Dad, that you…"

      “You are not responsible for another’s actions,” Mom says sharply. “Stop now. You…” She glances up at Dad.

      He clears his throat. “Sometimes, you have no choice. When the matter is life or death, you have to fight for life. Sometimes that fight requires death on another’s part. You… I understand now. You don’t want to kill. You kill for peace… for life.”

      “And just because an overlord sent them here because of you… that just means you’re doing your part,” Mom says firmly. “That overlord is afraid of you and for good reason. You are strong and capable, and… and…” She rubs her throat and then just holds me. “I’m sorry I didn’t understand. I’m sorry I… I failed you.”

      “I’m sorry too,” I murmur.

      Dad cuffs the back of my head gently. “You shouldn’t be apologizing right now. That’s our job. It’s… We only had you, and we… We had plans for you, but you have to live your life, and we…”

      “We’re proud of you,” Mom says, her eyes shining. “And if anyone gives you a hard time, any grim reaper or anyone, anyone, you let us know. We’ll handle it.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Your house…”

      “We’ll find a place to lay low,” Dad says.

      “You might be targeted again,” I warn.

      “And we’ll be fine.”

      “But—”

      “I’ll stay with them,” Sid offers.

      Mom stares up at the raven. “You… I saw you before the bunyips came.”

      “I sent him to try to find you,” I explain.

      "Here, I thought he was a harbinger of death," she murmurs.

      “Well…” Sid glances around at the dead bunyips piled everywhere. “I kinda was.”

      I can’t even tell you why, but that just cracks me up to the point that I start to cry. Tears stream down my face. It has to be stress. Has to be.

      Stress and happiness.
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      Mom and Dad insist on us following them into the nearest town. They get us all new clothes, and then we all spend the night spread out in several hotel rooms. I think it’s Mom’s nice way of letting us know we all stink.

      The hot shower is so relaxing, but the bed is too soft. Sleep doesn’t come easy, and once morning comes, I doubt I got more than two hours’ worth. No matter what it is, I just can’t relax, and even though I know my parents are right next door, I can’t help being freaked out that they’re going to be attacked and targeted again.

      Once I’m up and at ‘em, I check on my parents, but they don’t answer when I knock. Still sleeping, I hope. I doubt they would’ve left without saying goodbye. I grin. Can it be that they’re finally proud of me? It’s what I wanted for so long, and now that it might be here, I can’t accept that it’s real. For the most part, I understood where they came from, but they never even tried to see my side, not until their backs were against the wall. Does it matter that it took such extreme matters for them to understand me?

      Maybe it does matter, but I’m going to rise above and accept that they’re flawed. Death and bones, I’m flawed. There’s no doubting that.

      I slide on down two doors, and my knuckles rap against Mirella’s door.

      “Come on in,” she calls.

      Kayden’s already there, of course, sitting on one bed, Mirella the other. Her bed isn’t made, but his is. I find that funny.

      “I could’ve been anyone,” I remark as I shut the door behind me.

      “You aren’t just anyone,” she says.

      “Thank you both for dropping everything and helping my parents. If you two hadn’t been there…” I trail off and swallow hard. A pit forms in my stomach as I contemplate what could’ve happened.

      “We came there for a reason,” Mirella says softly.

      “Yes. You saw something, right?” I rub my hands together as I cross over to stand between their separate bed. “What was it?”

      “There’s one witch who has power yet,” she says slowly. “He has all the power, all the magic.”

      “It has to be the overlord,” I say on an exhale. “What else can you tell me about him?”

      "There's a reason why he has magic, and the rest of us don't, or at least hardly have any." Mirella rubs the back of her neck. "He's stealing away the magic from all of the other witches."

      “From the oracles too?” I ask.

      “Maybe. I can’t be sure.”

      “Can you locate the witch?” I ask in a rush.

      “I’ve tried before, but I wasn’t able to. I’m more than willing to try again,” she says, “but…”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Kayden murmurs.

      She narrows her eyes at him. “I’m going to do what I can.”

      “A spell?” I ask.

      Now, she glares at me. “Spells is the one type of magic I don’t have,” she says through gritted teeth.

      Whoops. Clearly, that’s a sore subject.

      “Do you need the ingredients for a potion?” I ask.

      “I’ve already tried potions. I’ve exhausted my supplies of them. There’s no point in trying that. I… I want to try something new. I don’t know if it’ll work, but…”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Maybe you should let her get to work,” Kayden suggests. “Otherwise…”

      “Otherwise what?” Mirella asks when he trails off.

      Kayden, wisely I suppose, says nothing and just shrugs.

      “What my fiancé is hinting at is that I can talk about magical theory for hours, and we don’t exactly have time for that, now, do we?” She side-eyes Kayden and then adds, “Arcane magic is one of the oldest forms of magic there is. While I most commonly use it to form arcane blasts, I’m wondering if I can use it to try to find threads of other magics, arcane or others, and trace it back to the source.”

      “Which would be the witch,” I supply. “How can one witch gain and use so much magic? How is he not dead?”

      "I don't know," Mirella says. "A witch's magic isn't… We have to use it. We can't just suppress it. It's something we should, theoretically, never run out of. I mean, yes, we can drain ourselves if we overuse it, but that's not what's happening. The witches, their magic, are just gone. I don’t understand what he’s doing. Is he transferring the… well of magic from within the witches to himself? Not that well of magic is the best term… I don’t know. None of this makes any sense—”

      “It doesn’t need to make sense,” Kayden points out.

      “The voice of reason,” she says with a grimace. “You guys can talk if you want. I won’t be able to hear you, most likely.”

      I cross my arms and watch, waiting. Her eyes glow a brilliant purple. They’re beautiful, mesmerizing in a different way than Adriana’s.

      Adriana. I swallow hard. How is she?

      I check my phone. Although I spy a few news articles from Ruben Kilpatrick, I ignore them. No new emails from her, no calls, no texts.

      “I’ll be back,” I tell Kayden.

      He nods, but he’s watching Mirella and doesn’t bother to look over at me. I have a feeling he’s watching to try to make sure she doesn’t overextend herself. Considering I’m a betting man, I’d wager that Mirella is a lot like me. She’s the kind to not let stuff go. That she sought me out makes me feel both better and worse. Right now, there’s so much going on, and the more we band together, the better off we’ll be.

      I leave and head toward my parents’ room again when they exit.

      “Donovan,” my mom says warmly. She doesn’t even hesitate to touch my shoulder even though I’m wearing my normal attire. What store doesn’t have black tank tops and jeans? But my skull chain whip that she normally arbors doesn’t faze her. Not that she has to touch it since the chain wraps around my shoulders on top of the tank top strap.

      “Mom, Dad, you two heading out?”

      “We’re going to—”

      I hold up a hand to stop my dad. “You don’t need to tell me. I’ll find you when it’s all safe and done.”

      Mom stares up at Dad with love in her eyes, but none of that love disappears as she looks at me, just shifting from romantic love to paternal. “Be safe, and if you need us, you can call us. We will come.”

      “No. You need to leave your phones off. Not on silent off.”

      “You think we’ll be tracked through technology?” Dad asks, furrowing his brow.

      “I don’t want to risk it, and we might be looking at more than one overlord here, so if I don’t have to worry about you guys, that’ll be great.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” Dad says gruffly. “I’ll protect her.”

      “And I’ll protect him.” Mom jerks her thumb in Dad’s general direction, shaking her head and rolling her eyes.

      I laugh and hug them. Mom kisses my cheek, and Dad squeezes my shoulder, and off they go. They aren't going to use the trailer. Their house… I don't know if they'll repair it or buy a new one, if they'll finally find a place to grow some roots. Whatever their future has in store for them, I hope it's a long, long time before I have to bury one of them.

      I head back to Mirella’s room to find her pacing.

      “—can’t blame yourself,” Kayden is saying.

      Mirella draws up short and whirls around to see me. “I couldn’t find her,” she says flatly.

      “That’s all right. Do you think… The oracles, they’re all dead except for two. I don’t know if you’ll be able to find them, to find their magic, if they have any magic left, but please, I beg you, Adriana, can you look for her?”

      Mirella shakes her head and shrugs. “I’m willing to try, but honestly…”

      “I understand,” I murmur.

      She perches herself on her bed, crossed-legged, eyes shut this time. Not even two minutes later, her eyes open.

      Her eyes are blue. It’s not that her purple from using magic coloring is gone already.

      It had never been there in the first place.

      The witch shakes her head.

      I try to reach out, to sense her magic, but her magic is so alien to my own that I don't even know what I'm searching for. As far as I can distinguish, she's not dead. Her soul is still with her body, but that's all I can sense.

      For better or worse.

      "Now, where are we off to?" Kayden asks.

      I grit my teeth, but honestly, I have no clue how to sense the overlord, no idea what might be in store for us. What is he after? Magic from every kind of paranormal creature there is? Is he the same overlord who organized the harpies? Who used the dwarf, Yandor Greatwolf, to try to create some kind of monster? It makes sense that he had used the dwarf, considering he used the bunyips to go after my parents, but the fact remains there could be two overlords—one who is stealing magic and one who is influencing others for his gain.

      But who can have that much influence? That would require so much magical might that I almost think it would have to be one and the same.

      “Let’s take a stroll through the Wilds,” Mirella says.

      “It’s a wasteland,” I tell her. “The towns…”

      “Maybe we’ll be approached. Maybe not. Maybe we can find someone to help. Maybe not.”

      “I don’t have another idea,” Kayden murmurs.

      Something niggles at the back of my mind, but I can’t figure it out.

      We leave and head to the Wilds. It takes a good deal of walking to arrive, and the sight of the ruined towns tug at my heart. The place has been abandoned. My old apartment building is nothing but rubble. Someone used either magic or a bomb to blow it up.

      We aren't approached, not by friend or foe. Still, that night, as the moon starts to rise, in the company of friends, I'm able to sleep. For the first time in days? Weeks? I actually sleep decently.

      But that can’t last, no, of course not.

      A bird is kraaing.

      A familiar kraa.

      Eyes still shut, I feel around on the ground for a rock and blindly throw it. “Shut up, Sid! Wait! Why are you even here, Sid? You’re supposed to be with my parents!”

      “They told me to stay with you, but that’s not important. What’s important is that someone’s coming!” the raven claims.

      Not that far away from me, Mirella stirs. “He’s not wrong,” she murmurs.

      “There’s no one here,” Kayden protests. He’s on watch, and he’s glancing around wildly. “No one.”

      And there isn’t.

      And then there is.
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      “You look like you need a magical first aid kit,” a familiar voice calls out from one of the shadowy forms that just appeared out of nowhere.

      Fairy dust.

      How in the world did a non-magical bird manage to sense that people were using fairy dust to come here?

      Sommeil stomps over to me, holds out a hand, and hauls me to my feet.

      Zanatre and Simone are here too. Zanatre gives me a tiny wave, just holding up her hand and moving her fingers. Simone blows me an air kiss.

      It doesn’t take too long to introduce everyone. Once finished, I turn to the Frenchmen.

      “What’s going on with your parents?”

      “We’ve hidden them,” Simone explains.

      "So hopefully, no one will go after them," Sommeil finishes. He shakes his head. "I heard about your parents and the bunyips. Man, are they nasty creatures."

      “How did you… Ruben?” I guess.

      The sandman nods.

      “Fairies need to start losing their magic,” I snarl. “I don’t need him to blast my business on the paranormal interwebs for anyone and everyone to read.”

      “A fairy explains why he’s able to know so much,” Mirella murmurs. “I just wish we had a fairy on our side who can see things.”

      “We might be able to find one in the directory,” I say.

      “I’ll start to look,” Kayden offers.

      “Me too,” Simone says.

      Zanatre scowls. “I’m just glad no one knows about my parents.”

      “What about them?” I ask.

      She grins and mimes zipping her lips, but there’s a heaviness in her eyes that the dimming darkness of the dying night cannot hide.

      “Wait,” I say slowly. “Wasn’t there a fairy who—”

      Without warning, someone else joins us. Seth.

      The witch grabs my shoulders and shakes me. “You have to be prepared,” he says without preamble.

      “Prepared for what?” I ask.

      “My coven. It’s not just after me. You and Sommeil…” He nods to the sandman. “You both were there when Fortuna died. They blame all of us.” The witch lets go of me and grabs his pouch from his pocket. “I just came to warn you. I have to go. They’ve almost caught up to me, and—”

      Before he can go, more appear. One, two, three… six in all. All witches. All wearing dark green shirts and black bottoms. One of the three women wears a skirt. All of the others are in pants.

      “Seth Krauss,” the tallest of the witches says, his voice dry but also spiteful. “You will not flee again.”

      Seth squeezes his pouch and glances at me. I can almost see the wheels churning in his head. He wants to either turn himself over to try to have us spared, or else he wants to use his fairy dust to send Sommeil and me away.

      I barely shake my head and slide to stand in front of the witch. “You aren’t going to hurt him. You don’t understand. Seth didn’t have a choice. Fortuna—”

      “You will not speak of our sister,” the female wearing the skirt hisses. “You did not know her.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t know her, and if you had seen her then, you wouldn’t have known her either because she wasn’t herself.”

      “He’s right,” Sommeil says, smoothly sidestepping Seth so that he and I make a united front against the six witches. “Fortuna had been possessed.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Even with our magic waning, no witch would ever allow themselves to be—”

      “No one allows possession,” I say dryly, interrupting the brunette wearing pants.

      She bristles and glances from us to the male she stands beside.

      “Enough talking,” the tallest one snaps. “Let’s just kill them all and be done—”

      "Kill them all?" Zanatre asks coolly, approaching them. "That includes us too?"

      “You aren’t the only one with a coven,” I say with a smirk.

      Mirella and the others all step forward. Seth tries to move to stand next to me, but I block him, keeping him back.

      “You’re a witch without a coven, aren’t you?” the tall one asks.

      Mirella shrugs. “Depends on your definition of coven. Besides, not every witch has to join a coven.”

      “Only the best of the best do,” the blond female says.

      “How many magical disciplines do you have?” Mirella asks offhandedly.

      “Doesn’t much matter now, does it?” The blond female holds out ninja stars.

      Oh, this is going to be fun.

      The witches arm themselves. One has a pole-axe, another a bardiche. The war-scythe is strange. I haven’t seen that outside of the training room back at the academy. The lochaber-axe is wicked. A halberd and a broadsword round out the other two’s weapons.

      We all arm ourselves, except for Zanatre, whose method of arming herself is merely to take on her gargoyle form.

      Simone twirls her spear around and around until it’s nothing more than a blur. “You really want to do this?”

      "Six on six. Six witches versus a motley crew. Let's see, a non-coven witch, a grim reaper who won't shut his trap, a sandman with the same problem… You another witch? Another non-coven-er. A spriggan. Haven't seen one of you since… ever. And a gargoyle. Normally, I would think the gargoyle might be the last hold out, but look at her! She's seen more than her fair share of battle. Her stone is half worn away. Pathetic."

      "I can take more abuse than others," Zanatre says, her swirling marks glowing eerily in the barely visible light of the barely-there dawn. "Do not mistake that for weakness. I can handle anything you throw at me, especially considering I doubt you have much magic at all."

      The blond witch hisses as if she’s a vampire instead of a witch. She’s the one with the lochaber-axe. The axe is on the side of the blade. On the other side is a nasty hook. At a nod from the tall witch, she races forward.

      I swing my scythe in such a way to try to cut off the head, but the langets on the side of the shafts thwarted me.

      “This is ridiculous,” Seth cries out. “If you would only just listen to me—”

      “You killed Fortuna!” The tall man uses his broadsword to knock Simone’s javelin off course. “If we don’t kill you, you know who will come for us! You leave us no choice!”

      “Gunnar Frost is nothing more than a coward!” Seth shouts.

      “You’re the coward, hiding behind your friends,” the man who fights alongside the brunette argues.

      “Marsden Diamond, please, listen to me,” Seth pleads. “You don’t have to do any of this.”

      But the witches aren't listening. The coven is fighting, but I can't help noticing that they're only fighting Sommeil and me in earnest. They don't care about the others. Only the three of us are their goals.

      They aren’t even fighting us all that hard. If we wanted to, we could handle them easily, but we just block their attacks, dividing them, one by one, disarming them.

      The blond glares at the man who has hovered by her side when he’s disarmed. With her lochaber-axe, she yanks Sommeil’s sickle away—correction, my sickle. The man grabs it, but Sommeil blows sand into his face, and he drops, sound asleep.

      She falls down, covering him. “Don’t you dare hurt him!” she cries. “Torin,” she murmurs. “Torin Wynter, you wake up right now!”

      Marsden’s the last to be armed, and Kayden stands before him, weaponless, supposedly.

      “I have no quarrel with you,” Marsden states through gritted teeth. “If you would merely move aside.”

      Kayden grins. “Gladly, but first…”

      And Kayden uses wind to disarm Marsden.

      A muscle twitches in Marsden’s jaw, and he glances at where his sword fell, but Seth marches over and retrieves it. The witch makes a show of examining the hilt before turning the sword over and handing it hilt-first to Marsden.

      “Run me through if you must, but first, you will listen,” Seth says. “You owe me that much.

      “Listen to Seth,” the witch in the skirt calls out.

      “Of course Laura Barlow would be on Seth’s side,” the witch who might be the wife of Torin spits out.

      Laura lifts her jaw. “Seth and Fortuna were so very close. Seth wouldn’t—”

      “A lover’s spat maybe,” the man who hangs around the brunette suggests.

      “Hush now, Galen Grail,” the brunette says. “Seth can tell us, I suppose.”

      “Yes, dear, Asha Grail.”

      Asha shakes her head several times and then a few times after her husband kisses her cheek.

      Unintentionally, I find myself softening. The coven doesn’t seem to be all that terrible, all things considering. They have honor, and they wish to honor Fortuna. It pleases me that she had such loyal friends during what must have been a harsh life. Her birth name had been Gloria, but she adopted Fortuna in an effort to get away from her father, a witch, I gather, who might have abused her. Her father, though, learned about the Fortuna name. At least I think he did, so it didn’t help her nearly enough.

      Not that her father had been the one to cause her to try to kill others for body parts and turn against her friend and coven mate Seth.

      Or maybe he had… Could this Gunnar Frost be the overlord we’re looking for?

      “Are you going to speak or not, Seth Krauss?” Marsden asks darkly.

      “Fortuna had been under the influence of a… I don’t know. Someone else. She was trying to…” Seth shudders.

      “If I may…” I make a show of attaching my scythe to my back. I never did use my skull chain whip during this battle. Only now do I think back to the tengu. I hadn’t hesitated to use both weapons against him. I fought him and helped to kill him. Why didn’t I hesitate? Because he was a creature more than a being?

      No. He had fought to kill us. The witches, well, they did want to kill me, but only some of us, not all of us, and they're doing it out of a sense of honor.

      But still, it makes me want to think about creatures more and make certain I’m not discriminating against them.

      Marsden grimly waves for me to get on with it.

      “Before Sommeil and I went to NOLA, I had dealings with a dwarf who had been acting rather strangely. Some of the phrases he said… He killed to steal body parts. I’m certain he had been influenced by another, by an overlord.”

      Laura sucks in a breath, and the other witches of the coven share uneasy glances.

      “Fortuna said some of those phrases. Maybe it’s circumstances, but I don’t think so. I mean… Anyone can say, ‘I need…’ but that grin she had when she said it… And then she seemed to come back to herself some, only she was nasty, vicious, bitter… She would have killed Seth, would’ve killed Sommeil and me.” I shake my head sadly. “We didn’t want to kill her. We wanted to keep her alive so we could learn who did that to her, but…”

      “It was kill or be killed,” Seth says sadly. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t want to bring the wrath of Gunnar Frost on us. His finding out Fortuna was Gloria…”

      “Why were you in NOLA with her in the first place?” Torin’s wife or girlfriend asks.

      Seth glances at Laura. “Ah, well, um, Helena, that’s a… I…”

      “Out with it,” Marsden growls.

      “I asked Fortuna to come with me so that I could have her opinion on a few pieces,” Seth says in a rush.

      “What kind of pieces?” Helena presses.

      I eye Laura. She’s adjusting her skirt, watching Seth carefully but only when he isn’t looking at her.

      “Jewelry,” Seth murmurs. “A ring. An engagement ring. I… I wanted it to be a surprise,” he growls, glaring at Helena.

      “Oh,” Helena breathes, her eyes lighting up.

      "Oh," Marsden says at the same time, but his word is far flatter.

      “Oh,” Laura says simultaneously, but I can’t get a read on her emotion.

      “We went to several stores, and I couldn’t make up my mind,” Seth continues. “I suggested we get something to eat when I spied a grim reaper and a sandman enter the bar. I knew they had to be from HEX Unite right away. How many grim reapers are friends with sleepers?”

      “When you’re the best sleeper in the biz…” Sommeil buffs his nails on his shirt and glances around. No one laughs at his joke. “Sandblast it,” he grumbles, “you all are too uptight.”

      “I understand you’re all on edge because of what happened,” I say urgently, wanting to get back on track, “but those body parts had been sewn together, that monster brought to life. We killed it. We think an overlord organized all of that. That overlord is the one you want, not Seth. And… that overlord may or may not be the same overlord who is stealing away the magic of oracles…”

      I trail off. Not everyone here knows this.

      I glance at Sommeil, who clears his throat and steps forward.

      “The oracles are all dead except for maybe two sisters,” he announces for me.

      “But first, their magic was taken from them, just like it’s happening to us witches,” Mirella says. She doesn’t raise her voice, but everyone can hear her clearly.

      “You should be on our side,” Seth says. “You should be with us. Instead of being on the run, I want nothing more than to help find the overlord who is stealing our magic, and if he’s not the one who forced me to… then we’ll find that overlord too. What do you say?”

      Marsden glances at Galen and Asha Grail, at Torin and Helena Wynter, and at Laura Barlow. Each of the witches nods.

      Marsden holds out a hand. He and Seth shake, and then Marsden pulls Seth in for a bro hug.

      “I did not want to have to kill you,” Marsden murmurs, but I’m close enough to overhear. “It couldn’t have been easy for you, what happened.”

      “You’ve always been the king of the understatement,” Seth says, and the witches all start to laugh. Even Mirella chuckles a bit.

      “How was that funny?” Sommeil grumbles.

      “You can lie and tell the sandman I laughed,” Sid says.

      “You’re still here?” I ask.

      “Your mom made me promise that I would keep a wing out for you.” Sid goes to land on my shoulder.

      I almost let him, but at the last second, I step to the side. Sid flies off but not before whacking me in the back of the head first. That’s what it takes for me to chuckle, but I’m not really happy. I’m worried, concerned, and paranoid.

      If Gunner Frost isn’t the overlord, we very well might have to deal with him.

      If he is… The coven is murmuring to each other, talking about how they’ll have to face him, what their plan of attack will be.

      They’re terrified of him. Overlord or not, he’s going to be a fierce opponent. Death and bones, why can’t anything come easy?
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      The witches won’t stop talking, and I try to worm my way into their circle.

      “Do you think it’s possible he’s the one taking your magic?” I ask.

      Marsden glares at me. Yeah, I guess I just kind of infiltrated my way into their conversation, but it would be worthwhile to know what we’re up against, right?

      “Why do you think it’s possible that a witch could harness all of the magic of all of the witches in the world?” Marsden asks.

      “Because,” Mirella says dryly, “I know it’s a witch who is doing it.”

      Marsden sizes her up.

      “Mirella Sharpe,” she says, holding out her hand. “Marsden, right? I never heard of you.”

      From the way the witch purses his lips, it’s plain as day that Marsden has heard of her.

      “Nine disciplines of magic,” Helena whispers to Torin.

      Asha laughs. “You have eight, Helena.”

      “Yes. No elemental, though.”

      “What else don’t you have?” Mirella asks.

      “Well, right now…” Helena shrugs. “No arcane either.”

      “Well, at least you can do spells,” Mirella says with a slight smile.

      “Yes… under normal… circumstances.” Helena grimaces.

      “Are you going to listen to me or not?” Mirella asks, turning back to Marsden. “Now, this Gunnar Frost, does he have—”

      “What do you want to know about me?” a chilling voice calls out.

      Somehow, the sky has darkened considerably, as if time has gone backward and it’s the middle of the night again, although the moon would have to be behind clouds. I can’t see the voice’s owner, but I can see all kinds of red and amber eyes.

      Vampires and werewolves.

      ‘Gunnar Frost,” Mirella says evenly. “Why don’t you step forward?”

      "Leave them all be," Seth declares, stepping around everyone. Clearly, the witch has a death wish. "I'm the one you want, so… Go ahead. Kill me. Get it done and over with and—"

      “No,” Gunnar says, his voice still chilling but also as smooth as silk. “I won’t hurry up and kill you. No, it will be slow and painful and—”

      “Why?” Laura spits out. “Why are you so upset that Fortuna died?”

      “Her name is—”

      “She didn’t want to be called that anymore,” Asha argues.

      “Gloria,” Gunnar continues as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “She was supposed to be the most glorious of witches, but no. She had to go and be far too weak. Yes, she had arcane magic, elemental too, but that’s it. A waste of a witch. A waste of a daughter. Pathetic, that’s what she was, and she should’ve changed her name to—”

      “You’re just upset that you weren’t the one to kill her,” Seth says, lifting his nose into the air. “You wanted that honor. You hated her for running away from you, for trying to save herself. You wanted to mold her into something she never was—”

      “Strong? Powerful? Capable? Tell me, boy, is it so very terrible for a father to want those qualities for his daughter?” Gunnar steps forward, and I can finally make out his features. Fortuna had long black hair, but while her father’s is just as long, his strands are as white as his surname. They share the same bright blue eyes, though, chilling, frosty.

      I glance at Mirella. Her shoulders slump, and I hang my head, uncertain if I should be relieved or displeased.

      Gunnar Frost is not the overlord.

      Well, that should mean his magic won't be an issue at least, but honestly, I can't be all too happy about that, considering it means we have exactly zero ideas who the overlord could be, and we're facing a huge threat. A massive one. I'm not just talking about Gunnar Frost. Every time I blink, I see more red and amber eyes. The sheer number of vampires and werewolves here is sickening.

      “Let’s just end this the old-fashioned way,” Seth says. “You and me. No one else has to get hurt.”

      “Is that what you think will make me happy?” Gunnar snorts. “No. You had that one and that one there with you.” He points at me and then Sommeil. “The rest of these witches here, they all helped to try to keep my daughter from me. The others… Well, they associate with you. That’s enough to make me want to axe them.”

      “You’re despicable,” Laura spits out.

      “Is that so?” Gunnar shakes his head. “Tell me… Laura, right?”

      Her face pales some in response.

      “Your magic is just necromancy, isn’t it? No one here is dead. You can’t do anything.”

      Laura holds up her war-scythe. The pole was long, the weapon taller than she was, the curved blade’s cutting edge on the inside.

      “How barbaric.” The witch snorts and removes a pistol from inside his coat.

      A gun. He brought a gun. Most paranormal beings don't bother with them, although I think Rebel might. Then again, she's human. Oh, and maybe a few vampire hunters do too. Otherwise, we use older-styled weapons. I never really thought about why. I guess humans have their weapons, and we have ours. I mean, for the most part, we use our magic first and the weapons and blades second.

      Gunnar, though, lifts the gun far above his head and pulls the trigger.

      A sign.

      The vampires and werewolves jump out at us, attacking, slicing, biting, ripping, tearing. They’re vicious and bloodthirsty, even the werewolves, but they don’t seem to be acting strangely. They aren’t possessed.

      But they’re fighting fiercely. What exactly is it that they want? To kill us all?

      A pathetic spark of fire appears, but it’s doused out from the air before it can even think about setting some on fire.

      My skull chain whip is getting a workout, and my muscles already hate me. I'm sore and injured yet from the fight against the bunyips, but this is something else entirely. The vampires are having a feast, but while humans die from a bite almost immediately, we paranormal types are a bit hardier. For one thing, Zanatre roars with laughter when a vampire breaks a fang on her stone skin. She takes that fang, and… let's just say she put it to good use, yes?

      On and on and on, the fighting goes. The werewolves are massive wolves, larger than the animals, and their paws are solid and true. One swat from them can bash in knees and break bones.

      As for Gunnar Frost, the coward isn’t fighting us, just watching the battle, smirking the entire while. If I didn’t have to worry about vampires and werewolves, I would go after him myself, but I also have a feeling the coven will want to be the ones to deal with him.

      Claws rake down my arm, and I let out a hissed curse. These beasts just won’t let up no matter what.

      “Do you want to die?” I ask the werewolf, who just growls and launches himself at me.

      I sidestep him and duck just in time to avoid the vampire's fangs. My chain whips out, and I yank the vampire down. The werewolf jumps back over to me, not seeing the downed vampire, and crushes him. As the werewolf backpedals from the vampire, I snap back my whip, freeing the chain.

      The werewolf chomps down on the end of the whip and then bull rushes me. Another werewolf is coming, too, and I have no choice but to bring up my scythe.

      The newcomer werewolf leaps and lands on the blade.

      The other werewolf gets the whip around his throat.

      I don’t want to have to kill them, but they’re leaving me no choice.

      Someone cries out and begins to sob and then mutters curses. I can just make out that Asha's now fighting for her fallen husband. Where is she? I'm trying to listen, to get a bearing on her location, but the din of the battle is far too great for me to discern her spot.

      A vampire speeds by and then backtracks as I free my whip.

      “You’re going to die,” she says. She licks her bloody lips, and I shudder, repulsed by the sight.

      “That’s what you think,” I counter. “Why are you working for a witch?”

      “I’m not working for him,” she hisses.

      “Ah. Working with him then, is it? Working with him to accomplish what exactly?”

      “Gloria deserved better,” the vampire says with a hiss. “She united us.”

      “Who?”

      “Us vampires, the werewolves.”

      “Why?”

      “She sought a way to give us magic.”

      “Give?” I ask, my throat growing dry.

      “Not all vampires want to have to drink blood. We don’t have a choice in the matter, though, do we? She wanted to try to help us, but…”

      “And the werewolves?”

      “They want to be able to change into all kinds of creatures, not just wolves. Be a regular shifter instead of just a werewolf.”

      My mind is filled to the brim with confusing thoughts. “Is that possible?”

      “We’ll never know now, will we?” the vampire snarls. “What other witch would be willing to even try?”

      “Fortuna told me she thought magic was dying…”

      “She came to NOLA to try to talk to a few witches to see if what she wanted to do was possible,” the vampire claims. “Not just for that…” She’s so furious at Seth that she can’t even refer to him. Her face is twisted with sheer malice and utter hatred. It’s disturbing, frankly. “She wanted to give up her magic for us, but…”

      “If she gave up her magic, she probably thought her father would leave her be,” I muse aloud. “She hated her father. Don’t you know that? You’re fighting alongside the man who made her flee for how long!”

      “Yes, revenge can make for strange alliances,” the vampire admits, “but who says we can’t turn on him after we finish the likes of you?”

      She stalks toward me, and I take a step back. As it turns out, my step backward almost isn’t far enough because a long blade slams through the vampire’s chest. The tip nearly touches my tank top.

      The sword is removed, and the vampire starts to turn around, but the blade swings, chopping off her head. Blood arcs with the movement, splattering everywhere.

      Gunnar Frost removes a handkerchief and casually wipes her blood from the blade. “It’s so hard to find good help these days,” he remarks.

      “You… She…”

      “You heard her. She threatened me. I can’t stand for that. I won’t tolerate any who take anything from me, not even my time. If they won’t help me end you, I will end them. Pure and simple.”

      Gunnar Frost sheathes his weapon and lifts his hand. Despite the witches' magic being far less than normal, a ball of lightning forms between his palms. Streaks of forked lightning spit out from the ball, striking down the werewolves, the vampires, zapping one and jumping to the next.

      His allies fall down in droves until not a single vampire or werewolf is left standing.

      Death and bones, if he’s not an overlord in his own right, then I really don’t want to face the one who is stealing all of the magic.

      Or are there two overlords accomplishing that heinous task?
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      Zanatre flies above us. For once, she doesn’t look injured at all, but she’s coated in dried blood. Not her own, as far as I can tell.

      The coven forms to my left. To my right stand Sommeil and Simone. Just behind me, over my shoulder, are Mirella and Kayden.

      A glance at the coven has me realizing Seth isn’t with them, not anymore. Where is he?

      And, of course, Galen Grail isn’t standing with his coven. No one seems to be near death, not that I can see or sense, but Asha definitely has a broken arm, and the way Helena Wynter is leaning against her husband makes me wonder if she hurt her leg or foot or ankle.

      Together, we stand against the witch who just killed so many who had stood by his side.

      The man is reprehensible and despicable and as vile a villain as they come.

      “You think you can take me down?” Gunnar Frost chuckles. “My, my, you are a ridiculous lot, aren’t you?”

      Out of nowhere, Seth starts to move forward first, his sword outstretched, but Marsden grabs his shoulder. Seth glances over his shoulder at Marsden, and at that moment, Gunnar made his attack.

      The villain threw his sword, launching it like a spear or a javelin, and I bring up my scythe too slowly to knock it aside. The sword continues on by, and Seth goes to do the same and succeeds, only Gunnar must use wind because the blade redirects itself.

      Kayden’s face turns bright red, clashing with his green hair and eyes. His wind is trying to force down the sword or at least to turn it aside. The sheer force of the exertion of his last remaining bit of magic is a terrible sight to see, and his face pales, sweat dotting his forehead.

      Gunnar, on the other side of the veil that separates life and death, looks as if he is hardly using any effort at all.

      Just how is it that he has retained so much of his magic?

      The sword is nearing Seth, closer and closer. Sommeil tries to grab the blade, but it burns a bright red the moment his skin comes in contact with it, and he yelps, his palm burned.

      Gunner has fire, wind, lightning… What else does he command?

      Something tells me I don't want to know, but I'm going to find out, aren't I? Even if he has no other magic under his control, he is still strong, capable, and a more than worthwhile opponent, even if he is a despicable toad I wish I could stomp on.

      Zanatre swoops down, claws out, ready to slice through Gunnar, but he holds his hand up to his opposite ear and then swats his arm. Visible wind arcs out from his arm and knocks her back so hard that she slams into many of the others.

      As much as I want to help Seth avoid death, I lift my scythe, intent on going after Gunnar myself, when Marsden shoves Seth to the side. This time, the sword does not redirect, and it slices through Marsden’s chest on the right side.

      It’s as if a frenzy comes over us. While some tend to Marsden, the rest of us go after Gunnar. Somehow, he has a knife after an axe after a sword, seemingly materializing the weapons out of nothing. It almost calls to mind a boogeyman and his sack.

      No matter how we go against him, there is always an answer, a counter, a way for him to fight back either magically or with weapons. All of us are injured by now, some of us more seriously than others, and I can sense that Marsden is hanging on for dear life, Asha as well. Kayden’s magic is nearly all used up.

      But Gunnar fights on.

      Desperation has me frantic. If we can’t stop his magic, we won’t win. If he’s drawing on the magic of others, we might never be able to turn the tide against him.

      There must be something we can do.

      Now more than ever, I wish my skull chain whip was constructed of the same magic or material as the magic-dampening cuffs.

      Although… if magic is dying, would those cuffs work? Would their powers be diminished as well?

      Mirella has been hanging back, ever since Kayden looks like he’s about to pass out, and I slip over to stand near them.

      “Get into his head,” I murmur.

      “And do what?” she asks a bit sharply. “That’s even supposing I can. His magic… I don’t know how it’s so strong, but maybe if I can sense how he has his while the rest of us—”

      “No. I want you to give him a magical block. Shut down his magic.”

      “I… Is that even possible?”

      “If anyone can do it, you can.”

      She glances at Kayden, who nods, and she jerks her head to the side. “You might be asking too much of me,” she warns.

      “Just try.”

      “Never try,” Kayden mumbles. “Do or do not—”

      “Yes, yes.” Mirella’s eyes burn a bright purple that instantly fades away. “If I’m to have any chance, I need to be much closer to him.”

      “Consider it done.” I grit my teeth and reenter the fray, sidestepping around other allies until I come to the center, squaring off against Gunnar.

      “Ah, the grim reaper himself wishes to be the one to try to take me down.” Gunnar smirks and produces two swords. “How about we use these?”

      “Very well.” Without looking away from the powerful older witch, I hand Sommeil my scythe, reattach my chain whip to my person, and accept a sword.

      It’s been years since I’ve trained with one, but muscle memory is a wonderful thing.

      The sword, however, is imperfect, off-balanced in a way that I cannot get used to, and I can barely block Gunnar’s cunning and swift attacks, but the others all circle around us, not giving us too wide a berth, and I do what I can to try to force Gunnar to remain at the point of the circle closest to Mirella.

      Her eyes flicker from purple to blue and purple again, and there hasn’t been any sign that she’s been able to accomplish her goal.

      Abruptly, Gunnar’s head snaps upward, and he glowers at her over his shoulder. “You dare—” he starts, his left hand holding a growing fireball that abruptly goes out.

      Without delay, I yank off my skull chain whip and ensnare Gunnar, pinning his arms to his side. Torin Wynter steps forward to retrieve the sword from Gunnar.

      Now, he has no access to his magic and no weapons.

      It is over.

      Nearly.

      “Is it so wrong that I want to defend my daughter?” Gunnar snarls.

      I yank, pulling on the chain whip. The witch hisses at me as if he’s a snake. His face is as twisted and evil as that vampire’s had been.

      “You hit your daughter. You burned her when she hadn’t been able to control the elements yet,” Seth spits out. “You used to electrocute her in her sleep when she would cry out from nightmares—nightmares that most like featured you as the villain!”

      "You dare act as if you know all about my life and my actions," Gunnar shouts. "You dare to judge me when you have no idea what it is to raise such an awful, forsaken child! She had next to no magical talent at all, and her birth… She killed her mother!"

      “So you hated her,” Laura says quietly. Blood trickles down the side of her face, yet she stands tall, almost regal. “She was a child, and you destroyed her. When she left… She was such a frightened—”

      “If she was so terrified of me and my methods,” Gunnar argues, “why did she wait until she was twenty to leave? She could have left before then, when she was eighteen, but no. She stayed because I was trying to bring out the best in her.”

      “She sought to never use magic again,” Asha says. Her eyes are bloodshot. Tracks from tears glisten on her face, but she’s not mourning her husband right now. She’s mourning the loss of a coven sister. “But she couldn’t do it. She became a fortune teller for a time, changed her name…”

      “That’s when I found her,” Helena says. She clings to her husband, her one foot turned out the wrong way in addition to her injured arm. “We saved her, brought her back. We gave her a reason to live again, and—”

      “What about the vampires and werewolves?” I ask, cutting in. “She wanted to help the ones that you brought here, the ones who wanted to avenge her, the ones you killed, Frost.”

      Gunnar pierces me with the frostiest of gazes. I don’t blink. If anything, I smirk at him.

      “What about them?” Seth asks, confused.

      “A vampire told me—”

      “Your grim reaper is a bit gullible,” Gunnar states.

      “No,” I argue. “Your daughter wanted to give up her magic. She wanted to change their lives. You used them, just like you used her. She wanted to give her magic away so that you would leave her be. She wanted to help them. You just want to take magic, to harness it, to steal it. Don’t you?”

      During my speech, I stalk closer and closer to him until we’re almost nose to nose… only my nose is gone. I’m my grim reaper form, and my bones shake with barely contained rage.

      “Gloria… Fortuna… Whichever name you use, she was a good and decent witch despite you,” I say with a snarl. “She never did learn how to transfer her magic to them, though, did she? And then someone opted to take control of her… A bit more drastically than you ever did, I might add… or was that you? Were you the one who wanted to have creatures hacked up and beings killed so that their body parts could be harvested to create a monster that was much harder to kill than any one of those other creatures?”

      I’m heaving by now, and I’m not sure if my rambling makes any sense, but Gunnar’s face is a mask.

      “Your daughter had been so desperate to get away from you that she wanted to give up being a witch,” Marsden says. His words come out slow, his breathing a bit labored, but I think—I hope—that he is no longer knocking at death’s door. “If she sought to transfer her magic—”

      “If. If, if, if,” Gunnar mocks. “There is no way—”

      “Why do you have magic?” Sommeil demands.

      The older witch just grins.

      “Put him to sleep,” I say coldly. “Go ahead and enter his mind.”

      “With pleasure.” Sommeil brings up his hand.

      But Seth steps forward and places his sword against Gunnar’s chest.

      “You don’t deserve to live in a world where Gloria is gone,” he utters. “You don’t get to live. You’re nothing but a terrible, wicked, immoral waste of space.”

      “You don’t have the courage to do what you’re pretending you’re willing to,” Gunnar mocks.

      “Your daughter was the best thing you ever gave the world, but you are not good or decent. You—”

      “Gloria was not the best thing—”

      “No?” Seth presses harder on the sword, cutting Gunnar slightly.

      The older witch’s smirk only grows. “—I ever gave the world. She could have been so much more than she was. She could have changed the world—”

      “She wanted to, but you stole her happiness! You made her all dark and twisted inside, and she grew to hate magic! She didn’t really think magic was dying. She just wanted that to be the case because she knew there were far too many like you and others who—”

      “Yet she supposedly wanted to give magic to the likes of vampires and werewolves who are all good and wholesome and wonderful creatures, aren’t they?” Gunnar mocks.

      “They’re far better and more wholesome and wonderful than you are.”

      “Gloria…” Gunnar starts, but then his body jerks, and his neck snaps back as Seth yanks about the sword and then drives it home.

      Gunnar Frost is no more.
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      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Marsden says heavily.

      I yank free my chain whip, and Gunnar's body slinks to the ground. Instantly, Mirella's eyes go from purple to blue, and she sways on her feet, basically falling onto Kayden, who barely catches her.

      “We need to learn how he had magic,” Marsden continues.

      “I… I had to,” Seth murmurs. “If we continued on like this, we would’ve… He would’ve killed us all.”

      Marsden slinks down and sits on the ground. With a faint cry, Asha rushes over to her husband’s body.

      Simone has her work cut out for her, trying to heal everyone, and I barely notice that there’s a chunk of muscle missing in my thigh. When did that happen? Adrenaline must be my best friend, but now that I know about the injury, I can barely stand, and the pain is so terrible, I blink back tears, looking for Sommeil, and my friend sends me to sleep.

      When I wake, we’re all more or less healed, and someone has placed a blanket on top of me as well as a pair of jeans. It’s not easy changing out of my old jeans and putting on the new ones beneath the blanket, but I manage, realizing as I pull up the fresh pair that I don’t even have a scar. The wound has entirely healed.

      “Simone,” I say as I throw off the blanket and stand. “You—”

      I take a step and almost fall down. The wound is healed, but the muscle is so tight in my thigh, to the point that I can barely walk.

      “Just sit a moment,” Simone calls, rushing over to me. “You’re healed, yes, but the muscle still needs time to work again. If you try to walk now, before you are ready, you could limp for the rest of your life.”

      I grimace and huff a sigh as I flop to the ground. Her eyes widen in alarm, and she puts her hands on her hips. She’ll make a fierce mama bear one day, that’s for sure.

      Doing my best not to wink at her, I shake my head ruefully. “Seriously? That’s the best you can do for me?”

      She reaches down and tweaks my nose. “You’re lucky I like you, or else I’d remove the healing I did.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I don’t know, but I could find out,” she says dryly.

      “You’ve done more than enough.” Sommeil rolls his shoulder. “That had been… intense.”

      “I’ll say.” I glance around. Everyone seems to be healed for the most part. Marsden’s pale yet, and so is Mirella. At least Kayden has his coloring back.

      Asha stands in front of a mound. She must’ve buried her husband. Just how long had I been out of it? The others in the coven go over to her, and they form a circle. I can’t make out their whispers, but eventually, they walk away from the burial plot.

      “There’s no way for you to get into his mind, right?” I ask Sommeil.

      “Um, you do know he’s dead, right?” Sommeil asks wryly.

      “Right,” I mumble. My mind’s a bit foggy yet. I can’t sense Gunnar anywhere, but I doubt he’s a ghost. Yes, he had been murdered, so technically, it’s possible he could still be on this plane, but I doubt that. His soul had to have the full weight of evil, vileness that would’ve caused him to sink straight to Hell.

      Galen, though, I didn’t feel his soul before, so I hope he made it to Heaven by himself. I really need to find a way to better manage battles and allies when they die.

      Because while the coven might’ve tried to fight us at first, they are not evil. They’re allies through and through.

      Torin and Helena are cooking some kind of animal over a small fire. Laura and Seth are talking, and I hope they’re figuring things out between them. Will they get married one day?

      Will I see Adriana one day?

      She’s never far from my thoughts, but as much as I want to locate her, I don’t know if she should be our main objective.

      Mirella is a fighter through and through, and she and Kayden are the ones to distribute meat to everyone, me last of all. She sits beside me.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask her.

      “Drained,” she murmurs. “I’ve never felt like this before. It’s as if…”

      “Your magic is dying?” I ask, hoping that’s not the case.

      “No,” she mutters. “More like it’s being all used up, as if I have no more left.”

      “None?”

      She takes a bite and chews thoughtfully before saying, “I wasn’t able to get into his head at all. It was all I could do to keep his magic suppressed.”

      “Is that what’s happening to you and the other witches? Is your magic being suppressed?”

      “No. This is something else altogether, Donovan, and I hope it doesn’t continue to become a widespread problem, that it doesn’t affect you.”

      “Maybe it’ll affect fairies next,” I grumble.

      She looks at me curiously, but Asha approaches, her lips a flat line.

      “Mirella, do you think you can help us?”

      “Help you with what?” the red-haired witch asks, already standing.

      “We are going to try to pool together whatever magic we have left so that we can find the overlord. The one who is doing this to us. The one you saw.”

      Mirella shifts her gaze to Gunnar’s body. “If only it had been him, but… Why was he spared? Why did he have his magic still while the rest of us have barely any at all?”

      “Maybe we need to look at his connections at any… I doubt he has friends,” I say dryly, “but any associates, any business partners… It’s possible he was spared because he knows the overlord.”

      “Who knew you had a brain in that skull of yours,” Marsden calls. “You will try to look into that while we…”

      I nod, already scrolling through my phone. My healed leg is trembling, shaking uncontrollably, and I’m hoping that’s a sign that it’s healing properly, the muscles working properly again.

      As much as I try to look up Gunner Frost, there isn't much at all about him, which figures. Most of the most heinous criminals in the paranormal world know how to have their digital footprints erased. There's a reason why we have files created about those we need to go after. You can't just look them up on supes.com. That would be far too simple.

      Mirella, Simone, Seth, Marsden, Laura, Asha, Helena, and Torin are all in a circle, holding hands. I can’t make out what they’re murmuring. Kayden moves to stand behind Mirella and places a hand on her shoulder. Some of the others do the same. Lending their magic? Just giving a sign of support? I don’t know.

      Most of the witches have their eyes close, but when I stare at Simone, she opens her eyes. She nods to me, and I stand and gingerly take a step. Before I can move to stand behind Torin, the witches drop their hands. A few lean against each other.

      “Nothing?” I ask.

      Mirella shakes her head.

      “For now, I suggest we all get some rest,” Simone states. “In the morning, perhaps, after another meal, we can try again.”

      Most everyone starts to disperse, and I approach Sommeil.

      “Wasting all of their magic to find the overlord won’t help for when we have to go up against him,” I murmur.

      “Perhaps not, but if we don’t find the guy…” Sommeil spreads out his hands. “We can only do what we can. Unless you have another idea?”

      I huff a sigh. Feeling so frustrated is not a feeling I am accustomed to.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep does not come easy to me, and I think I might feel a bit of sand trickle my way before I doze off. When I stir, after not having a dream at all, I enter that hazy non-land between wakefulness and unconsciousness. It’s not all that different from the state I enter as my grim reaper.

      “Donovan.”

      Her voice is faint, ghost-like, but it’s also clear as a bell.

      “Adriana.”

      I can’t see her, just a shadow that vaguely takes on her size.

      "Donovan, please," she begs, "help me. Find me."

      “Where are you? Please, you have to help me help you. No one knows where you are, and the witches, their magic is gone, and the oracles… Your sister, is she all right? Is she with you?”

      “Donovan, please…”

      I reach out to her, want to run toward her, but I’m not really there. She isn’t really here either, and my eyes open. Above me is only the nearly cloudless sky.

      The witches are all worn yet—are they even still witches anymore? What happens once their magic is gone entirely?

      I'm desperate, so very desperate, to find Adriana, but the witches can't help me. They're essentially gone, and the oracles are too.

      But there is another race who can see premonitions. Not all of them can, but there are some fairies who can.

      The one who was mixed up in that business with Jaidos, the previous headmaster of Magical Hunters Academy.

      What was her name? Doesn’t she have ties to the prison?

      Sommeil rushes over to me. “I know what that look means,” he says firmly. “You aren’t going anywhere without me.”

      “Fine, but we’re leaving now.”

      He glances toward the others, maybe looking at Zanatre, but I’ve already sprinkled us with fairy dust.

      There isn’t a moment to lose.
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      Magical Prison looms above us, tall and towering and foreboding, or maybe that’s just my mood. I stalk forward, my leg feeling strong beneath me, but Sommeil grabs my bicep.

      “You want to see the Stonehenge brothers?” he asks, confused.

      “No, not them.”

      “Then…”

      My hand touches the knob, turning within my hand even though I haven’t turned my wrist, and the door opens because of someone on the other side.

      Portia.

      The angel guard looks blinding in her iridescent armor. She narrows her completely white eyes. “What is it you want, Grim Reaper?”

      “To see Aiden.”

      “Why?” She flutters her gold-tipped translucent wings.

      “Actually, I want to see the fairy who has premonitions. There is one, right? She’s connected to him?”

      “You are referring to Jessa Sunwinds,” Portia says stiffly.

      “His sister?” I ask, shocked.

      “His wife,” Portia says, unamused. “You haven’t done your homework at all, have you?”

      “Wait, Jessa? Madra mentioned her by name… Something about reform…”

      “Yes, Jessa has taken it upon herself to try to reform and rehabilitate as many of the prisoners here as she can. We have never intended to keep the prisoners here until they die, but some… We have had far fewer who have been returning for a second or third stint since Jessa has started her work.”

      “Maybe her premonitions help her,” Sommeil suggests.

      The angel guard barely looks at the sandman. “Perhaps, but I do believe the premonitions cannot be controlled nor forced, so if that is what you seek—”

      “Donovan!” Aiden must be one of the bravest of fairies because he squeezes by Portia to fill the doorway as the angel hasn’t allowed us entry into the prison. “What brings you two here?”

      “We need to speak with your wife.”

      "You're in luck then," the fairy says cheerfully. "She's here today, actually. If you'll follow me…"

      I half-smile at Portia, but the angel merely gives me a blank look as I walk past.

      Aiden chatters happily, and I envy how optimistic the fairy is. He’s so light and giddy almost as he flutters about, flying, his feet not close to the ground.

      He brings us to one of the rooms, bids us to wait for him here, and leaves only to return a minute later with a beautiful angel of a fairy. Her hair is dark with purple streaks, and her blue and purple wings hardly flutter as she flies beside her husband.

      “Gentlemen,” Aiden says as proud as a peacock, “allow me to introduce my wife, Jessa Sunwinds. Jessa, this is Donovan Darthe and Sommeil Martin.”

      “It is very nice to make your acquaintance,” she murmurs. Her eyes are a wonder, bright blue with the whites tinged purple, but the only eyes I want to see are Adriana’s.

      “Yes, charmed,” I say. “I…”

      Sommeil glowers at me.

      “I’m sorry. I just need your help. Please. There are only two living oracles left in the entire world, and if you could… I was hoping… maybe…”

      “You want me to try and have a premonition.” Jessa shakes her head sadly. “I’m afraid premonitions don’t work that way. I’ve tried to have them on demand, and on a few occasions, I have, but…”

      My heart sinks. “Your magic…”

      “It’s a bit hit or miss now,” she says, pulling her hand free from her husband and wringing hers nervously.

      “Is that happening to you as well?” Sommeil asks Aiden.

      “A bit,” he admits. As if the sandman popped his balloon, Aiden’s happiness dissolves, and his shoulders slump.

      “Can you imagine anything worse than having a surprise birthday celebration all planned, your first time celebrating his birthday as your husband, and your magic failing?” Jessa shakes her head. “Sometimes it works, but…”

      I grab two fistfuls of hair and yank on them until my scalp burns.

      “I’m willing to try, though,” Jessa says.

      I plop down on a chair and hang my head, my hands covering my face. I don’t know what Jessa does to try, but minutes later, she murmurs an apology.

      “It’s all right,” I say, running my hands down my face. “I have another idea.”

      Sommeil opens his mouth, but I’m already taking matters into my hand, walking over to him and using more dust to land us in front of Supes Tribune.

      That’s how desperate I am. I don’t like Ruben Kilpatrick, not at all, but he’s a fairy, and I’ve had a sneaky suspicion all along that he can see the future, that he has premonitions.

      It’s about time he uses his magic for good instead of to make a buck.

      “No beating up the guy,” Sommeil mutters as he jogs to keep up with my swift pace. I only have to backtrack once to make it to Ruben’s desk, but he’s not here.

      Confused, I head to the next desk. “Can you tell me where Ruben Kilpatrick is?”

      “Ruben?” The troll gapes at me. “He’s been missing for a long while, that one.”

      “What?” I ask, confused. “How is that… He’s been writing from his house then? Has anyone gone to check out his house?”

      “No.” The troll shrugs sheepishly. “It’s, ah… Reporting the news isn’t exactly an easy task right now. It’s not safe, you know? We’ve been attacked a few times, not even when we’re out reporting. The building has been too.”

      I glance at Sommeil. None of this makes any sense.

      "Actually, we were attacked right around when he left," the troll muses. "He did send a few articles after he stopped coming in, but not for a bit now."

      “Interesting. Well, if you don’t mind, I figure we can help you out,” I say, glancing at Sommeil.

      “Of course,” the sandman says, picking up right on cue. “We’ll go and check out his place for you. Just need his address.”

      "Somewhere in Roseshield Grove, I'm sure." The troll checks on his computer. "Let's see… this says it's on the eastern bank of the Winding River, the second tree past the carved rock. Whatever that means. I hope you find him and that there's nothing wrong. A shame, really. He's our most popular writer, what with his having a real nose for the truth. He gets down deep to the nitty-gritty, to the real issues. Most of us… myself included," he says sheepishly, "we tend to just write about what happens, not the whys of it, not the meaning behind it. He's the best of the best, and yes, we need him back, but with there being so much we have to report on… We're getting calls in nonstop about people who are missing or towns that have been destroyed—"

      “Destroyed?” I interrupt.

      “You’re from the Wilds, right? There are a lot of other places that have gone belly up just like that.”

      Sommeil and I exchange a worried glance.

      “What about the humans?” Sommeil asks.

      “So far, they’re ignorant yet, but with the way the fiends don’t seem to care who lives or who dies, I have to say that I’m thinking that things will not go so well for the humans. At some point, there will be crossover… I should write about this. Maybe I can be the next Ruben Kilpatrick!”

      And the troll goes back to typing. He doesn’t even listen as I repeat the address to him to ensure we have it right.

      Roseshield Grove. I’ve never been there before. Fairies don’t tend to be all that evil, although a few have, of course. For the most part, they like to handle things in house. In wing? Eh, I’m trying too hard.

      My stash of fairy dust is starting to run a little low, and Sommeil uses his to bring us to the border of Roseshield Grove. There aren't any fairy guards on patrol, which makes me curious. I thought for sure we would be stopped, but we enter the land of the fairies without being questioned.

      The forested land is quiet, eerily so, maybe even deathly silent. There aren’t any birds or small animals wandering around, making noise, and it feels so wrong and unnatural.

      Sommeil points to the left, and we head that way. It doesn’t take long for us to hear the sound of water. Sure enough, just beyond a ridge is a river.

      “Guess we need to find the carved rock,” I murmur, not wanting to talk loudly. Even my soft tone seems too loud in this somber and solemn place.

      We split up, one on either bank. Sommeil’s the one to find it farther upstream. The carved rock has all kinds of flowers carved into it, painted majestic colors. I wonder if it glimmers and shines in the sunlight, but it’s either dreary and overcast, or it’s starting to grow dark. Time has been slipping away from me, and I have no idea how long it’s been since I last saw Adriana.

      “Second tree past it,” I muse. “That should be…”

      “There’s only one tree,” Sommeil says.

      We wander past the first tree. There’s a spot where there should be another tree, but there’s nothing there.

      Confused, we head back to the first treehouse and knock on the door.

      A fairy with delicate features blinks her wide aquamarine eyes at us. “Hello?”

      “Hi, we’re looking for—”

      “Why is a grim reaper here?” she demands, crossing her arms, her wings fluttering about a hundred times a second.

      “I’m looking for Ruben Kilpatrick. I thought he lived near here.”

      “No, not here.”

      “Do you know him?” Sommeil asks.

      The fairy shakes her head. “I don’t. The name… I mean, it does sound a bit familiar, but…”

      “He writes for the Supes Tribune,” I say dryly.

      “Ah, yes! I’ve read his articles! Wait, are you the—”

      “If you don’t know where he is,” I interrupt.

      “I can’t help you,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “The goings-on all around everywhere else, they aren’t happening here. I think you two should leave.”

      “We’ll be going,” Sommeil says with a wave.

      She beams at him and shuts her door.

      “Not,” Sommeil mutters under his breath. “Now what?”

      “He has to be around here somewhere, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe, but why would Ruben have listed his address wrong?”

      I rub the back of my neck. “You think he lied about it?”

      “Could be. He writes about all kinds of things that people don’t want him to. Maybe he did it for safety reasons.”

      “That makes sense,” I admit, hating that it does. “All right, so where does that leave us?”

      “We should’ve asked her how her magic is,” Sommeil grumbles.

      “That’s all right,” I murmur, noticing a bit of something blue blur near the river. “Come on.”

      The fairy boy is young but fast, and once he realizes we’re coming after him, he turns it into a chase, doing flips, sitting on tree branches, waiting for us to start climbing, and then darting away. I’m tempted to use some fairy dust to be next to him on a branch, but then what? I’m not going to grab a kid.

      Finally, I just stop and stare at the water. The river is babbling, a gentle, peaceful brook, so unlike the harsh, grim turmoil anarchy that surrounds us.

      Abruptly, I realize my reflection is that of my grim reaper self.

      The boy fairy flies over, above the other bank. “Giving up already—Wait! You’re a grim reaper! So cool!”

      He flies right up to me, in my face, staring at my skill.

      I smirk, and he giggles with delight.

      “My friends are never going to believe this!”

      “I’m Donovan. This is Sommeil.” I jerk my thumb toward the sandman.

      “Hi. I’m Miles Brumblebatch. Why are you two here?”

      “We’re looking for a friend of ours. His name is…” I stare at the boy’s flame-orange hair and matching eyes. The female fairy had aquamarine eyes.

      Fairies don’t tend to have dark eyes. They’re much more colorful than that, typically speaking. Ruben Kilpatrick should stick out like a sore thumb.

      “He has dark hair, dark eyes. A fairy like you but a bit older,” I say slowly. “Any chance you know a fairy like that?”

      Miles bites his lower lip and wrings his hands. “I don’t know…”

      "You don't know? Or you don't know if you can trust us?" I ask, hoping it's the latter. "You can trust us. We're friends, aren't we? I mean, I don't let just anyone see my skull. It, ah, can be a bit embarrassing. Some people don't like it, but you're cool. You didn't get all freaked out. It can be… lonely sometimes, being a grim reaper."

      "I know what you mean! It can be lonely. All of my friends have siblings, but I don't, and when they're busy and have to babysit, like they are now, I get left out here all alone, and…" Miles eyes Sommeil and me critically. "We're friends, right? Friends can keep secrets, right?"

      “The best kind of secrets are those between friends,” Sommeil says.

      “Okay. Good. So, sometimes, I like to go exploring. Sometimes, I leave the grove. When I flew over Spiritmire, I saw a fairy with dark hair and eyes. I don’t know who he is, but that place gives me the creeps, so I didn’t fly down to see who he was, but maybe he’s there. Do you know the place?” he asks eagerly. “If not, I can take you there.”

      “I know the place,” I say grimly. “It’s not the place for a young fairy. Trust me. I’m not telling you this because you’re too young. It’s not a place for any fairy.” I swallow hard and exchange a glance with Sommeil.

      It’s not the place for anyone living.
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      Miles’ orange eyes grow wide. “Then it’s not a place for that fairy I saw either!”

      “It’s not,” I say firmly. “Don’t worry. Sommeil and I will save him.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Miles asks. “I want to help!”

      “You need to stay here and not follow us,” I say firmly.

      Miles is so crestfallen that when his shoulders slump, he hovers lower.

      “You have any fairy dust?” Sommeil asks. “We might need it if we’re going to get out of there alive.”

      Miles’ eyes widen. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      And he zooms off.

      “We should go now, before he returns,” I say.

      “If we do that, he’ll be sure to follow us,” Sommeil argues. “If we let him help—and having more fairy dust will help—then maybe he won’t endanger himself.”

      Tight-lipped, I nod. Thankfully, the boy fairy flies like a galloping horse, and he’s back in no time with two thick and heavy sacks that should’ve slowed him down considerably. What is he, the fastest fairy to ever fly?

      “Thank you,” I say seriously.

      “Of course.” Miles bristles with happiness. “So, ah, when can you guys come back and play with me?”

      I hesitate. “We will.”

      “You have to help that guy first and then some other people, too, right? You guys are heroes. I know you are. You’ll come back once you’re done saving people. I’ve heard some of the grownups talking about what’s going on outside of Roseshield Grove. I… I haven’t been leaving as often as I normally do. Do… Do you think I should stay put?”

      “Just for now,” I say in a rush.

      “Until we come back, but, Miles, we will be back.” Sommeil clasps the fairy’s hand.

      He’s nine, maybe ten. Will he listen to us? I sure hope so.

      “I don’t know about us being heroes,” I mumble.

      “You are. You two work for HEX Unite, right?”

      My jaw drops.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard,” Sommeil starts.

      “It’s no more. Except it is. In secret.” Miles beams. “Don’t worry. You keep my secret, and I’ll keep yours. Go ahead. Save that fairy. I’ll do what I can to be a hero here in Roseshield Grove!”

      “That sounds like a great plan,” I assure him.

      Miles loops around us and then flies off.

      Sommeil and I exchange another glance. This is not going to be fun. Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      Spiritmire. It's essentially a barren wasteland of sorts, a bog with a mist that is terrible. It drags you down every step, and it's not much better to fly above it. There's a deep darkness here that prevails despite all attempts to grant this space some light. The sun never shines here. While it never rains or snows, the mist has a bright bit of precipitation to it. It almost seems as if the place constantly rains.

      The bog is where lost ghosts come, the ones who have been ghosts for so long that they no longer care about their unfinished business. Some lurk in the waters of the bog and live only for the ability to drag any who dare to trespass down to a murky, watery grave.

      We stand on the edge of the bog.

      “Have you ever been here before?” Sommeil asks.

      I solemnly nod. It’s an experience I don’t like recalling, and I offer no details. It’s a story for another time.

      “Why would Ruben come out here?” he grumbles.

      I almost forgot about my mechanical wings, but I still have them on me. I really should use them more during a battle. Maybe a future one because, death and bones, we all know there will be more in my future.

      “I don’t know,” I murmur when it’s clear Sommeil is waiting for an answer. Or maybe he’s just stalling.

      “Do you think he’s even still alive?” he asks.

      Yep. He’s stalling all right.

      “I need him to be,” I say firmly, and I spread out my mechanical wings with the press of a button. “Do you think…”

      “I can try,” Sommeil grumbles, “but all of this moisture…”

      “Stay here.” I hover above him.

      “I don’t like that idea at all,” he protests. “You brought me along—”

      “To be my backup, and you are. The ghosts…” I blink and embrace the iciness that is my grim reaper form. “They can’t hurt me.”

      “So you say,” he mutters. “I don’t like this.”

      Truthfully, I don’t either, but I take off flying, soaring over the bog. The mist doesn’t appreciate that I’m not stepping in the murky bog, and it grows thicker, more opaque, forcing me to fly lower and lower so I can see anything.

      That’s when I can see the ghosts. They’re glaring at me with such malice in their eyes as they swim along in the waters, but they lack the strength to come up and grab me.

      Up ahead, I can hear a few groans and moans, and that’s when I spy him. Ruben. He’s almost as gray as this place—gray bog, gray mists, even gray translucent ghosts—but he’s not one of them.

      Although they do seem to be accepting him.

      Without thinking things through, I swoop over and grab Ruben. He’s just sitting in the bog, sinking yet also floating, as if he’s a part of it.

      The ghosts shrill and try to work their way out of the muck to reach us, but I fly high and higher, out of their reach. My wings flap hard, and I’m starting to worry about overuse and about rust when we’re there, with Sommeil, and immediately, we’re gone.

      Sommeil took no chances. He used fairy dust immediately.

      Good man. I love him like a brother.

      We arrive at the spot of Gunnar’s death. The witches are just finishing up a meal with the rest of our friends.

      Simone notices us first. She rushes over, slowing as she spies Ruben in my arms.

      “Who is this?” she asks.

      I wait for Ruben to react, to try to get free, to talk, but he’s just limp in my arms, as listless as the mists.

      Mirella approaches, eyeing the fairy critically. “I’ve seen this before,” she murmurs, her voice dawning with horror. She touches Ruben’s wrist and stoops down slightly even though he’s taller than she is. “Sir, do you know who you are?”

      He blinks a few times and slowly, almost robotically, turns his head to look at her. “Who are you?” His voice is raspy, like he hasn’t spoken in a long time.

      Or maybe like he had been screaming for hours, days even, and has almost no voice left.

      “I’m Mirella. Mirella Sharpe. You are…”

      “I’m… I’m… I don’t know.”

      Mirella nods and straightens. “I don’t mean to alarm you, sir, but your memories have been wiped.”

      “Wiped?” I ask. “Can you tell how long ago? Who might’ve done it?”

      “I don’t know if I can tell you any of that,” she murmurs.

      “Maybe I can,” Sommeil offers, but he doesn’t look too keen on that. “Man, fairy…” The sandman shrugs. It’s not too usual for him to seem so uncomfortable in his skin. “Do you want me to try to see if I can find out what happened to you?”

      The fairy blinks a few times. “That’s now… That’s not a good idea, is it?”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Sommeil says honestly.

      “Then no. Ah, no.”

      “I can try to restore your memories,” Mirella says softly. “Do you want me to try?”

      Ruben—at least I assume he’s the fairy named Ruben—hangs his head as he considers her suggestion. Then, he shrugs. “Go ahead. You probably can’t make things any worse for me.”

      Mirella lifts her hands and touches his temples. Her fingers glow a second, and then the light flickers and goes out before returning.

      After a moment, she steps back. “There. Maybe… Who are you?”

      “Ruben,” he says, his voice far more confident than the slow, laidback tone he had before. “Ruben Kilpatrick. I’m a writer for Supes Tribune.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” I ask firmly. “No. Wait. What’s the last article you wrote?”

      “Ah…” Ruben blinks a few times as he considers my question. “About the… Ah… Oh, yes! I wrote about how the valkyries and how they do make for great warriors, yes, and guards too, but perhaps they might consider a few other career options as well. They don’t need to be… what’s the human term for it? Pigeon-holed? I believe that’s it.”

      “That’s the last article you wrote?” I ask. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, very much so. I went to see them on Mount Olympus. Have you ever been there? Not that all valkyrie live there, but it’s their one major city. Absolutely beautiful, so serene, and… Why are you looking at me like this?”

      “Ruben,” Mirella says gently, “I hate to be the bearer of bad news…”

      “You said my mind was wiped,” Ruben says slowly. “Someone has been writing articles under my name, haven’t they? Someone has taken… Castimir.”

      “Who?” I ask eagerly.

      “Castimir. He’s a witch. He’s the one who did this to me! He asked me if I wanted to interview him. I declined, but he was very insistent. He claimed he had the story of the century, and he was a big fan, and he wanted me to have the scoop, so I… He stole my life! Why? Why would he do that?”

      “I have a feeling he did a lot more than just steal your life,” I say grimly.

      “What do you mean?” Ruben asks. “And why do I feel so… lightheaded?”

      “Come here, mon ami,” Simone coaxes, and I realize she’s not the only one to have been listening in to our conversation. Everyone has, even though they’re trying to be discreet about it. “I did not mean to drop eaves, but I think it might be possible that while you… You might not have eaten much, no? So let me feed you, and maybe then you’ll feel better?”

      “No, it’s not that,” Ruben says almost dully. “Well, I am hungry, yes, but my magic… it’s…”

      “Is it gone,” Mirella asks, “or at least faded, for lack of a better word?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it,” Ruben murmurs, but the poor guy looks absolutely lost as Simone leads him away.

      “Castimir…” I murmur. “What do you want to bet we won’t be able to learn much of anything about him?”

      I'm already searching on my phone, but Zanatre beats me to it. Her face is stonier than normal—her human face, that is, and that’s saying something.

      “He’s the son of a boogeyman and a witch,” the gargoyle utters. “I do not want to have anything to do with another boogeyman.”

      “No?” Sommeil teases. “I would’ve thought you would want to have revenge on as many of them as you possibly can.”

      “Do you?” she asks him quietly. “You haven’t forgotten…”

      Sommeil’s face drains of color.

      The sack. She has to be referring to that.

      “He’s not a boogeyman,” I remind them. “He’s only the son of one and a witch.”

      “And an overlord,” Sommeil adds. “Don’t forget that tidbit.”

      How could I possibly forget that?
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      Zanatre and Sommeil do more research. Now that the witches have a name, they try to locate Castimir, but I don’t think they’ll have much luck.

      No, I’m not trying to look up Castimir anymore. Instead, I have a pic of Adriana up on my phone. It’s from her dossier at HEX Unite. I hate my picture for mine, but hers doesn’t capture her spirit or beauty or strength. She has a quiet strength that isn’t like Zanatre’s, but the oracle is strong anyhow. She’s been raising her sister, taking care of her since their parents died.

      In that boogeyman village that had been attacked by a yeti.

      All of the adults had been killed.

      Only a precious few survived because of Adriana and her first-ever vision.

      This Castimir… is it possible that his boogeyman parent could’ve hailed from her old village? No, not a parent. Age-wise that wouldn’t work out. Well, maybe. How old is Castimir? But Adriana saved only kids… Still, maybe Castimir has some ties to the place.

      I don’t even know if the place has been rebuilt, repopulated. Adriana hadn’t mentioned if she stayed there after everything or not. Or maybe she did say, and I don’t remember.

      Now, I start to do some digging, and it’s not easy. I eat some food Zanatre shoves in my face, and I even take a nap or maybe sleep for the night. I don’t even know because time really is crazy, but then I locate the name of the town.

      Diaboridge.

      Definitely fits a boogeyman establishment, if you ask me.

      I stand and stretch, glancing around. No one is paying me much of any attention, and I shift off to the side, away from everyone. My fingers close around my pouch and—

      “You aren’t going off alone.”

      I jump and almost drop my pouch. With a scowl, I shake a finger at Zanatre. “You scared me.”

      “Where do you think you’re going off to?”

      “Nowhere. What makes you think—”

      “Don’t lie.” She lifts her chin. “As it is, I didn’t care that you and Sommeil went off earlier without me.”

      “Because you want to spend time with him.”

      “Because I want to do something,” she hisses. “Don’t act like you should do everything all by yourself. That is not how this is going to go down.”

      “No? I don’t mean to prop myself up, but the witches… they can’t face him. Sommeil’s sand isn’t going to come near the guy. Kayden… I bet he’ll just suck up his magic immediately, and you…”

      “What about me?” she asks dryly, crossing her arms. Her sleeves are short enough that most of the swirling marks on her arms are visible, and they’re glowing brighter than normal.

      “I don’t’ want you to get hurt.”

      “You think I’m going to get myself killed.”

      “You have no fear,” I say quietly. “It will be the death of you.”

      “Au contraire,” she says with a smirk. “I have plenty of fear.”

      “You try to prove yourself worthy of… I don’t even know. You fight like you’re possessed, and while it’s commendable, you do get hurt, and—”

      “So do you, bud,” she says hotly, “and I don’t see you winning this argument, so let’s just go, the two of us, unless you want Sommeil to tag along? The three of us, just like old time’s sake.”

      “Old time’s sake,” I murmur. “When we fought on assignments given to us by Damara.”

      She inhales deeply. "I want to avenge her and the other oracles and find Adriana and make sure she doesn't die too. It's what you want as well. Why can't we go together? We don't even know if we'll find him, so…"

      “What if we do? Maybe Sommeil should come. Kayden…”

      “If Kayden comes, you know Mirella will. Simone will want to… It’s all of us or you and me, maybe the Three Amigos.”

      “First French, now Spanish? What’s next?”

      “Memento mori.”

      I wince. “That’s the whole point. I want you to remember that you will die.”

      “Alea iacta est. The die is cast,” she murmurs.

      “How is it that you know so much Latin?” I ask.

      "Sometimes, I like to hang around with the oldest of gargoyles. Some of them only speak in Latin. They've seen so very much of the world, and some of them have turned into stone completely, unable to turn back into their human selves. It's… It's almost peaceful to think of that, to be stone forevermore."

      “But the weather…”

      “We degrade and fade away if we’re buried. We’ll become nothing but bones. Stone… bones… what’s the difference. Now, we’re going together, aren’t we?”

      “You’re so bossy,” I grumble.

      Her smile is slow to form. “Look who’s talking. Let’s make things right, okay? If we can.”

      “We better hope Sommeil will answer his phone right away,” I warn.

      “Chances are, he’s not there. We’re just following bread crumbs, aren’t we? Besides, I can always knock you out. Sommeil knows to be on the lookout for any of us if we’re sleeping.”

      “Any of us…” I trail off. “Does that mean Adriana hasn’t been sleeping this entire time? There’s no way that’s the case. No way.”

      “It’s possible she’s out of reach somehow,” Zanatre says softly.

      “Well, maybe we’ll find her where we’re going instead of Castimir.”

      “Really?” Zanatre’s eyebrows shot up even as she beams. “Where are we—”

      And we’re gone.

      Diaboridge is far more impressive than when I saw the town through Adriana’s vision. Before, the people had lived in huts. Now, they’re in more or less hut/cottage hybrids. The houses are small, making me wonder if boogeymen tend to have smaller families.

      We don’t get very far when a young boogeyman strolls up to us.

      “Why are you here?” he asks. He has a sack over his left shoulder.

      “We’re looking for someone who might have lived here. Someone who might be here. Castimir. Do you know him? He’s a witch, but one of his parents had been a boogeyman, and—”

      "Nope," the boy says almost cheerfully. His face isn't that grotesque yet, but I think boogeymen tend to look scarier the more they scare people and feast on their fears. Or maybe that’s just a myth.

      “What about Adriana?” Zanatre asks, glancing at me.

      “Adriana? The oracle?” The boy beams. “Some of the people wanted to change the name of this place to Adriaridge, but they didn’t. I’m not sure why. I mean, I’m not sure why they wouldn’t. She did so very much for us all.”

      I glance at Zanatre. She shrugs.

      “I—”

      Just then, there’s a loud throat clearing behind us.

      Startled, I jerk around to see Sommeil, Mirella, and Kayden.

      “You’re done leaving us behind,” the sandman says grumpily.

      Mirella crosses her arms. “You’re a fine one to talk, considering you did that too!”

      “Yes, well, I brought you along this time,” he mutters. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “Where are we?” Kayden asks.

      “Diaboridge.”

      “A boogeyman town.” Sommeil shudders.

      “I thought they might know Castimir—”

      “Nope,” the boy says, just as cheerful as before.

      Hmm.

      “Can you ask your father to come here?” I ask him.

      “Sure.” He races away.

      “I don’t know if everything is as it seems here,” Zanatre says slowly.

      “Why do you say that?” Kayden asks.

      Zanatre squints as she turns her head this way and that, observing everything. “It’s just a sense I’m getting. Something isn’t quite right.”

      The boy returns with a man who doesn’t look quite as hideous as you might expect.

      "You're looking for a certain someone?" the boogeyman asks. "I can't help you if we… We do what we do. Vampires have to have blood. We have to have fear." His voice is rising, and he almost sounds a bit panicked. "It's not that we have anything against—"

      “Castimir,” I cut in. “We’re looking for a son of a boogeyman named Castimir. Do you know him?”

      “Nope,” he says, adopting the same cheerful tone his son had.

      What in the world?”

      “What about an oracle named Adriana?” Zanatre pries.

      Mirella stays closer, staring hard at the boogeyman.

      He glances at her and then shifts away from the witch. “Ah, Adriana. She helped us once, a long time ago. She used to live here, but then… What happened was tragic, very tragic…”

      “Can you read this?” Mirella asks, fiddling on her tablet. Once ready, she thrust the device into the boogeyman’s hand.

      “Read what?”

      “This here,” she says, pointing where she wanted him to read.

      The boogeyman glances at her screen. “Is this some kind of joke? There’s nothing there?”

      “Really? What about…” She takes it back and does something.

      He handles the tablet, presses something, and begins to recite what's on the screen.

      “But when I…” She presses something.

      “The screen’s blank now.”

      “Thank you,” she says. “I’m sorry for the questions.”

      He gives her a strange look and jerks his thumb over his shoulder.  “I need to get going.”

      And he walks away.

      We wait until he’s out of sight to question a few other boogeymen and boogeywomen, but none of them knows about Castimir.

      “It’s more than that,” Mirella says when we huddle near the outskirts of the town. “Their minds have been wiped of all traces of him. They can’t even see the info on supes.com about him!”

      “That’s one thorough mind wipe,” Kayden murmurs.

      “Which means he is either from this town or connected to it somehow,” I say slowly, “which means he has a connection to Adriana. I can’t say for certain if she had been the first oracle affected by all of this, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she was.”

      “They do recall her at least,” Zanatre says.

      “Yes,” I muse. I motion for them to wait and jog over to a group of teenage boogeymen. “I have a ten here for anyone—”

      “Who wants a human ten-dollar bill?” one asks, bored.

      “You want fear, right?” I ask dryly. “Isn’t that easier with a human than, say, a vampire?”

      They chuckle and nudge each other.

      I glance around. “This place is peaceful right now, but you know what’s going on elsewhere, don’t you?”

      The gang sobers up a bit.

      “Yeah, well, this place used to have its own issues. Adriana helped. I’m afraid she’s in trouble, and I need help finding her. Any chance you can help out with that?”

      “We would,” the first one says, “but we can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “If she were a boogeywoman, we could, no problem, but she’s not a boogeywoman anymore.”

      “Even a parent, one of the strongest of you…”

      They all shake their heads.

      “Are you sure?” I press desperately. “We faced off against a boogeyman before. He, ah…”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up.

      “He said she had a touch of boogey. Are you sure you can’t sense that?”

      “Can we sense that?” One who hadn’t talked before shrugs. “Sure, we can, if you’re right here next to us, but we aren’t dogs or anything like that. We aren’t walking boogey detectors.”

      The others don't laugh, though, which is just as well because he's not making a joke. They really can't help me.

      With a sigh, I go to hand them the ten, but another one pipes up, “Keep it. Sorry we can’t help you, Death Guy. You need help scaring anyone for anything, any reason, we’ll do it for free, though.”

      “I bet,” I grumble as I walk away, shoving my wallet back into my pants. I’m not even sure if I did have a ten on me, not that it matters now.

      Adriana is in danger. I have to find her.

      But how?
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      Mirella suggests we head back to the others. I don’t put up a fuss, and we leave Diaboridge behind. The witches begin to talk about this and that, different ways they can try to maybe get their magic back, but they don’t know if attempting anything might actually cause them to use up their last remaining bits of magic entirely.

      Disgruntled, I sit away from everyone, my mind racing. Everyone who potentially has the ability to see the future—whether oracle, witch, or fairy—is either dead or has had their magic going away.

      Clearly, from what Mirella told me, that's not the case with Castimir, even though he's a witch.

      Hmm… what are the types of magic that a witch can use anyhow?

      I fall down a research rabbit hole. There’s arcane, necromancy—which I kind of know a thing or two about—environmental, alchemy, mysticism—which Sommeil kind of knows about—transmutation, potions, illusion, enchantment, and spells.

      But there’s more to magic, I realize, as I continue reading. There’s also divination, which isn’t a separate discipline of magic. Instead, it’s a combination of other magics to form a kind of new—newish?—magic.

      Could Castimir be using divination?

      “Seers are all extinct,” Marsden is saying as I approach the others.

      “Seers?” Sommeil questions.

      “Yes,” Simone says solemnly. “It is a very sad bit of history.”

      “I didn’t know seers were ever real,” I admit.

      Sommeil snorts and shakes his head at me, and I’m sure he’s thinking back to Magical Hunters Academy and our bets over our studies.

      “They aren’t always covered in classes at the academy,” Mirella states. “They weren’t mentioned when I attended.”

      “What happened to them?” Sommeil asks.

      Now, I’m the one to make a face at him.

      He shrugs. “At least I heard of them,” he says sheepishly.

      “They couldn’t save themselves,” Simone says tragically. “They were used and abused until… they were dead. All of them.”

      “Could Castimir not be a witch after all?” I ask slowly. “What if he’s a seer?”

      “There hasn’t been a seer since B.C.,” Helena says. “That’s too unlikely.”

      “Then you’re going to love my next guess,” I mumble.

      “It’s… I…” Mirella grimaces. “He has magic. I thought for sure he was a witch, but I suppose I could have been mistaken. The magic he used, though… He wasn’t a seer.”

      “What’s your guess, Hotshot Dead Guy?” Sommeil asks.

      I shrug and cross my arms. “I know it’s a stretch, but could he be an oracle? The first male oracle?”

      “Oracles shouldn’t be able to take away magic like he is,” Mirella protests.

      “Can just anyone do that?” I counter. “Can a witch? You were barely able to suppress Gunnar’s magic, and suppressing it can’t be anything like stripping it from him, right?”

      She exhales through her nose. “I don’t know,” she murmurs.

      Asha asks Mirella for more details about what exactly she saw, and I pull out my phone again, this time trying to learn anything and everything about oracles, if for no other reason than so I can understand Adriana better.

      If she’s even still alive. At this point, I don’t know if I can be all that certain about it, a thought that terrifies me. If she’s dead… then what? Will the oracles all be wiped off the face of the Earth like the seers had been? What would that mean for HEX Unite if we can ever bring it back in an organized fashion?

      Maybe we aren’t meant to know the future.

      Hmm. Adriana and Irina both had a boogeyman and a boogeywoman for parents. So did Castimir. What about other oracles?

      A witch, a selkie, a boogeyman, a boogeywoman, a boogeyman, another witch, an angel, another boogeywoman…

      On and on, I go through, and slowly, a picture begins to form. Out of all of the magical kinds of beings, the most to produce an oracle are boogeymen, with witches being a distant second.

      But why?

      It’s hard not to doze, and it’s during that haze of almost sleep that I recall that boogeymen are all about fear.

      Don’t most people fear the future, fear the unknown? Fear the uncertainty?

      Yes, fear is a huge component of the future and also sometimes the present and even the past if it’s been unkind to us.

      Honestly, I’ve been feeling a lot of fear myself lately. It’s not a feeling, not at all, and I can only imagine how Adriana and her sister are feeling.

      On and off, I’ve been trying to call their numbers, and I try again. This time, they both go to voicemail. Dead.

      Honestly, I’m not sure how my battery hasn’t run out by now.

      I wearily rub my eyes as Zanatre comes over and sits next to me.

      “Go bother Sommeil,” I tell her.

      She stares straight ahead instead of looking at me. “You know what you need?” she asks.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      “A friend. That’s what I am, right?”

      Swallowing hard, I nod.

      She reaches over and pats my head like I’m a puppy or something. “I know you wish Adriana were the one sitting here—”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “I wish she were to,” she says. “I don’t think you realized it, but Adriana gave me almost all of my assignments.”

      “Really? I thought Damara—”

      “Nope. Adriana. We’re really close.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “You see things as black and white too much. Life, death… good, evil… up, down…”

      “Well, there is nothing but up and down,” I protest.

      “That so?” she asks with a smirk, and what does she do? She goes and proves me wrong by hovering in place just above me.

      “All right, you made your point,” I say dryly, waving her down.

      “Not yet I haven’t,” she says as she returns to sitting beside me. “Adriana is out there. She reached out to you. You two must have some kind of connection or—”

      “No. I don’t know. I mean, if she can connect to me, why can’t Sommeil connect with her as she’s sleeping?”

      “Maybe whoever has her—because I’m guessing at this point that someone has her, and I’m also assuming that’s this Castimir guy—has slammed that door shut so Sommeil can’t get in, and maybe she can’t get out again.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “I know. I don’t either, but… I want her to be okay,” she says softly.

      “We’ll find her,” I say with a lot more conviction than I feel.

      “What does this Castimir guy want with all of that power?” she murmurs. “We know his parents are a boogeyman and a witch, right? Are they alive?”

      “Dead,” I mutter.

      “How were they killed? Murdered? Maybe he wants to lash out—”

      “His dad died in a boating accident when Castimir was maybe twelve.”

      “A boogeyman… drowned to death?” she asks. A strange look crosses over her features. “I feel so wrong to feel a bit perverse joy about that. I mean, I know a boogeyman basically water tortured me, eroding away some of my gargoyle stone permanently, but still… I shouldn’t feel this way, should I?”

      "You were tortured," I say softly. "Of course that's going to affect you for a long time, and now, I don't think anyone can or should make you feel bad for feeling this way."

      Zanatre stares at her hands. “Simone’s mom is an amazing woman. She’s a healer, too, and she tried to get me to open up to her, to let her help me. Not with magic. Through talking. Some of what some human doctors do. Maybe I’ll go back and see her when all of this is done.”

      “You two didn’t talk?”

      “Not about the torture.”

      “What about then?”

      She arches an eyebrow. “Sommeil.”

      “Oh. And?”

      “You really want gossip now?”

      “A distraction and easy conversation with a friend. Is that too much to ask for right now?”

      “I suppose not,” she murmurs.

      “Well, then? What’s going on between you and him?”

      “Right now isn’t really the time to start a relationship,” she says dryly.

      “Is that your opinion or his?”

      After a slight pause, she eyes me. “Whose do you think?”

      “Yours?”

      She laughs. “You’re guessing.”

      “Yes?”

      Again, her laughter sounds. “Yes, me. I’ve liked Sommeil for some time. I finally think about acting on it, and Simone comes along. He seems a bit confused, but when he tries to talk to me about it, what do I do? I tell him not now.”

      “So…”

      “If you’re asking if he’s waiting until everything settles down, I don’t know. If you’re asking if he’s going to ask out Simone, I don’t know that either. I do know this, though, that if he decides to be with Simone, I won’t be upset. I wasn’t too sure about her at first, but she’s… Outside of Adriana, I don’t have a lot of friends, especially girl friends. I might frighten them. Who knows? But I never wanted a lot of friends, just good ones, you know?”

      “I guess I should consider myself worthy since I’m in that esteemed rank, huh?”

      “You really should,” she says, nudging her shoulder into mine.

      I grin. “For what it’s worth, I think you and Sommeil would make a good couple.”

      “Really? You aren’t just saying that?”

      “I do.”

      “Huh.” She narrows her eyes. “You just want to make sure you’re in the wedding, don’t you?”

      “I don’t think I have to worry about being in Sommeil’s wedding,” I say dryly.

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

      “Besides, wedding bells aren’t going to be ringing anytime soon for any of us.”

      “You so sure about that? I mean, if you rescue Adriana…”

      “We aren’t even dating! Who knows if she even wants to! Lately, before she went off, she had been…”

      “Not herself, I know, but once we get everything back to rights, she’ll snap to her old self, and then she’ll allow you to sweep her off her feet…” Zanatre laughs and holds out her arms, pretending they’re wings. “You could literally sweep her off her feet.”

      “Who knew?”

      “Knew what?”

      “That you’re a romantic,” I tease.

      “You ever let anyone else hear that, and you’ll be a dead man.”

      “Ah, so you rescind your friendship?”

      “Only if you betray my trust.”

      “Then I guess we’re good unless you do something to upset me. Then, all bets are off.”

      “That why you and Sommeil fight sometimes?”

      “Yep.”

      She’s quiet for a bit, and when she talks next, I almost wish we maintained the silence. “An oracle and a grim reaper. That’s really a strange pairing, don’t you think?”

      “I know. I never thought anyone would be able to understand me, the whole psychopomp thing, the bit with death, and all of that. And about my killing too. Can’t forget that.”

      “Definitely can’t,” she murmurs.

      “But Adriana… She has to understand. I mean, she’s a part of HEX Unite. She gives out assignments for paranormal executioners. I might not have visions like she does, but I think I understand her too. I think… I think we can be good together.”

      “Not like you and that dryad.”

      I throw up my hands. “Seriously? I didn’t even know you knew about her!”

      “Yes. There aren’t a lot of grim reapers, so when there’s gossip about one, it spreads like hellfire.”

      “That’s not funny,” I grumble.

      “What’s it like?” she asks. “Your connection to death. You can ask me about stone,” she adds in a rush. “It’s cold, yes, but it’s a familiar cold, at least for me. Being frozen, suspended, just sitting and watching… I swear my mind just expands. I can see so much deeper than with these eyes.”

      Normally, I hate being asked about death, but this time, I don’t mind.

      “When I take on that form, it’s cold. Probably colder than stone.”

      “A death chill?” she asks softly.

      I nod. “But the connection to death, it’s not scary. It’s not evil. Death isn’t meant to be the end. It’s a new beginning. Death is…”

      I trail off, thinking hard.

      I can sense death.

      I’m not sure, but maybe… maybe if I can sense Adriana, it means she’s dead. And if I can’t sense her, that would mean she’s alive.

      Or maybe that’s just wistful thinking.

      Zanatre eyes me curiously, but I adopt my grim reaper form, and I try to reach out and sense death. I can feel the residual darkness that is Gunnar Frost. I can even sense the trepidation that had been his daughter.

      But Adriana… I feel nothing at all.

      She’s alive. At least, I hope she is.
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      “Are you okay?” Zanatre asks softly.

      I shake my head and draw back to myself, release the connection to death. “Death isn’t the end,” I repeat, “not for most, but I want it to be the end for Castimir.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something, huh?” Zanatre wrings her hands. “I have to say I’m nervous.”

      “About…”

      “Fighting Castimir. If he really does have everyone’s magic, he’ll be unstoppable.”

      “We’ll find a way to take him down.”

      “Will we?” she murmurs, not looking at me. “I fight hard. I fight knowing I might die, and I never shy away from that, but… Donovan, there have been so many times when I should’ve died, and I didn’t, but my partners… I feel like I’m cursed, and I don’t want you or Sommeil or Simone or anyone else to die because you’re fighting alongside me.”

      “Your previous partners didn’t die because of you,” I protest.

      “Why did I survive? Why didn’t I die either time?”

      "Because you're stone. A stonemaiden."

      "A shieldmaiden. Shields crack under pressure. They break."

      “They might break, but they can be reforged, just like you.”

      “Who knew you really can be romantic. Adriana is one lucky woman.”

      “Please. She probably doesn’t even—”

      “Donovan, her magic might’ve been messed up about the yeti and the harpies, but she knew enough to give the assignment to you. Any other partnership duo would’ve killed that yeti without a second thought.”

      “Yeah, because they wouldn’t have screwed everything up and killed him as soon as they saw him.”

      “And they would’ve been wrong. Adriana has always believed that everything happens for a reason. That holds true even now.”

      “What is the reason behind all of this? Behind the hatred, the fighting, the killing, the stealing of magic?”

      Zanatre tilts her head back and stares up at the sky. After a long moment, she says, “Castimir is one wicked overlord, that’s for sure. It’s almost as if he’s stealing magic and infecting everyone else with hatred and malice.”

      “At least we’ve found a few pockets of peace here and there.”

      “Yes, but…” She exhales a deep breath. “Donovan, I think he knows we’re onto him.”

      “How so?”

      “There hasn’t been a new Ruben Kilpatrick article in forever.”

      “Not even from the real… The real Ruben Kilpatrick. Maybe we… Zanatre, where is he?”

      “He wanted to go to his home.”

      “His home wasn’t there. The tree was gone. Castimir did something to it, hid it maybe. He could be in danger!” I jump to my feet.

      Sommeil saunters over. “What are you two talking about?” he asks.

      “Ruben,” I say in a rush. “He left. We should—”

      “Yes.”

      The sandman uses fairy dust, and somehow, Zanatre makes sure she comes to. Sommeil brings us right before where Ruben’s house should be.

      And his house is now visible.

      And so is his dead body right on the tree root leading up to the front door.
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      Death. That's all Castimir ever gives, death and more death. He steals breaths and hopes and futures in addition to magic.

      He has to be stopped, but how can we even hope to do that when we aren’t even sure where he is?

      I try to rest, to sleep, to find a way back to Adriana, another dream or vision or whatever it was.

      But there’s nothing at all.

      As my desperation grows, I finally decide there's one thing I can try. I've never attempted it before, not like this.

      But while I have a connection to death, death is connected to life.

      I reach deep within myself to find the spark that brings me life, and I reach out, feeling for Sommeil’s, for Zanatre’s, for those all around me, and I reach out farther, seeking out my parents. I even can sense Madra. The head of HEX Unite—former head—still lives.

      Even though I would’ve hoped it would be life-affirming, using my magic this way drains me, and it takes me a few days before I can do it.

      Before I can feel out Adriana.

      Her spark of life isn’t as bright as I would like it to be, and I try to feel around and sense if someone else is with her.

      And I sense someone all right. Someone as cold as death while still being very much alive.

      Castimir. It has to be.

      But where are they? I can’t tell because the moment I sense Castimir, the connection to Adriana is severed.

      Did he kill her? If he harms her in any way…

      “Sommeil,” I call. “Sommeil!”

      He doesn’t answer, and I glance all around for him. The oaf is sleeping.

      I debate shaking him and even reach down to do it when he opens his eyes.

      “I hate it when people watch me sleep,” he grumbles. “What is it?”

      “I need you to get into my head.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because I know Adriana’s alive,” I say in a rush, “but I’m not sure where she is. It happened too fast—”

      “What did?”

      “—and she’s with Castimir, so we need to find out where she is and get there fast. Right now. Let’s go.” I clap my hands and then rub them together.

      “Can I get some coffee first?”

      “Death and bones, are you serious right now? You’re a sandman!”

      “Yes, and your point is? Sandmen have to sleep, too, you know.”

      “Adriana is in danger—”

      “I know, and I also know that if I’m not careful and I enter your head, I can screw things up for you, so I would think you would want me to be as wide awake as possible.”

      “Fine, then eat and drink and get to it.” I start to pace, realize Mirella’s awake, and head over to her.

      “I overheard,” she says before I can say anything, “and you’ll have to wait for Sommeil. I would be willing to try under normal circumstances, but I just don’t have the magic to do it, not safely. You want to actually be there mentally when we save Adriana, right?”

      “Yes, of course, but—”

      “Just give him a chance to wake up,” she murmurs. “Look at him. His hand is shaking.”

      I follow her faze. She’s not lying. Sommeil’s hand really is shaking as he brings the mug to his lips.

      “We’re all burned out, trying to find a way to recover, to push through, to survive. That’s all we’re doing, surviving,” she mumbles. “It’s humbling and frustrating. I used magic without knowing it for years and years before learning I even was a witch. Magic has always been a part of me even before I consciously knew it was, but now, magic is ignoring me. It’s not there. It… I honestly feel betrayed. I’m not who I used to be, and it’s terrifying.”

      “And maybe it’s starting to happen to Sommeil.”

      “Who knows?” she whispers. “But if he can help you—”

      “I don’t like the sound of if,” I grumble.

      “He’ll do what he can,” she assures me.

      But I’m anything but assured.

      I try to remember everything I felt when I sensed Adriana, but I didn’t get a sense of anything about the place or location, just her. Trying to sense her again is impossible, and I’m horrified to realize I’m having difficulty sensing Sommeil’s life even, and he’s right next to me.

      “Are you ready?” Sommeil asks.

      “If you are.”

      I shut my eyes and do my best to relax, to open my mind, to let down my guard, and I can sense Adriana again, not right now, but the memory of it, and now, against my shut eyelids, a sense forms of a location, one of great heat, of dark power.

      A portal to Hell, maybe.

      Gueule de la Mort.

      Maw of Death.

      Everything comes crashing down all at once. There aren’t two overlords—just one, just Castimir. He’s the one who had the harpies gather the other creatures. He must’ve wanted an army, but once we thwarted that plan, Castimir decided that instead of recruiting an army, he would build one, but that proved too long and tedious, and also, we killed it.

      But why did he want an army on top of his stealing so much magic? What is his endgame?

      And why does he have Adriana?

      Sommeil draws back, and I open my eyes. His face is a bit pale, but he nods.

      “You know—”

      "I do," I confirm. "Everyone, you have five minutes before we leave to face Castimir. Five-minute warning."

      They’re ready in two. Death and bones, I love them all.

      Sommeil uses his fairy dust on all of us, and we arrive near the volcanic mountain. Thankfully, there aren’t any signs of demons crawling out of the hole from Hell, but that doesn’t make me feel much better.

      “Split up,” Sommeil calls. “Zanatre, you fly—”

      “I’m flying too,” I say, and I pop out my wings.

      Zanatre and I fly nearby. Even the others search off in pairs. There’s something about this place that makes me very uneasy.

      “Is that… Zanatre, what do you see?”

      “She follows my gaze. “It might be a cave. Do you want to…”

      We check it out, but it’s a dead end.

      The next cave we discover isn’t.

      A body lies crumpled in the back, and I rush over. The young woman is barely breathing, and I suck in a breath.

      “Get…” I can’t even say the words.

      “Simone!” Zanatre cries, zooming out of the cave.

      I cradle Irina to my chest. I haven’t a clue where Castimir and Adriana are, but that’s a worry for later because this cave might not be a dead end, but Irina herself is near death.
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      Zanatre comes flying back into the cave, holding Simone in her claws, and I don’t want to put Irina down to be examined. She’s so very light and fragile, and I’m afraid if I move too quickly, she’ll break a bone. Has she been eating at all? What has life been like for her? Honestly, how is it that this place isn’t crawling with demons? The entire Earth seems to be nothing more than a second Hell.

      Maybe the demons have come through the portal already and have moved on elsewhere.

      “Donovan,” Simone says in a tone that suggests it’s not the first time she’s called my name.

      I blink and look at her without actually seeing her. I can feel her hands try to touch my arms, to move my hands so she can take Irina. Numb, that's what I am, and I allow her to shift Irina slightly, but I don't stop holding the young oracle entirely.

      If I can, I want to give her my strength.

      If need be, I will. It'll leave me weak and vulnerable when I go up against Castimir—which will happen—but it would be worth it. Irina shouldn't have to worry about anything at all except for life, happiness, and a bright future.

      It’s not something I’ve done often at all—maybe even never, I can’t think properly right now to recall if I have or haven’t—but grim reapers aren’t just about death, despite what everyone thinks. We can transfer our life to another or from one person to another.

      Simone and Asha try to take Irina from me, and I force myself to let the young oracle go. Fifteen years old with her entire life ahead of her… I haven’t had a chance to truly mourn the loss of Damara and the other oracles yet, but seeing Irina like this is too much.

      Blinking several times, I step back and glance around. Everyone is in here now, everyone except Zanatre. She’s left, and I head to the entrance of the cave and peer out. Zanatre is picking up boulders and launching them at the portal opening to Hell. From the way lava is popping and sizzling, I have to guess the heat from the hellfire is burning the boulders up almost instantly. She’s not doing anything to close that portal, but still, if it makes her feel better to fight something, anything, I get it. I so get it.

      Head down, shoulders slumped, I return to Irina. The witches are trying to use their magic, but there isn't much they're able to do. They're washing the blood away from her wounds. One, in particular, is rather deep, and it's still bleeding.

      It’s only when Kayden appears beside me that I realize he had even left, but he’s holding a small white box with a red cross on it.

      “A human first aid kit,” he says, maybe to me, maybe to everyone.

      Simone takes it from him. Inside, she removes a suture kit. “Kayden, Donovan, Sommeil, hold her down if you please.”

      The poor girl is hardly conscious at all, so the thought of holding her down disgusts me, but we have to stop the bleeding.

      I maneuver myself to have her head in my lap, and I try to keep her as still as possible. The others help, and Simone goes to work. Irina moans and whimpers, eyes shut the entire time, but she’s too weak to try to move away from Simone and the needle.

      “Wait, shouldn’t you have burned the needle?” I ask once she’s about halfway done sewing the large wound on the girl’s thigh.

      “It was already sterilized. I had to rip the package open,” Simone says, not looking away from her work.

      Most of the others don’t watch, but I do. Simone’s movements are precise but also gentle, swift and efficient too.

      “Have you done this before?”

      “Oui.” But the French witch doesn’t elaborate.

      Once she finishes, Simone asks for some water. She accepts the thermos from Laura and motions for me to lift Irina’s head. Gently, she eases the oracle’s lips apart. Although I figure the water will spill, Irina drinks even though her eyes remain closed.

      “She should rest some,” Simone says. “We can talk to her once—”

      “Should we leave?” I interrupt. “We don’t know if they’ll return, if Castimir will come back—”

      At his name, Irina flinches.

      I grimace, hating that I hurt her, even if indirectly. "She needs to be protected."

      Her eyelids flutter, and she pushes away from me. She struggles to sit up but won’t let any of us help her. With a grunt of pain, she shifts to the right and backward until she can rest against the side of the cave. Her eyes—so like her sister’s—shift to take in all of us, and her gaze returns to me last.

      “Donovan?” she murmurs.

      “Yes, Irina. It’s, ah, nice to meet you.”

      “Adriana hoped you would come.”

      “I would’ve been here sooner if I… I should’ve been here sooner. I’m sorry.”

      Simone makes a soft noise.

      I glance at the witch before refocusing on the oracle. “You should rest. We can talk more later—”

      “No, you should know… Castimir is a witch, yes, but he’s more than that. He’s… He’s a siphoner.”

      “Of course,” Mirella breathes as some of the other witches gasp. “That explains so very much.”

      I’m not the only one confused by this.

      “It’s a bit of a highly specialized form of magic, but very few witches throughout our history can do it, can siphon magic,” Marsden says. “All of the previous siphoners could only borrow magic, could tap into another’s.”

      “I thought they could only tap into the magic of nature, of the world around them,” Torin argues.

      “I’m pretty sure my husband’s right,” Helena says mildly. “They could only tap into the magic of nature. They were more akin to dryads in that respect over witches.”

      Marsden strokes his chin. “You’re right,” he murmurs. “You’re right.”

      “So his siphoning magic… he’s just tapping into your magic, then? He’s not stripping it from you?”

      “Oh, he’s taking it, not tapping it,” Irina says. “He didn’t have just Adriana and me. He had another witch, and he… he…”

      “You don’t have to tell us,” I say firmly, hating to see the girl so shaken. She’s clearly traumatized, and I thought I hated Castimir before.

      I hate him so much more now.

      “Castimir sucked every last bit of magic from him. He died. Trent died.

      Irina blinks a few times, maybe in an effort to hold back tears, but they fall down her cheeks. She reaches a hand toward her stitched wound and then falls back against the cave wall as if she hadn't the strength for much of anything.

      “You should rest,” Simone says gently. “Sleep and eat and drink—”

      “I would like to eat something,” Irina murmurs, “if you have anything.”

      We all eat. Simone goes to help feed Irina, who looks very uncomfortable about having to be fed. I have a feeling she wants to feed herself, but she seems to be too shy to speak up for herself. She's still pale after eating and drinking, and I think I caught her yawning once, but she never complains. She doesn't move either leg at all, and I'm still worried about her.

      But her eyes are bright, brighter than her sister’s, and she seems to be willing to push through the pain.

      “What’s this?” Irina asks as Simone hands Irina some pills from the first aid kit.

      “Human medicine. It’s to help with the pain.”

      “Oh, no. If someone could find a bit of willow bark…”

      “There aren’t any trees around here,” I say.

      "And I really don't like staying here," Sommeil grumbles, heading out away from the opening. He's been alternating between pacing and standing at the entrance of the cave to keep watch.

      “Why not?” Irina asks innocently. “I doubt Castimir will come back here. He left me here to die.”

      “You aren’t going to die,” Simone says soothingly, patting Irina’s shoulder and then glaring at Sommeil.

      The sandman ignores her and crouches beside the oracle. “Do you know where you are?”

      “In a cave near a portal to Hell,” Irina says matter-of-factly.

      “Have you seen any demons?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Sommeil, please, she’s been through enough,” Simone starts.

      “We need to know what we’re up against,” Sommeil argues.

      "How about we trust Irina?" Zanatre says, for once sounding timid. It's as if she wants to trust Irina, but she's not sure if she can, so how can she expect anyone else to? "She wants to stay here and not move, so we let her, and what she wants to talk about, we will, and what she doesn't, we won't."

      I’ve been biting my tongue this entire time, wanting to know more about Adriana and Castimir, of course. Is Adriana hurt too? Why had Castimir physically hurt Irina? It seems to me that violence hasn’t been his way considering he wanted two different armies.

      And in a way, he has one. The mobs, the people acting up, all of those murderers… He might not be controlling them, but he has an army just the same and all because he shut down HEX Unite.

      He made the public lose faith in HEX Unite.

      But honestly, I lost some faith before then. Or right around then. I’m not sure when exactly I started to doubt HEX Unite, but even I doubted the organization.

      But we need it… or at least a facsimile thereof.

      Irina stares at me and slowly draws in a breath. “My chest hurts,” she murmurs. “It hurts to breathe.”

      Simone examines her again and deduces that Irina has a broken rib or two. She binds the girl after making the guys all turn away.

      “You let me know if your breathing becomes labored,” Simone orders. “You don’t want to move too much, too fast, and have one of your ribs puncture your lung.”

      “How do you know about all of this?” Marsden asks curiously.

      “You aren’t a healer, huh?” Simone smiles wanly at him. “I don’t mean to offend you, but healers have to know and understand the body. Yes, we use magic to heal, but if we don’t know what we’re doing, we can cause more harm than good. If we fuse the bone back together improperly… If we don’t patch a hole correctly… If we miss a leak in a heart valve…”

      “He… He won’t hurt Adriana… not yet at least,” Irina says. She closes her eyes a moment and licks her lips, which prompts Asha to give Irina more to drink. The oracle has had so much to drink. She’s probably dehydrated.

      “What makes you so certain he won’t hurt her?” I ask.

      “Yet,” she repeats. “He will, but Castimir… he’s not just a siphoning witch.”

      “He’s a boogeyman, too, isn’t it?” I ask darkly. “He’s preying on everyone’s fear. That’s why he wanted the army…” I trail off as Irina shakes her head.

      “No, Donovan, that’s not it at all. I mean, he might get some ghastly and grim satisfaction from all of the fear and turmoil and anarchy he’s caused, but that’s not what he is.” She falls silent and closes her eyes.

      My mind races. Castimir has always seemed to be one step ahead of us. When he pretended to be Ruben Kilpatrick, he seemed to know what was going to happen or at least wrote things to try to guide people to act the way he wanted them to. I accepted that because he was a fairy. Fairies can have premonitions after all. Witches can too.

      But so can oracles.

      He had a boogeyman as a father, just like the majority of oracles.

      “He’s an oracle, isn’t he?” I ask softly.

      Irina nods. “He is. I don’t know how or why, but he… he wants to take all magic from everyone.”

      “Why?” Zanatre asks, her tone dark. The amount of fury she shoves into that single word impresses me.

      “Why do you think?” Irina asks.

      “Power,” Sommeil supplies.

      “Yes. He wants to become more and more powerful.”

      “That’s why he tried to build an army and then to create one,” I muse.

      “You all caused both attempts to fail,” Irina says with a bit of pride in her weak voice, “but because of that failure, Castimir is now shifting gears.”

      “He wants to become more and more powerful,” Helena repeats.

      “He’s taken magic from oracles, from witches, from fairies,” Torin starts.

      “He killed the oracles,” I spit out and then wince. It’s possible Irina didn’t know that, and I just carelessly mentioned it as if it’s nothing.

      “And he’ll go after the witches, the fairies… everyone.” Irina stares at her hands.

      “He wants to become the only magical creature in the world, doesn’t he?” Simone murmurs.

      “Exactly.” Irina rubs her throat and coughs.

      Helena gives her more water.

      "Let me guess," I say, unable to keep silent. "He wants to be the only magical creature so he can take over the human world."

      “Yes,” Irina says, nodding slightly. “He wants to rule the world, and if he gains all of our magic, the humans won’t be able to stop him. Not even an atomic bomb would take him down. He’ll be invincible. Unstoppable. He might already be unstoppable.”
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      We’re all silent after Irina’s proclamation. I mean, what can you say after hearing that?

      “He… He nearly drained all of my magic,” the young oracle continues, “and when he realized that I had nothing left to give him, he… He’s using Adriana to fuel himself, but…”

      “What happens when the last of the magic is siphoned away from a witch or oracle?” Mirella asks.

      “We’re magical beings,” Irina says softly. “Without magic, we don’t become human. Without magic, we…”

      She doesn’t have to say it. We all know.

      “So our trying to use magic…” She glances at the other witches.

      “You could end up killing yourself if you try to rise against him,” Irina states. “He took nearly all of the magic from the oracles and then killed them. He didn’t want to risk any of them using their magic—”

      "Wait," Sommeil interrupts. "I have a question. The oracles, your sister…their magic all acted crazy before it was drained, er, siphoned away. Why? Was that Castimir?"

      Irina slowly nods. “Yes. I’m not sure why, but I have a theory. It’s actually Adriana’s theory. We were able to talk a little when he wasn’t there. Not for very long, but she thinks that he didn’t know how to siphon properly at first, that it might have been a new discovery of his.”

      “So he didn’t know what he was doing when he was messing with the oracles’ magic? Huh.” Sommeil nods a few times.

      “But how is he able to siphon magic from so many over the world?” Mirella asks. “That shouldn’t be possible!”

      “The oracles are almost always at HEX Unite, or at least they used to be,” I say slowly. “If he started with them and had somehow been in the building or nearby…”

      “Stole their magic and grew in power to be able to slowly widen the area of people who he could steal from,” Zanatre adds.

      “And that cycle will just repeat over and over until he’s taking magic from everyone,” Sommeil finishes.

      “So he’s basically going after the magical creatures by race?” Torin asks. “Oracles first, witches, fairies…”

      “All of the ones who might be able to see what he’s planning,” I say grimly. “He doesn’t want us to know what he’s going to do next.”

      “Yes, well, there is another race that can see the future,” a female says in a dry voice.

      I’ve been sitting next to Irina, but now I jerk to my feet as Madra strides over to us. She’s dressed in full armor, her heeled boots making a sharp sound against the rocky ground of the cave.

      “What, no greeting?” she asks, halting before us, spreading out her hands. “Did you all really think I would leave you?”

      I assume she means those of us from HEX Unite, but she nods back to Marsden when he nods to her.

      “Who else can?” Zanatre asks.

      “I’m not surprised this… male oracle…” Madra sounds scandalized to have to say such a thing, as if she still can’t believe it. “Well…” She holds out an arm toward the opening, half-turning toward it. “You can come in now. He’s a little shy,” she informs the rest of us.

      A tall brute of a man comes in. His face is shrouded in shadows until he stops beside Madra.

      He is one eye. A massive eye that takes up over half of his face.

      A cyclops.

      Legend has it that the first cyclopes traded one eye to see the future, but the only future they can see…

      “Castimir kills you,” I blurt out.

      The cyclops eyes me. “Yes,” he says shortly.

      “Do you know when it will happen?” Zanatre asks eagerly.

      “Where?” Torin asks.

      “Guys,” Laura admonishes. “We’re talking about his death! Have some compassion!”

      I glance over at the witch. She stands next to Seth, as she normally is, and they’re holding hands. Seth, though, is staring at the ground, and I think it’s more her holding his hand versus a mutual thing. The witch has been oddly quiet since killing Gunnar. Killing Fortuna hadn’t been easy for him, and I thought his killing Gunnar might’ve been easier, and isn’t that terrible? For me to think that killing gets easier with time?

      But it does. As much as I hate to say it, it’s true. I’ll never forget any of my kills, but I’m able to sleep at night now. It took me almost a year to get a full night’s sleep after I first killed on an assignment as a paranormal executioner.

      Death comes for us all, but when we cause another’s death, it affects us in ways that can’t be seen but are felt deeply, right down to our very core. It changes us. That’s why my parents couldn’t accept who I was, not until they witnessed firsthand the evil people can do.

      Movement catches my gaze, and I realize Irina is motioning me to come to her. I crouch down immediately.

      “Your parents… I know Castimir organized an attack on them. I don’t know if they’re all right.”

      “They are. Thank you for your concern. We saved them.”

      “You really have managed to thwart him at every turn, haven’t you?”

      “Not exactly,” I grumble. “I would’ve rather my parents not have been in harm’s way at all, but… it could’ve been worse.”

      “Those witches…”

      “They’re from a coven.” I eye her. “Did Castimir ever mention a witch named Gunnar Frost?”

      “Yes, actually,” she murmurs. “I think they might have been in on this together. Castimir always would’ve betrayed Gunnar.”

      "Oh, he did. He had revenge against Gunnar by using his daughter to try to create that army of his. We had to kill her, and Gunnar came after us, and we… He used us," I say, horrified. "He wanted us to deal with Gunnar for him, and we did!"

      “You had no choice,” she says softly, in that same tone that Adriana has when she’s talking about a vision and what is meant to come.

      “But Gunnar had been strong. He maintained his magic! If we had made him realize Castimir had truly been the villain, not us—”

      "Castimir would've stripped Gunnar of his magic as he had the rest of us," Irina says patiently. "Castimir wouldn't have allowed Gunnar to go after him like that, not with his powers."

      “Castimir is a coward,” I growl.

      “Oh, I agree, but he’s also arrogant.”

      “Pride comes before a fall,” I vow.

      Marda clears her throat. “We’re going to have to repeat everything for Donovan and Irina, aren’t we?”

      “Sorry,” I mumble, shooting Irina a sheepish glance.

      The oracle merely meets the former head of HEX Unite’s gaze without flinching.

      “Tomorrow,” the cyclops says. “I will die tomorrow. The male oracle will… Do I have to explain how again?”

      “No, Kazem,” Madra says.

      "Where?" I ask, hating that I had been caught unawares but also appreciating what I learned from Irina. She's a gentle, kind soul, not that I thought Adriana's sister would be any different. I would love to one day have her as my sister.

      Death and bones, that thought is all Zanatre’s doing, and I glare at the gargoyle, who isn’t paying me the least bit of attention.

      “Crowfest Coliseum,” Kazem utters.

      “More like Crowfeast,” Sommeil mutters.

      “Isn’t that the place…” I trail off, horror causing my stomach to twist into tight knots.

      “Where demons used to pit various paranormal creatures against hapless humans for entertainment purposes until HEX Unite shut it down?” Madra asks ironically. “Yes.”

      “Is he there now? Maybe we can take him down before—”

      “I will die as I have seen,” Kazem states, but he doesn’t sound all that glum about it.

      “There has to be something—”

      “There is something we can do,” Madra says firmly. “You are to gather as many as you can, especially those Castimir hasn’t turned his sights on.”

      “The salamanders,” Sommeil says.

      “The selkies,” Zanatre murmurs.

      “We know of other witches—” Marsden starts.

      “No, you cannot fight him,” I say firmly, straightening again. I stare the witch down. “I won’t let you die—”

      “It’s not exactly up to you what we do,” Marsden says mildly.

      “We can fight and kill without using our magic,” Seth says, his words soft and hardly audible.

      The weight of death is far too heavy a burden on the witch already, but would I be able to forgive anyone if someone were to try to prevent me from attacking Castimir.

      “If someone else were to get the selkies,” Zanatre says, “I might be able to recruit more gargoyles.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Sommeil says, his hands up. “I prefer heat to water. Salamanders and I, yep.”

      “I’ll go to the selkies,” Simone says.

      I can barely hear them. Subconsciously, I've been reaching out to death, to the darkness, trying to strain my powers out so I can feel the death of anyone I know, striving to almost be like Castimir in a way.

      And I feel it now, the tug of death, and it takes me a moment to recognize who has died.

      Darko. Darko Stonehenge. A gargoyle locked up in Magical Prison. He’d practically been an overlord in his own right… or at least a high-up underling of Castimir’s.

      “I need to go,” I say abruptly.

      The others gape at me, but I don’t bother to explain. I reach down to pat Irina’s shoulder, and then I use fairy dust to transport only myself to Magical Prison.

      The door is locked, but I use my skull chain whip to attach to the handle, and with a bit of oomph, I break the door. Not that good from a safety standpoint, but they should thank me for alerting them to an issue in their safety protocol.

      I rush to the stairs, and a few of the guards chase after me, but I hear quiet whispers, maybe once they realize who I am, or maybe it’s Aiden telling them to stand down. I don’t have time to worry about them.

      In no time at all, I’m staring down at Darko’s dead body. It literally just happened.

      Niko stands in his cell beside Darko’s, but the wall between their cells has been demolished.

      Niko killed Darko.

      Darko’s soul mocks me, degrades me, belittles me, but I am not in the mood. I have to wrestle and fight him and drag him down to Hell, but I do it.

      And when I return, my regular body feels a bit drained and beaten up, which has never happened to me before. Then again, I haven’t had to grapple with a soul in a long while.

      The other thought—that it could be caused by Castimir interfering—is not something I want to consider.

      Back at Magical Prison, I cross my arms and stare at Niko. The gargoyle stares back. There's no shame in his eyes. He looks as massively muscular as ever, but there's blood on his knuckles and a deep scratch on his chest. Darko put up a fight.

      “I killed him, yes,” Niko finally states. “He wanted me to go in with him.”

      “Go in with you?” I question.

      The gargoyle nods. “Yes. He made a deal with a… a male… oracle…” Niko shakes his head. “A male oracle. At first, I thought he was going crazy, but he kept going on and on about it, and when Darko mentioned about wanting to go to war with the humans… No. That’s where I draw the line.”

      I say nothing. After fighting his brother’s dark soul, I don’t know what to think about Niko, but the thought of Darko and Castimir together has me so very grateful that hadn’t happened, and if Niko could bring down his brother…

      “Have I wanted things to change?” Niko continues. “Have I wanted to bring down HEX Unite? Yes, but I was wrong. The world needs it. This anarchy has to end, and this Castimir who poisoned my brother’s mind must be killed.” The gargoyle grips the bars of his cell. “Please, let me help you. Imprison me again if you must, execute me after even, but let me fight.”

      Lifting my chin, I appraise the gargoyle. He could be a serious asset, yes, but would I be looking over my shoulder at him the entire time? Being distracted during this battle would be to court death, and I’m not about to bring black roses to this court of the macabre.
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      The entire crew we've gathered is fairly impressive, if I say so myself. Definitely legion-worthy.

      Against my better judgment, there are covens and covens of witches. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of the witches in the world are here. They are beyond livid that someone has stolen their magic.

      Almost every paranormal executioner, slayer, and hunter are here, but I suppose we're all looking to be executioners on this occasion. I force myself not to dwell on the fact that the absences most likely mean the person has fallen to the anarchy still running rampant throughout the paranormal community. At least Castimir hasn't allowed that to bleed over into the human world, but I have a feeling it's because he wants to deal with and kill all of us off before becoming the ultimate dictator over the humans.

      This means, of course, that Damakon is here. We don’t get a chance to speak, but we do nod to each other, and I vow to see him once all of this is done.

      It also means that there are no oracles present. Irina wanted to come, too, naturally, but that was ixnayed very quickly. She has no training on how to fight, and she’s still recovering. She’s with my parents currently, which gives me peace of mind. There’s no way they’ll join the crusade if they have to watch her because as I use my mechanical wings to fly above the army, I see more and more appear or even trek up the mountain to join us. We are going to need a literal ton of fairy dust to get us all where we need to go.

      I think I spy Portia. Shouldn’t she be at the prison? It’s not like she’s a valkyrie, but I can see why she would want to be here. Anarchy is not something a prison guard would appreciate at all.

      Before I get a chance to get a closer look at the angel, wings flap. Someone else has joined the throng.

      “Did you miss me?” a familiar voice crows.

      No.

      No way.

      Are you kidding me?

      “Sid…” I whirl around and drop down a bit at the sight of not one but seven ravens. “No. Not happening.”

      “Oh, come now,” Sid says with a grin. “We’re coming with. We can help.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Allow me to make introductions,” he continues as if this isn’t the most absurd thing ever. How can he really not see that now is so not the time for intros? “This is Wolfram. He’s got the nastiest beak ever. He can snap bones in half, can’t you, Wolfram?”

      “Sid, I—”

      “And Loque. I think I mentioned him to you before, right? He never shuts up!”

      Loque is a bit of a lighter shade of black than the others. “This here is Gehenom. You see how his feathers are a bit red? That should help you remember him. And—”

      “I don’t want—”

      “This here is Archimedes,” Loque continues.

      “And Alestar,” Sid says, clearly not wanting to be undone.

      “And Sassmouth!” the last one pipes up. “That’s me, in case you couldn’t tell. You look like you need help with a lot of things. Don’t worry. We can tell you our names again and again, and there will be a quiz, and if you don’t get our names right, we’re liable to go off and help someone else instead of you.”

      I blink a few times. Whatever. If they want to tag along, I guess I can’t stop them, but I… I’m going to have to look over my shoulder, aren’t I? It’s bad enough I decided Niko could come. Now, I have to worry about ravens who can’t keep their beaks out of trouble too?

      "Everyone ready?" Madra calls out calmly. The valkyrie flies high above everyone. We also have a ton of valkyries and angels in our numbers. Some vampires, werewolves, and more. Word has been spreading, and this is not going to be a surprise attack. It can't be. After all, Castimir's an oracle. He knows we're coming.

      How can we possibly win? Is he going to be able to see our every move? Literally, every crack of my whip? Every slice of my scythe? He’ll be able to counter and evade everything and…

      Right now, I need a calm head. I can’t worry about everything that might go wrong, and I especially can’t worry about him using Adriana as a hostage or, worse, as a human shield.

      Too late.

      Death and bones, my imagination is so not helping my nerves right now.

      I slowly sink to the ground. I’m not one of the ones to dispense fairy dust to everyone. The ravens stay nearby as if they’re my own personal flock. I just shake my head.

      “Sandblast it,” Sommeil grumbles. “Let’s just get this show on the road.”

      And then, we’re gone, away from being sprawled out all over Gueule de la Mort, and we’re inside Crowfest Coliseum.

      The stone coliseum is mostly in ruins, the pillars and stands half worn and torn apart. A massive magical earthquake had brought this place down to a crumbling halt. No grass grows here. The dirt and sand that comprises the floor of the coliseum are the same that had been here when the place had been in operation, and I don't think it's a trick of my eyes that the dirt and sand and even the stone structures that remain are tinged with dried blood.

      We’re all here, almost filling the entire bottom of the bowl-shaped arena, and I feel good about our odds when I spy Castimir. He stands at the northern end of the coliseum, high up in what had once been stands. I can’t see Adriana, but he’s also alone.

      Arrogant is right.

      “Welcome to Crowfest Coliseum, or should I say Crowfeast Coliseum?” Castimir laughs as he literally greets us with open arms.

      I’m not sure how I expected the male oracle to look, but not like this. Honestly, he looks almost like one of the first Olympians. His body is every bit as strong as mine. He might even be more muscular than I am. His hair is blond and curly, not unruly, though, and I almost expect him to have a toga on. There’s something oddly Roman or Greek about him, although that might just be the location influencing my opinion.

      “Come out, friends,” Castimir calls.

      And the stands that remain start to fill with hordes of titans, giants, barbarians, and trolls. Sylphs, the air spirits, hover about, and nagas come into view along with lamias. They're a bit similar—nagas and lamias. Nagas are snakes with human heads, while lamias are half-human, half-snake.

      That’s not all. There are bluecaps, tiny fairies with blue flames, and drow. I’ve known a few of the dark elves who aren’t evil, but more drows tend that way. In fact, Chalira, the drow female I used to train with back at Magical Hunters Academy, is not that far away from where I stand near Sommeil.

      Sid flies down closer to me, and I snort.

      “Wishing you hadn’t come right about now?” I ask.

      “Nope,” he says cheerfully. “When can I start to pluck out an eyeball?”

      I just shake my head.

      Even though it doesn’t look like there could be room to squeeze in more, lizardfolk and still others appear.

      The ground begins to shake, trembling. An earthquake?

      No. Golems claw their way up out of the sand all around us.

      And they aren't the only ones. A huge worm with a gigantic mouth—and I mean a mouth large enough to swallow three or four people at once, appear, and I'm willing to bet where there's one death worm, there are others.

      “We’re going to be massacred,” Sommeil says cheerfully. “Want to send a few of them to Hell?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say, and I yank off my skull chain whip and smack the end square in the middle of a golem’s chest.

      And just like that, the battle starts. The golems are made of clay, not stone, and the gargoyles on our side, especially Zanatre, seem to take a personal affront to their fighting against us. She rakes her claws down their chest and then grabs one by the arm, swings around, and tosses him straight into the crowd of Castimir's minions.

      A few of the other fliers pick up enemies and toss them at other foes.

      “Yo,” Sommeil says. “Pick me up and throw me into the stands.”

      “No way. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      “Do it. You and I can take out a bunch of these guys, no problem.”

      “Um, very big problem,” I grunt as I try to slice off the head of a lamia.

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I prefer to stay alive. I don’t know about you.”

      We keep on fighting, but honestly, I feel as if we’re already losing. How can we survive against this onslaught?

      “You want to get to the stands?” I ask Sommeil after I chop off a lizardman’s tail. He screeches, hisses at me, and decides to face another foe.

      “Yes!”

      “Then let’s head over to where Castimir is, shall we?”

      Sommeil grins, holds up his left hand, and blows. The three enemies closest to him all fall down, dead asleep.

      The sandman can’t do that with everyone, unfortunately, and we come across a titan next. They’re massive beings, titans, legs like tree trunks. They aren’t that different from giants, honestly, although I’m sure there has to be some distinction between them. I just don’t recall what it is.

      My scythe slices toward the titan’s knee, but he reaches down and pinches the blade between his fingers. My chain whip wraps around his wrist, and I release my scythe, spin around, and do a side kick square on his knee. He staggers back, dropping my scythe, and I pluck it out of the air before it can fall to the ground and tumble through his legs. My foot connects with the back of his knee this time, and as he goes down, I slice his Achille’s tendon for good measure.

      “Stay down,” I call as Sommeil and I keep pressing forward.

      My gaze connects with Castimir. He will be the one to fall. Not me.

      Death and bones, if I could will that to be the future, I would, but Castimir can see his future, and although we’re far apart, I can spy his grin. He’s amused, thrilled even! He’s so very utterly confident that he’s going to win.

      He has no doubt that he’ll win.

      And he can see the future…

      Death and bones, this doesn’t bode well for us at all.
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      A barbarian moves to stand in front of us. Although not as tall as a titan or a giant, the barbarian is just as muscular, and the club he's holding has spikes poking out of it, each point dripping with blood.

      He goes to wind back his arm, but Sommeil hooks my sickle around his wrist, holding his arm back, and I slice his gut. The barbarian staggers back, flailing his arms, and his spike plows into a bluecap. Its blue flame went out as the bluecap died.

      Sommeil and I hurry past, but a death worm unearths itself right in front of us. I have to use my mechanical wings to fly up to safety. Sommeil’s sand lifts him into the air.

      “Should we go after it?” Sommeil asks.

      I shake my head. Since we’re flying, might as just continue on and—

      Sylphs fly up and form a wall before us. Their skin is a light blue color, their ears, so very long, much longer than even elves’, sticking straight up. Each of them has white hair, looking like a puffy cloud. White dresses cover them, the skirts puffing out like more clouds. Their skin has all kinds of white designs all over them, not tattoos, something innate.

      They aren’t fairies, not exactly, and their wings are more like white, fluffy ribbons. They flutter in the breeze as the sylphs stare us down.

      The one in the center is the tallest, and she brings up her right arm, her left hand coming across toward her opposite elbow. She lowers her right arm and then spreads it, and an arc of wind slices through the air toward us, converting into an actual blade instead of staying as wind.

      I knock the arc aside, unintentionally sending it Sommeil’s way. He uses the hook part of his sickle to turn the blade back around on the sylphs, and they separate, diving at us from all angles.

      One is quickly out of sight, while two attack each of us. My chain whip coils around one’s neck, and I tear after the other one. I manage to slice off one of his wings when I start to fall.

      That’s where the fifth one went.

      Behind me, to destroy my mechanical wings.

      I plummet to the ground, the sylph laughing hysterically.

      Before I hit the ground, I switch over to my grim reaper, and I crumple, rolling, on the ground, barely avoiding a hole left behind from a death worm. The other sylph falls down with me, her face a different shade of blue from choking to death. With a flick of a wrist, I free my chain and glower at the still-laughing sylph.

      Who won't be laughing for much longer.

      Because a swarm of blackness smothers her. I can just see one of the raven’s beaks enough to see that they removed one of her eyes.

      Wow. Who knew that they really could fight? Not that I’m going to give them props or anything. It’ll go to their feathered brains, and then they’ll get too big for the britches they don’t wear, and they’ll be too cocky and get themselves killed after all.

      Sommeil’s killed two of the sylphs, but there’s one more yet, the second one to attack me, but she’s flying away.

      The sandman starts forward on his sand funnel, pauses, and looks around.

      “I’ve been grounded!” I shout up to him.

      He glances down and starts to descend, but I wave him ahead.

      “There’s Zanatre,” I say, pointing. “Fight with her!”

      He nods and zooms off, and I realize what I’ve just done.

      “Partner!” Sid swoops on down toward me.

      I facepalm, take a step, and almost slip on something. A piece of my mechanical wings. There’s no way I’ll be able to repair it. Maybe one day, I’ll make it again, but who knows? Maybe I’m meant to be grounded.

      The ravens and I take out a troll and an ogre, and I’m starting to feel pretty good when an arrow whizzes by, missing my ear by an inch. Sid gasps, and I don’t turn to look, not wanting to watch the raven fall to the ground. Instead, I kill the drow who fired the arrow and then strike down two more foes, not even registering their races before I force myself to gaze at the ravens.

      Six of them are fluttering around a raven on the ground, and one flies to me.

      Sid!

      Which means… who was struck?

      The ravens flutter around, shifting so I can approach. Red stains red feathers.

      Gehenom.

      “I’m so sorry—” I start.

      “There’s more work to be done,” Sassmouth says. “We can mourn him later, or we’ll die with him, and maybe you have a death wish, but I don’t, so I’m going to fight.”

      “This battle doesn’t even affect you,” I mutter. “Why are you fighting?”

      “It affects us, all right,” Loque cuts in.

      “It affects our food,” Sid adds.

      “It affects nature,” Loque says.

      “And now, we’re fighting to avenge Gehenom. Don’t worry, Skull Face. If you go down, we’ll avenge, and we’ll make sure no crows or ravens or any other scavenger will eat your body.” Sid puffs up his feathers.

      “Skull Face?” I mutter.

      “You keep calling me Sid, and you know I hate that, so…” Sid spreads out his wings.

      The other ravens laugh and take off into the face of a giant. The massive being tries to swat them away, but they’re relentless, and I rush around and slice his Achille’s tendon. Yes, it’s a bit of a cheap move, but it renders them out of the battle for the most part, and I’m not necessarily all about killing. Not unless and until I reach Castimir.

      But the more I down either through injury or death, the more goons and foes appear. The death worms are eating their allies and foes alike, and the golems continue to rise up out of the sand as if conjured out of the sand itself. No one has gotten near Castimir, and a wave of helplessness washes over me.

      Just then, something massive lands next to me, and I bring up my scythe, my other hand cocking back with my whip.

      “Hop on,” Damakon Windflight says. The pegasus neighs. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

      With a grin, I scramble onto his back, and for a bit, we slice through sylphs, bluecaps, and even some giants.

      But then a gargoyle shows up, one that’s somehow even bigger than Niko is.

      One punch from its massive stone fist has Damakon falling down hard, and I don’t have to look to know my friend won’t be getting back up again.

      A wail bursts out of me, and as much as I want to avenge him, I can feel the rage within Damakon’s soul. He wants to remain here as a ghost.

      “No,” I sob. “Damakon, come.”

      “But if I kill him—”

      “Niko is already engaging him. If he succeeds…”

      “He’ll need my help,” Damakon argues.

      "And what about Lona? Your wife? Will you risk being doomed to being a ghost for the rest of your life and not be able to spend eternity with her in Heaven?"

      “Lona…” Damakon’s soul weeps, and it’s all I can do to guide him up to Heaven.

      By the time I return to the field, I have to remain as a psychopomp.

      Niko has fallen to the gargoyle as well.

      “Leave me be,” the soul says. “I… I deserve this fate. Allow me to be a ghost—”

      “No.”

      “I do not wish to go to Hell. I won’t—”

      “There is another place.”

      Niko’s soul gapes at me. “I can’t go… Not after what I’ve done.”

      “There is another place,” I reiterate.

      “Purgatory,” he breathes. “I can make amends for my crimes?”

      “Maybe.”

      It takes further coaxing, but eventually, Niko comes with me.

      Although other allies have died, I couldn't deal with being a psychopomp anymore. I feel so utterly drained, and the pain is not just mental and emotional. My left arm is cut badly, and each time I go to use my whip, I feel as if my arm will fall off, but still, I fight.

      The ravens have flown off, attacking the bluecaps, using their wings to snuff out their flames. The gargoyle, though, where is he?

      Ah, there. Shifted over to the right a bit, the gargoyle is engaging several selkies and witches, and I push and fight my way over to them.

      Zanatre and Sommeil arrive just before I do, and the gargoyle laughs and laughs.

      “So much attention! I’ve already killed five of you? Six? Ten? I stopped counting.”

      “Or you can’t count that high,” Zanatre says.

      "Let's dance," the gargoyle says to her, hooking their claws. He goes to headbutt her, but she jerks back, her leg coming up to have her claws slice his stomach. They flip end over end, and Sommeil grabs his head and tries to use sand on him, but the gargoyle flutters his wings, forcing the sandman back. Unfortunately, the sand drifts on the air, heading to Zanatre.

      My muscles screaming, I snap my whip, which wraps around his tail. He flicks his tail, and I almost go flying. My scythe comes up, and I hack at the tail.

      The gargoyle just laughs some more as if that tickles, and I have no choice but to release my grip on the chain. As I fall back to the ground, a fireball bursts at the gargoyle. I glance around, hoping to see one of the salamanders—Shyn, their Maestra de Fuego, or Jiku and his frills—but no. The fire is coming from Seth. The witch sends out another fiery blast, which is far greater than the spark Fortuna claimed the witch could make.

      The stone chars, burnt from the fire, and Seth staggers.

      He’s killing himself.

      “Seth,” I warn.

      The gargoyle tosses Zanatre aside. She’s alive yet, but the gargoyle swings around to face Seth. He bears down on the witch, and Seth sends out one last fireball, right in the gargoyle’s face.

      Seth collapses.

      The gargoyle does too.

      Right on top of the witch.

      It takes five, ten, maybe more of us to drag the gargoyle away, but Seth…

      “Double KO,” Marsden murmurs.

      “No more witches use magic,” I spit out.

      “It is our choice—”

      “No. We will best Castimir, and no more will die in vain—”

      “He didn’t die in vain,” Marsden argues. “He felt so guilty after what he had to do that he always came here with the intention of not leaving. You will not disgrace him by saying his sacrifice was in vain.”

      Chastised, I nod and survey the battlefield.

      So many have fallen on both sides, and Castimir's allies have their magic yet. This battle is so heavy lopsided, and I realize more friends have perished—two of the selkies, Hudson and Reva.

      Still, the lamias, the golems, the ogres, and the others continue to fight, and we’re going to die. All of us. Not Castimir. He will be victorious.

      I retrieve my whip and bury myself back into the fighting, trying to numb myself to the point where I will no longer feel grief or sorrow, but that battle is a losing one just as this war is.

      A barbarian riding the mouth of a death worm comes for me, and I don’t even know how I’m going to survive this when a flash of black and gold blind me. When I can next see, the death worm has been killed, and the barbarian is engaged against a valkyrie.

      Master Vanhylde!

      Between her spear and heeled boots, she squares off against the barbarian with ease, her feet not touching the ground, her wings hardly fluttering to keep her barely aloft off the ground. Her long blond hair partially in braids fly about, and she stabs the barbarian straight through the back, right through the heart.

      With ease, she forces the barbarian to the ground, steps on his hips, and frees her spear.

      “Seems to me it’s a good thing I decided to allow my students to come,” she remarks, and I gape at the newcomers and their enthusiasm to fight for the sake of freedom and the future of the paranormal world as we know it.

      Maybe we will have a chance after all, a true fighting chance.
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      Just the fact that the students from Magical Hunters Academy have joined the fight reinvigorates the rest of us, but we still have our work cut out for us. We fight, and we struggle, and we fall, and only some of us get back up again, but we continue on regardless. We persevere.

      But then, the ogre I’m fighting just stops moving. He has a huge club held above his head, and he doesn’t move at all, doesn’t blink, doesn’t breathe. The bit of saliva hanging from the corner of his mouth doesn’t move either.

      I draw back and glance to the left and right, surprised to realize that no one else is moving. Only I can.

      What devilry is this?

      My gaze shifts to the spot where Castimir is. He is standing at the tallest portion of the arena stands, and I stalk toward him, walking around the other combatants, none of whom are moving.

      “Come along a little faster,” Castimir says, his tone bored. “I don’t have all day.”

      “Don’t you?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Do you want me to kill your little bird friends? All I have to do is snap my fingers.” He holds up his hand. “Or maybe your partner, the sandman? Yes, he’ll do.”

      Castimir waves his hand instead of snapping his fingers, and a frozen Sommeil floats through the air to Castimir. The oracle has Sommeil in a chokehold, a glowing ball of red and purple light in the oracle’s other hand. It crackles with lightning.

      “If you don’t do what I say, I’ll kill him. It’s as simple as that.”

      “What do you want?” I snap. I’ve reached the bottom part of the stands, but I don’t climb.

      “Come, come,” Castimir says impatiently.

      “What do you want?” I ask again.

      The oracle goes to snap his fingers then shrugs and tightens his chokehold. Sommeil’s face starts to turn colors.

      I jog up the stands, halting a few steps below Castimir.

      And that’s when I see them.

      The dead bodies of Gunnar Frost and Darko.

      How had they been brought here?

      I gape at Castimir as my heart sinks.

      There’s only one reason why he would want a grim reaper while in possession of dead bodies.

      “You know what to do, don’t you?” Castimir asks coldly.

      Sweat beads on my forehead, and I stare into the eyes of Castimir. His eyes are dead, but yet they sparkle, and I just know he’s embracing all of this carnage. Somehow, he is not just a witch and an oracle. He is also a boogeyman because I have no doubt that he is feeding on the fear of all those here.

      “I don’t have the power to,” I snap.

      “Oh, yes, you do. Do you take me for a fool? I know what you mean to do, and I will not fall for such a petty and small trick. No, I will not give you more magic. Your own will suffice, and you will resurrect Gunnar Frost and Darko.”

      “Should I then explain to Gunnar how you used his daughter to—”

      “Ah, but did I?” Castimir’s smirk is positively devious. “Why on earth would my dear friend believe you?”

      “Maybe because I can bring him back from the dead, and you can’t because if you could…”

      "I can drain every last essence of your magic from you," Castimir says with only the barest hint of anger. "I will accomplish my goals, but I wish for you to live just a moment or two more. I have something I wish for you to see."

      Adriana. Where is she? Is she frozen too? I can’t dare look around for her, and honestly, I feel utterly hopeless.

      What chance do I have against a man who has the magic of how many coursing through him? And he can sense the future too. It’s honestly not fair.

      But that’s life, isn’t it? Death too.

      “If you do not resurrect them, I will kill not only Sommeil here but also every single person in your army.”

      “And then your army too?” I spit out. “That’s your plan. You want to kill…”

      Castimir blinks a few times. “I ignored the oracle child. She survived at least long enough to talk.”

      The male oracle’s grip on Sommeil tightens, and he parts his lips. His teeth are turning into fangs. Has he started to take from vampires as well? Are there any magical races he hasn’t swiped magic from?

      But I can easily see how he can be pushed to the point of killing, of slaughtering.

      “You killed the oracles, all of them, by yourself, didn’t you?” I ask quietly. “You didn’t send someone else to do it.”

      “If you want something done, you have to do it yourself, and it seems this is another such case,” Castimir snarls.

      “Release Sommeil,” I demand boldly. “I’ll do what you ask, just… Let him live.” I wrinkle my nose. “For now at least.”

      Castimir tosses the ball of magic into the air, releases the chokehold, spins Sommeil around, and places a hand against the sandman’s chest. My partner goes flying through the air, and I can’t see where he lands.

      “Did you just kill him?” I demand, my grip on my scythe and whip tightening to the point that my palms ache.

      "Wouldn't you like to know?" Castimir mocks. "Now, get to work. I'm running out of patience."

      I snap my chain whip back on me, adjust my skull, and then attach my scythe to my back. My knees buckle as I shift to stand in front of the dead witch and then shuffle down a bit to be before the dead gargoyle.

      Neither. I wish I could bring back neither. They’re so vicious and cruel and terrible.

      But worse, I think of my friends who perished, the ones I hadn’t even thought to resurrect.

      Because my killing evil paranormal beings is one thing. A grim reaper who kills… It’s looked down upon.

      But to resurrect someone, to steal someone’s soul back from where it went after death, to bring someone back to a second life…

      Grim reapers will never do it willingly, not even if our wife or husband dies. That goes against everything we stand for even more than my job as a paranormal executioner.

      It has been done a few times throughout our history, but only when we are forced under great and extreme duress.

      Like now.

      Castimir knows what he’s doing, and he knows that my doing it will make me suffer far more than if he were to strip me of my magic and do it himself.

      He is not just insanely powerful.

      He’s insane.

      And vindictive.

      Death and bones, we aren’t going to win.

      I place a hand on Darko’s head and then flinch back, recoiling in horror at the sight of Kazem’s dead body. His massive eye is open, but it will never see anything again.

      Castimir chuckles. “Ah, yes. Kazem. He served his purpose well, don’t you think?”

      I gape at the male oracle.

      “Oh, yes, of course I knew he would run to tell you.” His smirk makes my heart sink.

      But it’s also racing with fear that I try to convert into fury.

      “Go on now. I can be patient when I want to be, but when not… I tend to become violent. Just ask the oracles. It had been so very amusing to alert their magic, to have them see things that weren’t really there, but—”

      “You just stole their magic,” I say hotly. “You aren’t actually an—”

      “Oh, but I am an oracle. How do you think I was able to discover how to alert their magic in the first place? I saw what I had done, what I could become, and I have done everything since to make that a reality. Now, do your part or—”

      “I’ll do it,” I grumble.

      I shift over to my grim reaper self. Even though my body shakes from the gravity of what I’m about to do, my own body fighting back against my intended action, I force myself to embrace the coldness that is death. I become one with the death of Darko. My bones turn as frigid and hard and stock-still as his deathly form, and as I force myself back to my human form, supplying the magic of life back to Darko as I do so.

      Normally, I can convert back and forth between my form in the blink of an eye, but now, it’s an agonizing, painful process, as my toes have blood and tissue form over them, my feet, my legs, all the way up. I can feel Darko’s body coming alive too, likewise from his toes first, and for both of us, it’s our hearts that come back to life at the same time. It’s not until I inhale sharply and draw in a breath that I realize that during the minutes-long process to bring him back to life, I hadn’t been breathing.

      I had died for several minutes in order to bring him back.

      Darko remains lying there, breathing.

      “Why is he not—”

      “He’s sleeping,” I mumble, my words slurring a bit.

      “Now, Gunnar Frost,” Castimir demands.

      “Uh… ah, a moment please,” I beg, lowering my head, feigning exhaustion.

      It’s not a complete charade. I do feel like death has come for me, but I’m also glancing around.

      Trying to find Adriana.

      Any sign of her.

      And then I see blond hair. She’s tucked almost out of sight behind some rubble nearby.

      Dimly, I realize that the whole frozen-time thing has been lifted. People are fighting all over the place, and as I feel the familiar tug of death from a friend—Asha Grail this time—I have to fight a mental battle to stay here and not go to her.

      “You have seconds,” Castimir hisses.

      And I repeat the entire agonizing process all over again. It takes even longer, not because I’m stalling, but because parts of me feel as if they’re dying.

      Maybe they are.

      Gunnar has been dead far longer than Darko, but he comes around faster than the gargoyle.

      “There,” I spit out. “I brought them back to life, but I promise you this—they will both die again, and I—”

      Castimir just throws back his head and roars with laughter. “What can you promise? I’m unstoppable! And I don’t need you, truly I don’t, but for now, I will keep you alive. You will resurrect all of my lieutenants should they fall and…”

      Castimir continues to go on and on, talking. He must really love the sound of his own voice, but I don’t care. I don’t listen either, slipping away toward the ruins step by step until…

      I’m hiding with Adriana.

      I can’t help myself. My arms wrap around her in a tight hug, and she stiffens for a moment.

      No. Please no. Don’t tell me she doesn’t remember who I am!

      “Is this a dream?” she murmurs into my chest.

      “No. No, Adriana, I’m here. You’re safe. You don’t have to be here with him anymore.”

      Adriana stares up at me. Her hair isn't braided at all, hanging loosely over her shoulders. Her face is a bit pale, but she's every bit as beautiful and dainty as ever. Her eyes even seem a bit whiter than normal, even though she's not having a vision right now.

      “You’re safe,” I repeat.

      “Oh, Donovan,” she says with a sigh, drawing back. “You can’t possibly be that naïve.”
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      Adriana just shakes her head. “None of us are safe. None of us will be safe so long as Castimir lives, and no one can defeat him. He’s unstoppable. He’s…”

      “You’re back,” I blurt out.

      She blinks a few times.

      “Your memories,” I explain, feeling sheepish. “You, ah…”

      “I acted differently.”

      “Yes.” The word almost comes out a question.

      “The memories of the past are fading. Most of them.”

      “Castimir, how was he related to you? To Diaboridge.”

      “He—”

      “We can talk about that later,” I say firmly. “You need to get out of here.”

      I shove my pouch of fairy dust into her hands.

      “Go. Your sister is with my parents. Maybe you can sense her? But don’t use up your magic. You aren’t allowed to die.”

      “Is that so?” she says softly. “You do realize we’re all going to die—”

      “One day, yes,” I admit, “but not today.”

      “Donovan.”

      I can’t help myself. I kiss her forehead, take a step back, and yank off my skull chain whip. Seeing her again, knowing she can escape to freedom, gives me a strength I lacked previously. Maybe it’s adrenaline, too, but I’ll take what I can get.

      “Go now,” I tell her, not wanting her to witness this.

      Turning away from her, I remove my scythe. It feels so right to have it in my hand again, and I stalk toward Castimir.

      His lieutenants—Gunnar and Darko—have been unleashed, causing all kinds of chaos, and Castimir is watching the chaos and anarchy far below him in the center of the coliseum. No one else has come close to here, and there are so many giants and barbarians, not to mention titans, who huddle in front of the male oracle's perch to form almost a wall of muscle that anyone would have to square off against if they want to come anywhere close to Castimir.

      But that doesn’t mean anything. The valkyries can fly above them, angels too, and Zanatre. Sommeil in a way.

      And they’re heading this way.

      Castimir holds up a hand, a massive ball of magical energy—purple, blue, and red with lightning crackling throughout—forming between his palms. He draws back, gearing up to throw it at them.

      “Watch out!” I shout.

      The flying swarm scatters, but lightning still crackles from the ball, searing through the air toward them, and I snap my whip, hoping to strike Castimir in the back of his head.

      A streak of lightning zaps an arc up and over his head to strike my chain, veering it off course. Worse, the lightning sizzles its way up the chain all the way back to my hand, and I shudder from the force of the shock.

      Castimir ignores me. I try to use the scythe to chop off his head, but he merely ducks out of the way and sidesteps my every blow as if he’s facing me.

      But he’s not.

      Not only that, he’s still attacking the aerial assault.

      There’s no end to how much of the future he has seen. He knows everything. He can anticipate my every move.

      How can I break this cycle? What can I do that he won’t expect?

      But that’s just it. He’s not expecting anything. He knows what’s going to happen before it does.

      For a moment, I hesitate, but then I continue on, fighting as fiercely as I can. He still evades my every attack, and finally, I’m furious. I’ve never had to fight an opponent’s back before, and I can’t stand it.

      “Face me, you coward!” I demand. “Or else I will kill every last member of your army.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to—”

      “No? My friends and I destroyed your first army, and seriously? You wanted to create one? Yes, that… thing… monster… whatever you want to call it had been a little harder to kill, but it took far too long to be constructed. That plan had been sheer foolishness—”

      “You’re the fool,” Castimir hisses, turning around. “That monster diverted your attention. How do you think I raised this entire army right from under your noses? You have been nothing more than a nuisance, a tiny pest. You’re worthless, that’s what you are. A puppet. You’ve done everything I wanted you to when I’ve wanted you to.”

      Fury controls me, and I grip my scythe with both hands, something I don’t typically do. I’m not holding the chain whip anymore. Maybe I’ve dropped it.

      I swing with all my might.

      This is it. This strike will land. He won't evade.

      He will die.

      With a wide, devilish grin, Castimir brings up his arm, which he shifts to become sand, and he’s managed to avoid getting hit entirely. My scythe should’ve cleaved off his arm, but it sails through the air, striking nothing at all.

      Except for his other arm. It’s a rock, and my scythe hooks around it, at the wrong angle to strike it. The jolt from hitting something so very hard has my teeth clanging together. A shock vibrates up my arm, and I can’t stop Castimir from yanking the weapon out of my hand.

      I have no chance to react. I can’t even blink because he’s already attacking me.

      And somehow, it seems very fitting that he’s not using magic against me but my own weapon against me.

      The scythe cuts so very deep into my chest that I just stare down at myself in disbelief. The scythe is stuck, caught maybe on my ribs, and Castimir laughs as he yanks the scythe all the way through.

      The pain burns. It’s an agony I’ve never experienced before.

      One thought banishes away the fog that’s developing in my mind.

      I’m dying.

      Not a little bit. Not a maybe.

      This wound will kill me.

      I stare down at my chest, at the deadly bloom of blood oozing forth. Somehow, I think of it as a rose blossoming, and I think it could be pretty almost. Beautiful even.

      A strangled breath causes me to cough. It's hard to breathe, and my lungs can't take in oxygen. I stagger back a step. At least I think I do. Everything is becoming so hazy, so dark… My vision is tunneling, growing smaller and smaller, like the world is going dark from the outside down to the center.

      Maybe I’m down on one knee. Maybe I’ve collapsed face first. I feel nothing but pain.

      And then… then I hear voices. They’re mumbled, as if from far away, but I feel something else, something besides the pain.

      A hand brushes back my hair. The voice is soothing, not panicked, not fearful. Adriana, maybe? If she’s saying goodbye, I can’t hear her, and I can’t say anything. When I try to, my chest grows so tight, and my heart seizes.

      “…all right…”

      That voice… it’s not Adriana’s.

      It’s my mom’s.

      But she’s not here. She can’t be here.

      She shouldn’t be here.

      “N-No…” I try to say, and then I experience a burning pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Dimly, I realize it’s a warmth going throughout my entire body, not a fiery heat, but it’s too much, too intense, too much…

      I can’t handle it!

      And then a scream rips out of me, and I can breathe again without pain.

      My fingers reach for my chest. I feel the dampness of my shirt that’s drenched in my blood and maybe some of my enemies’ too. With a strength I shouldn’t possess after all of the fighting and then resurrecting two men, I tear off my shirt.

      The wound.

      It’s healed entirely.

      As if it had never been there in the first place.

      Shocked, I glance up, my jaw dropping.

      And then I see my mom.

      And my dad.

      And realize what’s happened.

      “Dad, Dad, no. Mom, how could you? Dad!” I rush over and fall to my knees, holding Dad, hugging him, trying to stop my heart from feeling like it’s going to stop all over again.

      Dad reaches up slightly, his arm barely moving, and I clasp his hand, bringing it up to my face.

      His lips part, and he might try to say something, but he’s gone.

      Mom’s weeping, hugging me, trying to embrace Dad too at the same time, and I keep one arm around Dad and the other over her.

      She used Dad’s life force to heal me.

      My dad and I, we had a complicated relationship, and I know he had been in the wrong on some points but so had I. We fought and yelled so many times, saying things we both regretted. My parents hadn’t been willing to accept me for who I wanted to be, and I rebelled and pushed back and refused to compromise, refused to do anything their way. Maybe if I hadn’t fought them about every little thing well before I went off to Magical Hunters Academy, they might’ve listened to my side more. I put up walls to keep myself away from them, figuring they wouldn’t understand, almost ensuring that would be the case. I disappointed them time and again, over and over. Sneaking out. Disobeying them. I once refused to be a psychopomp to a kid who bullied me. My parents wanted me to help him so I could have closure. I see that now.

      My eyes are opened to so many things. My parents hadn’t been the only ones to fail.

      I failed them too.

      And now, now when we have the chance to make amends, to move forward, to be together and happy, to maybe one day soon have our family grow if I do marry Adriana in the future…

      Instead, my family has been torn apart.

      Dad gave his life for me.

      After he killed.

      Dad approves of me.

      He understands me.

      He loves me.

      And he would approve of what I have to do next, and I know exactly what I have to do.

      I’ve never done it before, used the darkest magic a grim reaper can wield.

      In my mind, it’s taboo. Most grim reapers feel this way. Even as a paranormal executioner, I’ve never used this particular magic.

      It’s the darkest of dark magic.

      Necrokinesis.

      Death touch.

      But I won't allow my dad's sacrifice to go in vain. No one else will die because of Castimir.

      No one but Castimir himself.

      So many converge on him. He slaughters so many, using all kinds of magic and abilities—a vampire’s fangs, a berserker’s rage, a witch’s fireball. He even finds a way to use a dryad’s magic for a dark purpose by having a tree grow through… I don’t even want to think about it.

      I go to step forward, but Adriana grabs my wrist. She holds a finger to her lips, and then she touches my temples. A strange ripple of magic washes over me, and my heart stops as she falls to the ground.

      Dead.

      No!

      But I can sense her magic yet. She’s protected me somehow.

      Shielded me.

      From Castimir, maybe? If he can’t sense me…

      Shrouding myself in the shadow of death, my magic manifesting in a cloak around my skeletal form, I turn almost into a wraith of death, a specter of one’s worst nightmare.

      From behind, I rise up, floating, and touch my fingers to Castimir’s temples.

      And I shove all of the dark magic into him.

      All of the death.

      Stripping every last bit of himself away.

      Taking his heart and killing it but only almost.

      I don’t know how to force him to release his magic back. I only realize this now, but it’s too late. I’m no longer touching his temples. Castimir has turned to death so utterly and completely that he’s nothing but ashes. Even his bones are ground up into dust.

      It’s over.

      It’s done.

      Castimir is dead.
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      Madra flies over. “Sommeil!” she calls. “Come! No, Kayden! You!”

      The spriggan is a bit busy with a few trolls, but abruptly, the trolls just stop fighting.

      All around us, the din of the battle dies down.

      Everyone glances at me and at the dusty ashes that had once been Castimir.

      A breeze stirs, and Kayden uses his wind to keep the ashes firmly in place.

      The valkyrie holds out her hands. They glow a bright white that slowly darkens until turning wholly black, and beams shoot out from the ashes, flying every which way, striking creatures alike.

      Castimir’s magic.

      No. The magic he siphoned.

      She’s giving it back.

      And one of those beams heads behind me.

      I turn to follow, and the beam lands on Adriana’s form, bathing her in a brilliant, shimmering light.

      Does that mean… She lives?

      More beams are diverted away from the ashes, now seeking out their owners no matter how far away they are, to all parts of the world. Will the humans be able to see this? If they can, I’ll imagine they’ll probably blame the lights on aliens.

      Now that the witches and the others have their magic once more, the battle is much more evenly balanced, but with Castimir dead, his army doesn't have the gumption to continue fighting on in his name. With grim satisfaction, I spy the dead bodies of both Darko and Gunnar in the crowd. Who handled them, I don't know, but I owe them dinner.

      Torn between going to my mom and to Adriana, I opt instead to sit down. I'm spent. Wiped. Ready to sleep forevermore.

      And that’s exactly what happens.
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      “Is he still sleeping?”

      “Don’t bother him. Leave him be.”

      “But he’s snoring.”

      “And you’ve never snored?”

      “I don’t.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “He has snored before. We had an outdoor camp, and—”

      “That was you who snored, Simone.”

      “A lady never snores.”

      “Well, then, I guess you’re not—Ow!”

      Sommeil, Zanatre, and Simone are far too loud, and I ignore them, doing my best to fall back asleep. I roll over, enjoying the feel of the soft, warm bed.

      I’m in a bed.

      Where am I? What’s going on?

      I slowly open my eyes and sit up. “What happened?” I demand, my voice more than a little groggy.

      “You’ve been out of it for almost a week,” Sommeil states.

      “You’re kidding.” I narrow my eyes. “Did you sand me?”

      “No,” he says a bit too defensively for my liking.

      “Where’s…” My head’s swimming. I don’t know who to ask for first.

      Dad. That’s who I want.

      I didn’t… I didn’t even… He gave his life for me, and I…

      “Everyone, out please, if you will,” my mom says quietly, standing in the doorway. It’s only now that I’m realizing that I’m in a bedroom. This isn’t some kind of hotel, but it’s a room I’ve never been in before.

      Everyone trails out without protesting, and my mom closes the door behind them before crossing over to the bed and sitting on the edge. She pats my hand.

      “Dad,” I croak.

      “He’s in Heaven,” she says patiently.

      “You…”

      “Yes, I escorted him there myself. You don’t have to worry.”

      “I… I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye, to thank him… What he did…”

      "Your father was a hero," she says softly, "and so are you. You two are very much alike in so many ways. Both of you are far too stubborn, if you ask me, but… Between the two of you, this anarchy is finally going to come to an end."

      “Mom…”

      “I’m so proud of you.” Mom hugs me, squeezing me tight, and kisses my forehead.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too. Come to the kitchen. You should eat something.”

      “What is this place?”

      Mom smiles wistfully. “Your father and I bought this house before… You always wanted us to grow roots. We did.”

      “Where is this place?”

      “Overland Park.”

      “Kansas?”

      She nods. “Not too far from the Wilds,” she muses.

      “It’s a human city.”

      “Yes.”

      “Wow.” It’s all I can say.

      Mom ushers me to the kitchen. The others are here, but they're all clearly antsy.

      “Oh, Madra can wait a moment or two longer,” Mom scolds.

      “The meeting is going to start in five minutes,” Sommeil says.

      “As if you’ve never been late to a meeting,” Zanatre teases.

      “And as if you don’t have fairy dust,” Mom says firmly. “That’s four more minutes Donovan has to eat.”

      “You woke me,” I accuse Sommeil around a mouthful of a roast beef sandwich.

      “I figured you would’ve been upset if you weren’t there for the meeting.”

      “Is it about—”

      “We’ll find out when we get there,” Simone says. “Most everyone has been tight-lipped about what’s to happen.”

      “Are you coming, Mom?” I ask.

      She nods. “I will be there, and if we’re late, I will explain to Madra why. Don’t you worry.”

      “Mom, I don’t need you to…” I shrug and take another bite. If she wants to mother me, I’m not going to deny her. “You guys can go ahead,” I say around another bite.

      But we all go, and I end up bringing a second sandwich with me. Zanatre sprinkles us with fairy dust, and I’m shocked that we’re standing in the Wilds, where HEX Unite used to be.

      Okay, knowing Madra is here doesn’t make the location a shock. It’s the sheer number of paranormal beings who are also here that’s baffling.

      Madra, Portia, and Master Vanhylde fly above everyone. So does a sphinx. My guess is that he’s the warden of Magical Prison.

      “As we have been considering since the downfall of the male oracle and the return of magic,” Madra starts.

      “There will be a council formed,” Master Vanhylde continues.

      “From leaves of those creatures who have rulers,” the sphinx adds.

      “The merfolk already has a leader, for instance,” Portia says.

      “Who’s the leader of the valkyries?” someone calls out from the crowd.

      There’s a rumbling, and Madra and Master Vanhylde eye each other. That’s a really good question, but if HEX Unite is to be reformed, won’t Madra be busy with that? Can she do that and be on the council? What about Master Vanhylde? Won’t she be too busy as head of Magical Hunters Academy? It’ll have to be another valkyrie, right?

      “The vampires don’t have a leader,” a young woman calls out. If not for her fangs, I never would have thought her a vampire. Her hair is blond, and she has blush on.

      “We should, and it should be me.”

      “No, me.”

      “Me!”

      Werewolves are growling at each other, and I can just see how that’s going to go down. Pack versus pack. And what about the shifters? Will there be a lion shifter council member and a tiger shifter? Or one shifter for them all? Does that include werewolves? Why should they be separate?

      Oh, I guess there will have to be a grim reaper council member, and I turn to look at Mom. Maybe she realizes because she turns and smiles at me without saying a word.

      “There will be time for the council members to be decided, however…” Master Vanhylde looks around firmly. “There will not be a seat for the demons.”

      A rumble goes through the crowd, and I think everyone, maybe even the demons themselves, will agree with that. After all, they do have a leader. Lucifer. No one wants him on Earth.

      “As for the siren queen, we would ask that you only talk in sign language,” Madra says calmly once the gathering has quieted some.

      “You do realize I can talk without using my power?” Even though she’s talking, the siren’s voice is still lyrical, almost as if she’s singing. From my vantage point, I can’t see her.

      "It is merely a request," the sphinx says.

      On and on, they go, and eventually, we’re dismissed. There’s no mention of HEX Unite. There will be some time required for the council to form, and right now, there’s a certain someone I want to see.

      Thankfully, before we leave, I spot her.

      “Mom, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      I grab her hand and drag her through the slowly thinning crowd over to Adriana.

      “Mom, this is Adriana. Adriana, this is my mom.”

      Adriana ducks her head, brushing a small braid behind her ear. “I didn’t realize… Hi, Mrs. Darthe. I’m sorry about what happened.”

      My stomach twists and turns over. I hadn’t even apologized to Mom yet. Or had I? I’m not even sure.

      “Thank you,” Mom says softly. “How do you two know each other?”

      “Donovan hasn’t told you about me?” Adriana asks.

      “No. Seems to me like he maybe should’ve, though,” Mom says dryly.

      “I… ah…” I shrug. “We used to work together at HEX Unite.”

      “Your son was a fine paranormal executioner,” Adriana says. “That is, until I gave him an assignment. Then everything went topsy turvy.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Sommeil says, draping an arm over my shoulders and his other over Adriana’s. “This guy was going nuts here without you.”

      “I wanted to make sure you were all right,” I protest. “Not that I thought… Mom…”

      I just recalled that my parents had been placed in charge of Irina, and I hadn’t seen the young oracle at Mom’s house either.

      Mom purses her lips. “Irina is right over there.” She points a short distance away, where Irina is talking animatedly with Mirella and Kayden. I’m so glad the two of them made it, not that I had any doubts. They’re strong, those two.

      “You left her…”

      “Irina saw what happened to you,” my mom says.

      It’s because of Irina that my dad died.

      And because of my dad’s sacrifice, I was able to kill Castimir.

      The world had been saved.

      “But Irina could’ve died just by having that… Her vision. It was right! But how?”

      Adriana smiles broadly. “You asked about my connection to Castimir. He’s actually a distant cousin. He lived in Diaboridge, but he had been out of town visiting relatives during the attack.”

      “Wait. You two were related?”

      She nods. “And relatives tend to share magical abilities.”

      “You siphoned some of the magic back from him before he died?”

      “Just enough to send it to Irina. I didn’t know if it would work, but when we left… I was so afraid she would die… I…”

      “She should’ve kept the magic herself,” Irina says, crossing over to us.

      “No, I was right. If you hadn’t seen it and hadn’t told the Darthes…”

      “My dad would still be alive, but Castimir might be the ruler of the entire world,” I finish grimly.

      “Everything happens for a reason,” Adriana murmurs, shoving off Sommeil’s arm to embrace her sister.

      “All of you come,” Mom dictates. “Dinner at my house. I insist. We will eat a wonderful meal and talk more. It seems like there is so very much more to talk about.”

      “What about Zanatre and Simone?” I ask.

      “Of course they’re invited too,” Mom says, beaming. “I enjoy getting to know your friends.”

      But Simone isn’t to be found. Zanatre tells us that Simone went back to France to be with her parents for now. The gargoyle won’t look at Sommeil, and I’m left to wonder what’s going on.

      Food first, though.
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        * * *

      

      Mom's bustling around like a proud hen not twenty minutes later. Somehow, there's already a full spread of food everywhere for us to eat, and it's amazing and fun, and I should be laughing and talking and smiling.

      But I can’t.

      Dad should be here. This house looks great, and there are pictures of him and Mom everywhere, far more pictures than they ever had in the house they drove all over the place. Probably because they didn’t want to risk the pictures falling down.

      Dad should be here.

      Mom took him to Heaven, and I should find solace in that, but I just can’t.

      My mom has to be the toughest woman I know because she’s smiling, talking, happy. She’s accepted that what happened had to happen, but I can’t. I won’t.

      Eventually, everyone leaves, and it's just my mom and me. We sit on the couch, and Mom sighs contently.

      “You used to run around through the kitchen to the living room, around and around and around in a circle. Do you remember that?”

      “No.”

      “You were two at the time. Maybe three,” she muses. “Your dad used to chase you. Once, you changed directions, but you had your skull, and you scared your father. I laughed and laughed.”

      I can’t bring myself to chuckle.

      “I know you didn’t say goodbye,” she says softly. “I know you regret that, but you should know that your dad loved you very much. I know we had our differences at times, but…”

      I nod. My throat is too tight for me to say anything more than, “I love you. Goodnight, Mom,” and I go to bed.
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        * * *

      

      I’m woken from a deep sleep abruptly. Disoriented, I try to locate why, and when I realize, my chest feels like it did when Castimir sliced me.

      Mom.

      She died in her sleep.

      Like I’m a dead man walking myself, I head to her bedroom. She gave all of us a tour earlier before we ate dinner.

      Her soul is sitting on the edge of the bed… well, as much as a soul can, and she holds out her hand.

      “Guide me, son,” she murmurs.

      It’s both the worst and best time I have as a psychopomp, bringing Mom up to Heaven.

      And there, waiting at the Pearly Gates, is Dad.

      In my grim reaper form, I shouldn’t be able to cry, but I can, and I do. Tears stream down my skull.

      Dad reaches through the bars to touch my shoulder. “Donovan…”

      “Dad, I… You shouldn’t have.”

      “I had to,” he says simply. “I don’t regret it. My life means nothing if it meant Castimir would’ve won. He had to be stopped, and I knew you could do it.”

      “But you couldn’t have known that,” I protest. “You aren’t an oracle.”

      “You don’t have to be an oracle to know your son is destined for greatness.”

      This ache in my chest only grows, and I struggle to find words to say. As soon as Mom passes through the Pearly Gates, I’ll have to leave. I can’t linger forever, and my mom will risk turning into a ghost if she doesn’t go.

      But I don’t want to say goodbye.

      “We might not be able to see the future,” Mom murmurs, “but we know you’ll be able to find your way forward without being alone.”

      I swallow hard.

      “Irina told us about you and her sister,” Dad says. “I might not have known Adriana personally, but she sounds like a fine young woman. You respect her.”

      “She’s good for you,” Mom says. “I can see that.”

      “And you’re good for the world,” Dad says firmly, “no matter what you do from here on out. We’re sorry about—”

      “I’m sorry too. I love you both so much.” I embrace Mom and hug Dad as best as I can.

      And that’s it. They’re gone to Heaven.

      Somehow, though, that tight feeling in my chest has lightened up a bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      A month later, HEX Unite has been rebuilt. The grand opening is today, as ordered by the council, and I can’t wait to get back to work. There’s a lot of anarchy yet in small pockets, and we need to stamp it out before the tiny fires grow into massive conflagrations.

      I haven’t moved out of Mom’s place yet. It just doesn’t feel right to live there, not without them, but the place is growing on me, and maybe I should stay. Mom and Dad would want me to, I think. My apartment building went belly’s up during the uprising, and so had Sommeil’s. The Wilds hasn’t had any new towns spring up yet, and honestly, maybe it’ll stay a wasteland. I’m not sure I want the reminder of what happened anyhow. Sommeil asked me to help him go apartment hunting this weekend. I haven’t given him an answer yet. A part of me wants to ask Adriana out, but I haven’t yet. We’ve kept in touch, but I’ve been busy with going back to the ruined coliseum to fetch Dad’s body and then having a joint funeral for both of my parents.

      There were other funerals to attend, too, but not all bodies were able to be recovered.

      Sommeil drives us over. As soon as we climb out of his car, a black speck appears in the distance. I wave, and the raven heads on over.

      “Hey, Obsidian,” I say.

      He groans. “Right when I was starting to get used to Sid.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      I just shake my head. “How’s the rest of the crew?”

      “They’ll love it that you asked about them.”

      “I’m sorry about Gehenom.”

      “Yeah, me too. He left behind babies, you know.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to raise them, if I can get myself a lady bird. I won’t be able to be your partner anymore, I’m afraid. I’ll still swing by and see you from time to time, and when the babies fly the coop, I might be able to come back, might not. Depends on if the lady bird and I have some eggs of our own.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      Sid narrows his eyes. “Are you being sarcastic? I can’t tell.”

      “What? You think I think you can’t get a lady bird? I mean…”

      “I never tried to get one before.”

      “Oh, good. Maybe you have a chance then.”

      Sid shakes his head, and then I swear he shrugs with his wings, if that’s possible. “Can I ask a favor?”

      “That depends,” I say slowly.

      “You two, ah, keep talking,” Sommeil says. “I’m gonna head on inside.”

      I nod to the sandman and wait for Sid to finish.

      He tilts his head and waits impatiently for Sommeil to go inside.

      The raven’s going to make me late. No one else is heading in. Everyone must already be in the building. Great.

      “Can I carry the pillow?”

      “What? What pillow?”

      “You can sew the rings onto it,” he continues.

      “Are you out of your mind?” I gape at him.

      “Oh. I just thought that you had found your lady, ah, Lady Death.”

      I blink a few times.

      “Or would she be Doctress Death?”

      “Don’t you dare act like you don’t know sarcasm!” I shout.

      With a kraa, Sid flies off. I just shake my head. Seriously. A raven flying the rings down the aisle. How does the raven even know about our wedding proceedings? I know he’s an observant bird, but still. That’s insane.

      I head inside finally. There’s no pomp and circumstance, and I head to where I think the paranormal executioners are. The layout has been changed slightly from the old building, but I manage to find Sommeil easy enough.

      After sitting in my seat, I lean forward toward our shared desk. “How long until we get our first assignment, do you think? Poor Adriana is going to be working overtime.”

      Sommeil grimaces. “There aren’t any oracles working here.”

      “Adriana’s the only one trained… She doesn’t work here?”

      “No.”

      “Then how…”

      “You’ve had a lot on your mind lately. Don’t worry. I’ll repeat everything you’ve been told a hundred times already.”

      “I haven’t—”

      “We’re going to have to be notified about crimes after they happen.”

      “Because those who are murdered can just pick up a cell phone and call us,” I say dryly.

      “Witches will use divination to help us too.”

      “Ah. I guess that works,” I say glumly.
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        * * *

      

      We’re sent out to apprehend a minotaur who ate his… let’s not get into that. Let’s just say that he seems to be under the delusion that he’s living a real-life Greek tragedy. We’re to send him to Magic Prison, and it’s nice to see Aiden again. He survived. I hadn’t realized he’d even been there. Makes me wonder how many prison guards had been left at the prison during that massive, full-scale attack.

      Afterward, Sommeil asks me if I want to hang out, but I shake my head.

      “Ah, going to see Adriana, huh?”

      I snort. “How about you start talking about Zanatre or Simone?”

      “I can talk about either of them all day long.”

      “How about to them?”

      “That too.”

      “And?”

      Sommeil releases a sigh. “You know how sometimes, someone can drive you absolutely crazy, but you can’t stop thinking about them? They make you want to pull out your hair but also fix it so you look good?”

      “You’re talking about Zanatre, aren’t you?”

      “I should want to be with Simone, right? I mean, I’ve known her forever, and we’re a lot alike, but…”

      “Too alike maybe,” I murmur.

      “You think I should be with Zanatre? Don’t you think the two of us will drive each other crazy? And not in a good way.”

      “Possibly, but maybe you’ll be good together.”

      “Maybe,” Sommeil says doubtfully.

      “Or you could be a bachelor your whole life.”

      "I might choose that door."

      “Coward.”

      “Hey, after everything I faced, no one can call me a coward.”

      “Not even as a joke?”

      “Especially not as a joke.”

      “Sorry.”

      He snorts. “No you aren’t. Tell Adriana I said hi.”

      “Will do.”

      Sommeil heads to his car, but I pull out my phone, intend on calling Adriana.

      My phone rings. She’s calling.

      With a grin, I answer. “Hey.”

      “Yes, you can come over.”

      “You know, I don’t mind at times when you see what I’m going to do, but…”

      “Sometimes, things just come to me,” she explains.

      “That’s fine. I’ll be right there.”

      Adriana’s moved into another apartment, not in the Wilds, obviously. It’s actually not that far from my parents’ house. Er, my house, I guess.

      I use fairy dust to arrive in the alley next to the apartment complex. I almost poofed to the front door before recalling it’s a human town. Using fairy dust to arrive might not be the smartest, but I don’t want to just show up inside her place. That seems rude.

      Quickly, I jog inside and up the three flights of stairs to her place. The doors open, and I head inside.

      “It’s just the two of us,” Adriana says as she closes the door behind me. I notice she doesn’t lock it. A good thing. Means she feels safe here.

      “Where’s Irina?”

      “Next door. She’s made a new friend.”

      “Good.”

      “I do think it’s good for her to have a…” She lowers her voice. “…human… friend.”

      “Can’t hurt any,” I agree.

      “Donovan…”

      “Yeah?” My heart skips a beat. Does she know what I want to ask her? Is she going to beat me to the punch?

      “I haven’t been trying to see any visions, past, present, or otherwise. Not since everything with Castimir.”

      “Why?” I ask curiously.

      “It just… I don’t know. It seems wrong.”

      “Some would say that necrokinesis is wrong, but I have no regrets. You were given a special kind of magic for a reason. That’s your phrase, isn’t it?”

      Her smile is slow to form but a beautiful sight to behold. “Yes,” she murmurs. “Maybe I will one day. Anyhow…”

      Uh oh. She is going to ask me out.

      “You know how my memories have all come back, right?” she asks innocently.

      “Yes,” I say slowly, not understanding where she’s going with this.

      “There’s one I’m not sure about,” she says, wringing her hands.

      “Does it have something to do with me?” I ask. “Maybe I can help.”

      "It does, actually." She looks at me shyly. "I remember us kissing."

      “Wait. What?” I ask. “I’m confused. We haven’t…”

      “Oh.” She smiles up at me. “Maybe it was a dream… or a wish…”

      “It doesn’t have to be a wish,” I murmur.

      And I pull Adriana close for a sweet, perfect kiss.

      My life has been full of unrest, turmoil, and more than its fair share of anarchy, but right now, all I feel is hope and happiness.

      But, death and bones, Sid will not carry the rings down the aisle, rings attached to a pillow or not.
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      How did you like Donovan’s story? We faced a bit of death with this one, and now, the series turns a bit darker and hotter. Up next is my A Girl and Her Hellhounds series, featuring a daughter of Lucifer as the main character. The entire series is available for preorder!

      The HEX Unite trilogy is part of my A Mayhem of Magic World Story universe which starts with my Bedlam in Bethlehem series. It’s so much fun to keep expanding this world!

      Please consider leaving a review if you enjoyed Grim Anarchy! I love to read my reviews. Thank you!

      

      Until next book,

      ~Nicole
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      I already mentioned in Grim Unrest that Alison Mackowski named the main raven in the series—Obsidian, nickname Sid, but now that more ravens have entered the world, well, they need names too, and the names were provided by more of my wonderful readers.

      Wolfram was named by Zoe Sowray.

      Loque was named by Cheree Sheffield.

      Gehenom was named by Sheri.

      Archimedes was named by Lindsay Roberts.

      Alestar was named by Vanessa.

      And finally, Sassmouth was named by Kim Marcum.

      Thank you all so much!

      Now, I have to thank my husband. I’m sure it can’t be easy being married to a writer, and I am so appreciative of all the support over the years. I love you, Todd! Thank you to my wonderful children for understanding that Mommy has work she has to do, but she still does and always will love you!

      To some of the best writer friends a girl could ever have. You know who you are and I can’t wait until we can retreat again!

      I would be remiss if I didn’t mention my wonderful street team. You keep me going, and I’m writing for you and for all of my fans. Thank you for all you do for me!

      And finally, I want to acknowledge my readers. You are why I write. As long as you keep reading, I’ll keep writing. So please keep reading, all right?
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      Hi, readers! I absolutely hate proofreading errors. My editor, proofreaders, and I try to find them all, but sometimes, a few will slip through. If you find any, please feel free to email at Nicole.Zoltack@gmail.com or message me on FB with the errors. I’ll correct the file as soon as I can get to it!

      Oh, and if you’d like, feel free to tell me anything else you like—something about the stories, the characters, if there’s any story you would want me to tell?

      Finally, if you would like to join my beta reader team or my ARC team, be sure to mention that too!

      I’m off to write the next book!

      ~Nicole
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