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      A small wisp of purple smoke tumbled over itself, getting tangled. The woman touched it wistfully with a finger, and it trembled at her touch. She sent a small burst of magic into it, calming the smoke. She smiled as it curled around her finger, hugging it tightly.

      The smoke rushed from her finger, stretching to the stone wall before Theresa. It brushed against the brickwork, dust scattering in the air. It circled around Theresa’s head, and she spun with the smoke in the dark room. The walls were bare in the small spaceShe stood near a plush chair that had a layer of dust over the cushions. Behind her, near the door, was a small wooden work desk. Papers were piled neatly next to a locked journal. Quills were lined neatly on the desk just beside a large candle. The smoke perched atop the unlit candle and billowed out and up. It looked like it was playing, pretending to be part of the candle. Theresa giggled, and the smoke shot toward her. It darted past her, and rested on the windowsill. Theresa wiggled her fingers in the smoke and looked through the dark stained glass. She liked to watch the people below, but couldn’t stand the thought of others seeing her. It was her ritual to sit alone in this dark room at the edge of the Tower, watching and thinking.

      “Why don't you just give it a body already, Theresa? Wouldn't it be better to finally have it come to life?” a man's voice said behind the woman.

      She whirled around, cupping the smoke in her hands protectively. The man had sharp features, and eyes that shone with a dark green color. His metallic pupils gleamed at her. Though she knew her eyes looked the same, there was something different in his.

      Something darker. He smiled at her, showing a row of perfect white teeth between his thin lips. His short brown hair framed his face, the small curls sticking out every which way. It only added to his charm.

      A small creature peeked out from behind his legs. Its pale green skin showed a web of black veins beneath. It clung to the man's coat with thin fingers, standing on frail and shaking legs. Filthy clothes hung from its frame, skin clinging to bones. It stared at her with fathomless black eyes.

      “Crestyss! I've told you not to sneak up on me like that. You know I haven't found the right body for my little one, nor can I make one for it on my own.” She rubbed her thumb over the cowering smoke, and it nestled into the palm of her hands.

      “So sentimental. Why do you care if the body is right? All that matters is that it fits. Or could it be that you do not want your demon to have its own body? Don't you think it would be nice to have another demon around, Grite?”

      He glanced down at the creature at his side. It nodded its head wildly, shrinking away from Crestyss' gaze. It shuffled anxiously under his glare, until he looked back to Theresa.

      Though Theresa and Crestyss had created the essences, the souls, of their demons together, they had not given them life at the same time. Crestyss had forced his essence into any body he could find until it bonded with one. Theresa had been determined to find the best body for her creation, knowing it deserved as much.

      Crestyss crossed the room, his own demon close behind like a shadow. He placed one hand on her shoulder, and the other over her hands. The smoke shook within her grasp, and she pulled away from him. She dared not look in his eyes, knowing the spell they held.

      “I must be getting back now. My pack has been expecting me for some time,” she muttered, pushing past him.

      “Those mutts again? Haven't you moved onto bigger and better things? What about me, my dear?”

      She froze at his words, anger roiling in her chest. She nearly clenched her fists, reminding herself at the last second about the essence in her hands.

      “For the last time, Crestyss, they are not mutts. And I'd advise you to remember that.”

      He scoffed at her, and she looked over her shoulder to find him rolling his eyes. The demon stared at the ground, kicking at a loose stone in the floor.

      “And as for you, you know I shall always return, Crestyss,” Theresa whispered sadly. His chuckle echoed behind Theresa as she closed the door behind her and leaned against it. Her essence was pressed to her chest, and it hummed at the embrace. The essence thrummed with the rapid beat of her heart, and she willed it to slow.

      She heard a crash from within the room. Before she could investigate, Crestyss was shouting. Grite was whimpering behind the door, and there was a thud. Theresa knew Crestyss had thrown his creation.

      She backed away from the door as quietly as possible. Theresa pulled a small leather sack from her pocket and slipped the smoke into it, then tucked it away.

      She meandered throughout the tower to the ground floor, into the streets of Centric. It was a relief to be out of Crestyss’ domain, like light had entered her world again. The day was coming to an end, the sun moving to kiss the horizon, and the constant traffic of pedestrians and carriages had dwindled to a trickle as the vendors and booths closed for the day. She nodded a greeting to those she passed, but avoided conversation. She kept her eyes fixed on the ground, following the paths laid out by the large pipes that lined the streets. They carried water and fuel to all the buildings, and most were grateful, but Theresa couldn’t understand the complexity of it all. The streetlamps above glowed with a powerful flame that was constantly being fed by such pipes. Though she feared the dark, Crestyss’ impression on the city was far more terrifying to her.

      As she wandered the housing district of the inner ring, she passed a small house with a purple door, a heart shaped window set into it. She paused, wondering if she should pay her friend a visit. The chimney atop the flat roof showed no smoke billowing out of it. She must still be out. There was a twinge of pain in Theresa’s chest, but she shook it away. The pain was replaced with longing, and she pushed herself to get home as quickly as possible.

      The market quarter had gone dark. There were hardly any people to be found, and only half of the street lamps were lit. The streets were cluttered with unmanned carriages and parked automobiles. She was still in awe at the recent advances that Crestyss had implemented: open carriages that powered themselves along the streets on fat tires. There still weren’t many to be found, but those that drove along the uneven streets rattled and spat out smog. Shop signs swung in the wind, creaking ominously. A chill went down Theresa's spine as she passed by an especially dark store. She glanced in the window, wondering what shop it could be, but she couldn't make out the wares. The only thing to be seen in the darkness was her own silhouette staring back at her eerily.

      Shaking her head, she pulled away from the shop and went on her way. She felt the essence buzzing in her pocket, and she patted its satchel to sooth it.

      A dark alley near the walls dividing the rings of Centric opened up and Theresa ducked inside. She felt the darkness as though it were a curtain closing on her, separating her from everything else.holding up a dim light in her hand, Theresa checked the contents of the alley. A small cart that was missing a wheel was leaned against the wall, broken and empty barrels atop it. She held her hand out, willing the light to spread onto the cart. A slick substance gleamed with her light, and the wood looked rotted. She scoffed at the carelessness of whoever had abandoned their trash, and at all those that saw but chose to ignore it. Her voice echoed in the alley, but no sounds came back to her. It was completely empty, not even worthy of homing rats. When she found no sign of life, she reached into her other pocket, her fingers gliding over the surface of a crystal ball.

      She plucked it from her pocket and admired it. It was a perfect fit in her palm, no larger than an apple. A white light glowed from the inside, illuminating her face. Crestyss won't notice a few dozen of these missing. He rarely leaves his Tower, and so has no need for them. As long as no one catches me, it'll be fine.

      Theresa waved her hand in front of the ball, concentrating on her home. The light in the ball dissipated and was replaced by an image of her castle, overshadowing the Loren Woods around it.

      She shattered the ball on the ground and was quickly enveloped by gray smoke. Theresa breathed it in, enjoying the scent of home that it carried.

      Theresa exhaled, standing before the grand doors of her castle. She raised her right hand. A soft blue glow emanated from the faint outline of a lightning bolt on her palm. The plaque beside the door shined, its dark blue light blending with Theresa's.

      She touched her skin to the cold metal, and the light became blinding. She took to the gates that opened to greet her, and through the grand doors of her castle that swung open with elegance. The chandelier inside lit as she crossed the threshold, and it filled the room with warmth. Tapestries of rare and marvelous creatures fluttered at the rush of her magic, as though they were alive themselves. Empty suits of armor stood at attention, ready to storm the entire world should she ask it of them.

      Theresa allowed herself to smile. Let the humans think what they want of her. She had never done them any harm, and they hadn't the courage to attack her, so it did not matter what they called her. So long as their fear outweighed their worry, she was safe here.

      Her suits of armor sprang into an offensive stance as footsteps entered through the doors open behind her. Theresa spun in place, horror plastered onto her face. Where she expected weapons and angry faces, she found a panting wolf with something slung over his back.

      “My lady, I must ask for your help,” the wolf said, bowing his head to her. His pitch-black fur glistened in the flickering light of the chandelier. His brown ears flicked at every noise that came from outside. Brown paws pattered the ground anxiously. He licked his muzzle, showing pointed teeth, stained dark red.

      “Goyik, what is this? Why do you intrude unannounced?” Theresa snapped. Though Goyik's appearance had startled her, she was quick to assume the role of his leader.

      In answer, the wolf shifted awkwardly. He leaned forward and slid something off of his back carefully. He took a step away from it, nose never leaving the stone floor.

      The figure rolled over onto the ground, shedding the light blanket that had kept it covered. A small boy fell out of the blanket, shaking violently and dressed only in a tattered pair of pants. His skin was deathly pale. He looked as though he was nothing more than a skeleton wrapped in the thinnest layer of skin. He coughed, limbs rattling on the floor. Blood was matted in his hair and covered his fingers.

      Goyik nudged the boy onto his side, and Theresa gasped. Covering most of the boy's back were long gashes, though it was impossible to tell what they were from. Blood trickled from the cuts, but there didn't seem to be much left in the poor boy's body.

      Theresa ran to the boy's side and collapsed, looking pointedly at Goyik.

      “It was not from one of mine, my lady. I swear it,” Goyik said. “He was found wandering by himself, muttering something about a monster chasing after him. He passed out, and we brought him straight to you.”

      “It's a good thing you did, Goyik. I might yet be able to save the poor thing.” Theresa scooped the boy into her arms carefully, mindful of his injuries. His face contorted with pain.

      Theresa carried the boy down a hall to the left, marching through the corridors as they constantly changed. Her magic controlling the castle made it ever changing to fit her needs, and they willed into existence as she marched through them. She went straight to the infirmary, where she laid the dying boy on a bed. He curled in on himself slowly.

      Theresa worked on the boy, using every ounce of magic she had to heal his back. The wounds remained despite her best efforts, and she groaned in annoyance. “What's going on? Why won't it work? These are nothing more than simple wounds.”

      “Perhaps it is too late for him, my lady. I did my best to bring him to you, but I failed.”

      “No, not yet, Goyik. I won't let this child die! There has to be something.” Theresa threw her hands into the air, and her long nails snagged on the trim of her coat. Her leather satchel fell from her pocket, and the smoke of her essence spilled out. It writhed on the floor with immense energy. She picked the smoke up, and it only grew more restless the closer it came to the boy.

      Theresa looked back and forth from her smoke to the boy. He was dying, she knew that much. Even if she could find a way to heal his wounds, there was no guarantee he would survive the night. A twinge of guilt ate at her insides, but she made up her mind.

      Without a second thought, she carefully coaxed the smoke into the largest gash in the boy's flesh. It slithered in, licking at the edges of skin. It dissolved into the boy's body quickly, turning the blood it touched purple.

      The boy contorted and screamed, his eyes flying open. He stared at Theresa, his eyes changing as the boy and the demon fought for dominance. Hazel eyes stared at Theresa first, the pupils clouded over, then turned pitch black. The boy let out another wail, digging his fingers into the bed. The black receded from his eyes, leaving his pupils clear. Theresa sat helpless as the boy and demon alike writhed in pain.

      The fighting within the body ceased. The boy was left with one completely black eye, another with a brown iris amongst the dark. The boy went silent, and he fell still. Blood ran down his cheeks. Hands went limp, one of them falling from the bed. Theresa read an accusation in his expression as the lifeless boy stared her down.

      Theresa fluttered her hands over the boy's wounds, searching for her essence, but it hadn't returned. She dug her fingers into the boy's flesh, trying to dig it out.

      “No!” she screamed in rage. “Not my Cyllorian! Not when I was so close!” She slammed her hands onto the table, tears of sorrow and rage spilling. She stared at the boy's eyes, half human and half demon.

      “I won't lose you.” Theresa formed a small thorn on her finger with her magic, pressing it against the skin on her wrist. It broke through and slid into her vein.

      “But, my lady, you know the risks of…”

      “Exactly, Goyik. I do know the risks. And I shall gladly take them.”

      She pulled the magic from her blood, now in the shape of a needle. The magic in her turned her blood into string, one end hanging from the needle, the other laying on her arm. Though the two pieces were not physically connected, they moved in sync with each other.

      Using the needle, she stitched the edges of the boy's wounds. Black sutures bound the skin, though the thread was red. With every stroke of the needle, she bound herself to the boy. The wounds healed instantly. Flesh grew from the stitches to fill in the empty spaces on the boy’s back. Once he was whole again, the needle shattered in Theresa's hand, the sharp pieces of magic pricking her fingers. Her blood dripped onto the boy's back, soaking into the soft tissue. The drops formed a pattern of a star, and the spots shone just below the surface.

      She glanced at her wrist, where she had dipped the needle into her blood. The hole was now the top point of a glowing red star just under her skin. Though it was a faint connection, it was still strong enough to bind her to the boy…to the demon…forever.

      She stared at the boy, waiting. The connection wouldn't have taken if he was truly lost, but the suspense was driving her mad. She wanted to shake the child, to smack him, anything to wake him up. She gripped the fabric covering her legs, squeezing until her knuckles turned white, to relieve the tension welling up inside.

      She raised her hand slowly toward the boy's face, and she wiped the tears of blood away with the tips of her fingers. The boy sputtered under her touch, blood dribbling from his mouth. He spasmed with coughs, grabbing onto the edge of the bed as he wretched.

      “Cyllorian,” Theresa breathed, leaning closer to the boy.

      He turned his head to her slowly, confusion filling his face. “Who are you?” he asked. “Where am I? Where is my mother? What's going on?”

      He rolled away from Theresa. He fell onto his newly healed wounds and groaned in pain. He struggled to look at his back, his frail limbs failing to work.

      “Shh, shh. It's alright now, dear. It'll take some getting used to, as you sort through the child's old memories. But you needn't worry about those. They will fade with time. All you need to know is that you are my son, Cyllorian. You don't remember what happened when you were just an essence, and explaining it now will only confuse you more. But you are safe here. You are home now.”

      Theresa laid her hand on the boy's face, caressing his cheek with her thumb. He was rigid under her touch, his eyes wide in shock, but he didn't pull away. His mouth moved slowly as he worked through the situation.

      After a moment, his face relaxed and a smile spread across his face. “Mother,” he said simply, laying his hand over hers. He pressed his cheek into her hand and closed his eyes.

      “Yes, my precious Cyllorian. That's right. No matter what anyone says, you are my son.”

      She watched the boy's calm face in wonder, fighting tears. She ignored the worried look Goyik was giving her, and the nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach that something wasn't right. She ignored all of it, so that she could feel happiness after all of her sins… just for once.
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      “Theresa's been gone a long time,” Kaitlyn said as she paced the large gathering room.

      Two months had already passed since Cy and Kait had rescued Arion from Crestyss, but the days had gone slowly. Almost immediately, Theresa had left the castle, taking everyone that Cy and Kait had gathered, ushering them back to their lands to declare war on Crestyss. She had given them express orders to remain at the castle and wait for her. Cy had been all too happy to oblige, and was glad that Arion had been to weak to argue. But they hadn’t heard a word from her yet, and her return was looking less and less likely with each passing day.

      Theresa had turned most of the first floor of her castle into one room meant for meetings as she was expecting many more to soon join them. Though the room was vast, Kaitlyn never strayed more than a few feet from where they sat.

      Cyllorian knew just how much Kaitlyn wanted to explore and examine every inch of Theresa’s castle. In the first week since bringing Arion back, when he had shut himself inside a bedroom and refused to come out, Kaitlyn had tried to wander the castle herself while Cy stood by Arion’s room. Hours later, Cy had gone to look for her, and found her lost in a far corner of the castle. She had gotten lost in a secluded area of the castle that held only bare and boring bedrooms. Cyllorian hadn’t even known how many beds the castle had held, and he shuddered at the thought of having to share space with so many people.

      Even now, Kaitlyn would pause in her pacing to stare in wonder at the tapestries that covered the walls, set high out of reach. They depicted creatures of myth and legend, creatures that Cy had no answers for whenever Kaitlyn had asked about them. There was a beautiful mural of a sunset over an unknown horizon, and one of a darkened battleground. Between the paintings were tall stained glass windows with crystalline patterns. Their colors danced through the room as the day passed.

      The paintings disappeared into darkness along the walls, the other end of the room too far to see. Cy wondered if this room was larger than the castle was from the outside. It took an hour just to walk from one end to the other. The large entrance doors of the castle stood ominously in the shadows, ever out of reach of the painted sunlight. Silver metal gleamed on its own, crisscrossed over the wood.

      Cy remembered the first time Arion had left his room, he had found Cy and Kait in this room, and Arion had recited passages about the paintings. He had stood far from them, and his voice was rough with the effort to be heard. Cyllorian thought he had glanced tears in Kaitlyn’s eyes then, but he too was in shock at the sight of Arion.

      Kaitlyn’s voice drew Cy’s attention back to her. Her gaze was fixed on the floor again, were feet moving purposefully within the intricate lines of the rug that covered most of the floor.

      “Do you think we should go after her? Or check on her, somehow?” she asked as she came to a halt. She didn't address either one of them in particular, but she looked directly at Cyllorian. She tapped the toe of her boot against the ground as she watched him, waiting for an answer.

      Cyllorian found himself lost in her eyes, as he had every day since they had rescued Arion. It felt as though he was fighting for her, despite Kaitlyn's awkwardness when around the other boy. Even still, her attention was always divided between the two of them, and Cy could barely control his jealousy.

      “She'll be fine. Didn't she say she would be gone this long? She had a lot of people to try to recruit,” Cy said, turning away from her. Though he was at a disadvantage in their fight over Kait with his current body, he was thankful that it didn't give away his true feelings. He forced a deep breath into the metal of his chest, and he rattled when he let it out in a loud sigh. Though Kaitlyn already knew how he felt, he was terrified of what anyone else might think. Especially Arion.

      “Are you really so sure she's even coming back?” Arion griped. He was laying sideways in a chair, and he bent backwards over the arm to stare at Cy. His dull green eyes showed no signs of emotion.

      “Arion!” Cy sniped, staring him down. No matter how much force he put into his gaze, Arion remained unphased and uncaring.

      “Think about it. She locked Cyllorian away in a box with no intentions of ever letting him back out, she never liked Kaitlyn. . . and the only reason she even came back for me was to kill me.” Arion crossed his arms over his face, and spoke in a monotone. Despite his insistence that he was more Void than Mage, a twinge of sadness could be heard in his last sentence.

      “Why the hell would you think something like that, kid?” Cy asked, looking for any chance to change the subject. He looked to Kaitlyn for help, but she was staring at the ground in disappointment.

      “Because she said so. Don't you remember? You were there, just before I got my memory back.”

      “I seriously have no idea what you're talking about. She wasn't making any sense then. Besides, why would she want to kill her own son?” Cy argued. He was scaring himself by defending Theresa, but the last thing he wanted to do was fuel Arion’s rage.

      “If I had just gotten to you first, taken your life myself, we could have made it. That's what she said, when she was trying to destroy my old body before this one got to it. You must've blocked it out. I only remembered it a couple days ago myself.”

      “You're sure you're not just confusing it with something Crestyss or Grite might have said? That doesn't sound like Theresa.”

      “Sure it does. And that's why she left, to get away from us. And if we were made to believe she'd be coming back to give us direction, we'd stay here and never leave. After all that trying, it only took a couple words to get rid of us all.” Arion cackled lightly under his breath, as though he genuinely found the whole situation humorous.

      “That's not why she left. She went to build up our army before shit gets even worse for us. She told us that it was only a matter of time before Crestyss tries to take over the world, or whatever it is he wants. Now can we just drop the subject?” Cy said between clenched teeth. He was gripping the arms of the chair hard enough for his claws to bite into the wood.

      “Then why did the others have to leave at the exact same time, hm? Answer me that,” Arion retorted, a smug smile spreading across his face.

      “They had to report back to their homes, and talk them into joining the war.”

      “Let me guess, did Theresa tell you that?” Arion bit back, sitting upright in his chair. His movements were so stiff and quick that it looked inhuman. Cy sat back in his chair to put more distance between them. Kaitlyn moved to sit on the floor at Cy’s side, grabbing onto the leg of the chair.

      Arion's eyes followed her every move, and his mouth twitched into a sneer for a split second before clearing completely. He glared at Cyllorian, a storm rolling deep in his eyes, nearly out of sight.

      “They told me themselves why they were leaving, that good enough for you, kid?” Cy leaned forward slowly, holding himself up on his knees. He narrowed his eyes, daring Arion to make a move. They had been getting in arguments nearly every day, some of them escalating into physical fights on rare occasions. Being locked in the castle together was clearly not helping either of their moods.

      “Right, because Jayr is so trustworthy and Gil has all his wits about him. And what about Adoette, did she tell you, Cyllorian? She likes you more than the others, I'm sure she tells you all sorts of things, doesn't she?” Arion taunted, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

      Kaitlyn shifted on the ground beside him, and Cy lost his temper. “She has Noma, remember? As annoying as the bug is, she's helpful to her. She doesn't have to say anything!”

      “No, no, you're right about that. Body language can tell a lot about how someone is feeling,” Arion scoffed, turning away. He leaned forward, then pushed off. The chair fell back onto the floor, and he kicked his legs in the air, laughing quietly to himself.

      He reached his hands toward the ceiling, and green lightning weaved through his fingers. He closed his fists, then flung his fingers out, sending the lightning all around him. It stretched up into the air, growing with every inch it progressed. With a click of his tongue, the lightning shattered and teal sparks shot out in every direction. They hovered in the air around them, surrounding them with stars.

      The only time Arion ever looked alive— really alive— was when he used his magic. It lit up his eyes the way they used to, and Cy’s essence twisted in the metal body.

      Guilt flooded him, mixed with hope. As much as they fought, Cy held no resentment toward Arion. He cared more for him, worried about him more each day, trying his best to make up for his mistakes. But there was no changing his bitter nature, and he found himself squelching Arion’s spirits if they got too high. He told himself it was jealousy, part of their rivalry for Kaitlyn, but he knew he couldn’t justify himself forever.

      “Just like you used to do, for me,” Kaitlyn cooed, reaching out to touch a star. As the magic touched her finger, it burst into flame. Her veins just under her skin became luminous, spreading throughout her whole hand.

      Cy snatched up the exploding star before her, snuffing it out. He swat them each down, one by one, gaining a murderous scowl from Arion. “Careful. He's still getting used to his magic again.”

      Cy glared back at Arion, continuing to free the air of the stars. The light in the boy’s eyes was gone again, replaced by the distant expression of the Void.

      Arion swung his arm out, and each star slowly fell to the ground and died. “I can control it just fine. Better than you,” Arion snapped, grinding his teeth. A grim smile overtook Arion's expression, and he taunted, “At least the magic I have is my own, and not some pity gift!”

      “That's enough! You guys have already used up your allotted fight for the day!” Kaitlyn yelled, getting to her feet. She stood between them with her arms outstretched and her eyes shut tight.

      While Cy watched Arion carefully for any wrong move, Arion's focus was on Kaitlyn. Sorrow glinted in the boy's eyes, and Cy backed down out of guilt.

      Could he really still be there? This is all I can think of to get him back, but he’s fighting it. He doesn’t want to come back, I can tell. Am I just going about this the wrong way? What else is there for me to do?

      In the rare moment of peace, Cy took the opportunity to check on Arion. Arion had found himself in his old clothes easily, and was never once seen without his coat. Tome was tucked into the pocket, though Cy hadn’t seen Arion open it even once in the past month. His eyes had regained their color, but not the light that used to define him. If it weren't for the white hair that Arion had been so determined to keep, Cy could’ve almost told himself none of it had ever happened.

      No. He could never convince himself of that. No matter what he tried to force himself to believe, nothing ever felt right about Arion. Not anymore. The boy had only gotten thinner since they had retrieved him, and Cy couldn't remember the last time he had seen Arion eat. Or sleep. Dark circles ringed his eyes, and his hands shook violently most of the time.

      His sanity was the most questionable thing about him. Cy had always been able to know everything going on inside the boy's head. Now that he was unable to, he was always on edge. Arion had been unpredictable just before his death, and he was sure he could have only gotten worse from there. The only question was… just how much worse?

      “Can we get along now?” Kaitlyn asked, exasperated. Cy was broken out of his reverie. Arion was staring back at him with a longing in his eyes that mirrored his own.

      “Yeah,” he said quietly, lowering his head. His voice was lighter now, calmer. Cy nodded silently, watching Arion as the boy studied his hands. Kaitlyn sat down on the ground between them, letting out her breath.

      “Finally. I swear, getting you two to behave is worse than pulling teeth!” Kaitlyn giggled awkwardly, trying her best to make a joke of the situation.

      Arion cringed at the comment, and put his hand to his cheek. His jaw dropped slightly, and Cy could see that he was running his tongue over the surface of his teeth. Checking that they were all there.

      He caught Cy watching him, and quickly stopped what he was doing. His hands dropped into his lap. Arion’s demon body wasn’t capable of changing fully, but he could still manifest a set of short, black claws. He’d made a habit of playing with them whenever he avoided Cy. The claws were out now, picking at a loose string on Arion’s pants. His expression went blank. Like always, there was no telling what could possibly be going on in his head.

      “We're not the only ones who have a shitty situation. We keep forgetting that. Yeah, we're angsty teenagers with massive mental damage all cooped up together, but that's not the end of the world. If something happened to Theresa, or she couldn't get all the people she needs, that's it. Crestyss wins, and Lontorra is destroyed. He brainwashed all the Mages, and most of everyone else, too, for that matter. He’s going to kill all the humans, then the species that sided against him, then the ones that tried to stay out of it completely. Without anyone left after that, who knows what he'll do next. Probably go terrorize the rest of the world. So either way, being stuck here is better than being dead,” Cy said finally. His accidental speech replaced the silence, and it echoed in the room.

      “We won’t let him win,” Kaitlyn said simply, smiling at him. Her eyes flashed fiercely, and her pupils narrowed into slits. Dragon eyes.

      He smiled back, but Arion's wide eyes staring into the distance caught his attention. He hadn't responded to his speech in any way, and it worried Cy. A bitter comeback or sarcastic remark would have been better than nothing.

      “Arion?” he prompted, leaning to the side to try to meet his gaze.

      Arion's eyes darted to him for a moment, before he fell backwards onto the chair again.

      “Don't tell me you've got absolutely nothing to say to that.”

      “Nothing at all. At least, nothing you want to hear.”

      Cy narrowed his eyes, knowing what conversation would follow if he pressed the issue. “You're right about that, kid. I don't want to hear it. And I don't want you thinking it, either, you got that? Hey, I'm talking to you, stubborn brat!”

      “Yeah, yeah. I hear you. Selfish demon,” Arion muttered under his breath, waving his hand in the air dismissively. His lips pulled up in a slight smile, but he avoided Cy's gaze.

      “We don’t even need her…” Arion whispered slowly. He drummed his fingers on the ground beside him, his mind working anxiously. “We can do it ourselves. Sneak in and kill him without a second thought. He’s the only one that wants a fight out of all this, not his followers. If he’s dead, there’s no threat. We don’t need an army, especially not one led by a woman that effectively didn’t exist until a few months ago.

      “Just the three of us, we can do it. Right, Cy? You and me, we can storm his Tower and kill Crestyss. Just you and me, Cy… like before.” Arion turned to Cy and smiled.

      Cy readied himself to talk Arion down, worried he had let his mind go too far again. But the smile on the boy’s face wasn’t cunning or sadistic. It was elated, hopeful as he gazed at Cy.

      “I’m not so sure, kid. We barely made it out of there with more people fighting for us, I don’t think less is the way to go here. You’re not in the best of shape for a fight, either. You gotta get your strength back before we go on any wild adventures. Remember last time we got in over our head?” Cy chose his words carefully, and spoke slowly.

      He watched Arion closely, testing him. The boy’s face grew dark, tormented, and he looked back to the ceiling. His mouth moved minutely, but there was no sound.

      Arion closed his eyes at the silence, and Cy watched him carefully. He knew he wasn't trying to sleep. Arion did everything he could to stay awake. His breathing quickened, and his hand fluttered to his head. He dug into his scalp with his black claws, and his white blood soaked his hair.

      “Arion,” Cy said softly. Arion's eyes shot open and he glanced at Cy. There was fear deep within them, but the boy hardened his resolve in seconds. He retracted the claws and quickly lowered his hand, wiping the blood off on the side of the chair.

      As Cy thought how to phrase his concerns, Arion jumped up from the fallen chair. “I'm going outside,” he said pointedly. He marched past both of them before they could say anything. Kaitlyn reached for his hand as he passed, but he dodged her grasp easily.

      The door shut behind them with a resounding thud. Kaitlyn dropped her head and played with the thin band on her finger. “What does he do when he goes out there?” she wondered aloud. “What if he's. . .”

      “Tuft keeps an eye on him. If something happened to him, or because of him, he would tell us. Tuft won’t tell me anything else,” Cy answered, chasing her fears away.

      She didn’t respond. Her expression was uncertain as she spun the ring on her finger.

      Cy wanted to comfort her, to reach out to her, but couldn’t. Not only did he lack the proper words, he lacked the right. He sighed, and clawed at his head.

      In the depressed silence between them, voices could be heard outside the doors. Cy jumped from his chair, stepping in front of Kaitlyn reflexively. She stood slowly, shaking out her arms as they covered with scales. Vyekrin grumbled from the roof in response, and waited. Her own talons extended, and poison dripped from them.

      Cy gathered his dwindling magic, and opened the door violently with a sweep of his arm. The voices ceased as Theresa and her small army stood in shock at their stances.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Theresa scolded as she marched into the room. The others followed her, and Cy could make out only a couple faces among the crowd. Gil stood on his own, looking as lost as ever and glaring at the small huddle of Draken on the other side of Theresa. Jayr was obviously ignoring him as he pushed Kaliyah in a wheelchair.

      Adoette was jumping up and down somewhere in the middle of the crowd, her flowered hair bouncing wildly. She finally pushed her way through to the front, and she beamed when she caught sight of Cy. She waved her arm in a wide arc over her head, while Noma buzzed around her head. Cy noticed the small blue buds that ringed her head were gone, leaving small red thorns in their place.

      “Well, are you just going to stand there, or are you going to greet us?” Theresa asked impatiently. Cy realized he was still in an attacking stance, and shifted into a normal position.

      Theresa looked around the vacant room as the swarm of creatures wandered into the castle. “Where is he?” she asked irritably.

      “He’s outside somewhere,” Cy answered, defensive at her tone.

      “And you’re not concerned with keeping an eye on him because..?”

      “He’s with Tuft, so why should I care past that point? He can do whatever he wants. I’m not his babysitter.” Cy crossed his arms and avoided her scowl. Kaitlyn had shed her scales for her preferred human form, and left him to meet their new comrades.

      “You should know better than to let him go unsupervised. Goyik, come.” With a snap of her fingers, her trusted wolf was at her side, appearing from within the throngs of people behind them.

      “Yes, Lady Theresa?” he asked dutifully.

      “Find Arion,” she said shortly, his name clipping off of her tongue violently, as though she couldn’t stand the taste of it. Goyik bowed gracefully, and charged back through the doors.

      As they waited Goyik’s return, Theresa motioned for her army to step forward. “We’ve had some new recruits that will be residing with us for short periods at a time. They will attend every meeting and memorize every possible strategy, then report back to their homes so that everyone will be prepared. We must be careful to not draw attention to ourselves. I have a barrier that can keep only so many magical creatures hidden at once, or else we would all be here. But we will just have to make do with what we have.”

      “Fine by me. Just one question. Do I have to learn all of their names?” Cy asked sarcastically. Over two dozen pairs of eyes turned to him. Most scowled at him, including those he knew. Only Gil smiled at his remark, covering his mouth to hide a laugh.

      “It would be helpful, yes, not to mention polite. Acquaint yourselves with each other quickly while I get ready.”

      With that, Theresa left the group of mostly strangers to talk amongst themselves. Despite her words telling them to mingle, more than half of the army left to explore the castle. As the crowd dispersed, Cy realized their cavalry was smaller than expected, less than fifty. He understood why Theresa had made the entry such a grand room as all the bodies shuffled through toward a large staircase that had formed silently across from the door. All that was left were those that he knew, and half a dozen new faces. Two Droll, two Draken, and two Mages. Adoette was the first to disband from the group, flitting about the room as though it was her first time inside the castle.

      Seeing as how none seemed inclined to start, Cy spoke first in a monotone. “Hi, I’m Cyllorian, and I’m a demon. Get your complaining, bickering, and judging out of the way now, you have three seconds… and time’s up, who’s next?”

      The Droll chattered amongst themselves, standing a short ways behind Gil. They were clearly older than him, one large and clearly male with his chest bare beneath a thick vest. The other had dominant curves to her body, and the scales along her shoulders seemed larger than normal. They seemed lost in their own world as they pointed to various aspects of the vast room.

      Jayr was flanked by two males, similar in size. While Jayr scowled behind a nervous Kaliyah, the other two Draken were smiling idiotically. It was difficult to recognize them outside of their armor, but Cy was certain they were Orthros and Lane, their guards from their time on Mount Draken.

      Most of them looked amongst themselves for help. The first to step forward were two Mages, whose eyes burned like fire around the silver pupils. They had thin black hair, and gray splotches on their skin. The oldest, a boy with a thin face and high cheekbones, said, “I am Hunter Vamyr, a Mage. This is my sister, Twila. Crestyss killed our parents many years ago and captured us. He held us captive near the ocean, away from everyone. He experimented on us, tortured us, and turned us into something we still don’t understand yet. This is why we choose to fight.”

      Hunter held himself high, but Cy could see the responsibility of being the oldest weighing on his shoulders. He couldn’t be much older than himself, but the haunted look on his face said that Hunter had been through much more torment than Cy could imagine.

      His sister couldn’t be older than twelve. She had her long hair tied into pigtails. Even restrained, it nearly reached down to her hips. Her long, light pink dress with a red floral pattern reached to her ankles, but left her arms bare. There were dark rings all along her arms, of both bruises and scars. Silver bracelets squeezed her wrists, and when she lifted her hand to wave enthusiastically, a drop of blood ran from underneath the bands. She wiped it away without a second thought, and rubbed the blood onto her dress. It was then Cy realized the dark flowers on her dress were smudges of blood, rather than a pattern. Despite this, her smile was bright and genuine in her heart shaped face.

      “Vamyr’s, come here a moment, would you?” Theresa called as she levitated a table near the middle of the room. The two turned to look at her, and nodded. Moving as a single unit, they left for Theresa.

      Gil stepped up to Cy and Kaitlyn, reading the distress that was clear on their faces. “Theresa told us about them before she left to save them. She said Crestyss had been mixing their blood with that of ancient creatures, a type of demon that got their immortality from the blood of others, and had special control over strong, dark magic. Otherworldly, she called it. There was supposed to be four, but the two middle siblings had already passed away by she time we got there. And the little one, Twila, is the strongest. Because her magic as a Mage wasn’t fully developed, it was the most malleable, so Crestyss did the most to her. He had those bracelets made specifically to keep her under control, by sending magical charges straight into her blood.”

      Gil looked after the orphans as they helped Theresa to set the room up. Hunter was using thick black strands of magic to move the furniture. Twila stood with her hands clasped behind her, picking at the bands around her wrists. Her smile was plastered to her face as she watched her brother. Blood dripped to the floor without her notice.

      Kaitlyn stepped closer to Cy, and he turned to face her. She was fidgeting in her place, rubbing her arms. Though she had turned away from the group, her gaze was still fixed on one in particular; Kaliyah. The other girl was staring at her hands, refusing to lift her head. The unknown Droll and Draken had disappeared while Cy was distracted by the Mages, leaving them in an uncomfortable silence.

      Cy racked his brain for anything he could say to break the tension, but nothing that came to mind sounded right. He knew what kind of trouble he’d be in with Theresa if he started a fight as soon as they arrived, but honestly, what else did she expect? Does she even know about Kaliyah and Kaitlyn’s fight?

      Just as the silence was becoming unbearable, the doors flew open once again, and Arion stumbled into the room. He caught himself on his hands and knees, whirling to glare at a triumphant Goyik. Tome fell to the floor right in front of him. “What was that for? I wasn’t doing anything!”  he snapped.

      “My Lady asked me to fetch you, so I did.”

      “No need. I’m fine on my own,” he grumbled as he picked himself off the floor. He stuffed Tome hurriedly into his coat, and marched into the room. He walked straight past the curious glances, his attention fixed on Theresa.

      Cy stepped in his way, worried that Arion would lose control of his temper. “Welcome back, kid. Meet our new friends, will ya?” He grabbed onto Arion’s sleeve tightly, forcing the boy to meet his stern gaze. Cy held his hand out toward Gil and continued hesitantly, “They’re-”

      “He,” Gil piped up, his voice breaking. “I had my birthday while I was gone, so…he.”

      Cy nodded shortly, though a bit confused. “Right, he’s—”

      Arion let out a sigh, cutting off Cy, and glared over his shoulder at the three that were left. “I don’t care who they are,” he barked, and went to turn away.

      With a groan, Cy grabbed Arion’s wrist, but Arion writhed under the touch. He twisted desperately until his fingers touched Cy’s arm, sending lightning straight into Cy’s essence. Cy jumped back from the shock, releasing Arion. Just as Arion was turning away again, Cy thought he saw guilt in his eyes.

      “Arion—” Theresa called, harsher than necessary.

      With a stomp of his foot, Arion cut her off. The room filled with thick green smoke, leaving everyone but Cy in a coughing fit. When the smoke cleared, Arion was long gone.

      “This definitely won’t be a fun group bonding vacation,” Cy groaned, staring at the last remnants of the smoke.
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