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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

It seemed like Jixian would never wake up again as the night stretched into eternity.

Of course, he was exhausted from our trip to Centralia yesterday and almost died from toxic fumes. I couldn’t help but worry as I sat all night with him.

My tutor and friend continued to breathe slowly in that big plastic tube surrounded by sterile, white sheets. The hospital room was quiet—too quiet. David sat with me in that hard plastic chair, but there wasn’t much he could do, and he sure had no obligation to make me feel better.

War Mages needed to solve their problems alone or with their battle partners. Mine couldn’t come into the hospital.

Nurses came in and out all night, marking things on charts and eyeing his vitals above his bed. I tried asking questions, but the hospital had assigned a mean nurse for the night, and she didn’t talk to me much. After all, we were still just stupid kids to her, not demon fighters trying to save the world.

Every world.

Slowly, the sun rose. The sky turned pink outside, and David shifted in his chair. “I should go find food.”

I gulped, thinking of what he and Becky must have endured while homeless back in Denver. “I can buy you something, and I don’t think you know anyone here who will offer you a free pastry and coffee every morning.”

David frowned as if hurt, and I immediately apologized. I hadn’t meant to call him dead weight, and I was so tired I couldn’t regulate anything.

“It’s okay, and I might bum a bit of money off someone.”

“Bum off me, anytime. Thanks for going into that nightmare with us.”

“My girlfriend got captured by them, so of course, I would not run from the fight,” David said, stifling a yawn. “I’m sure your friend here will be okay.”

Jixian muttered in his sleep, but his eyes still didn’t open. I wasn’t about to tap on the plastic tube as if he were a trapped zoo animal, and that reminded me: Tex was still pacing outside, unable to come into the hospital building in either form. My battle partner was facing another type of exile.

“I hope so,” I said. The mean nurse never sounded too concerned when she checked on Jixian, which was a good sign, even though I knew the hospital was trying to contact Jixian’s bio family. They wouldn’t care that he was lying out here, and they wouldn’t hop on a flight to rush here. They threw him out years ago.

Malachi Desmond. The birth name on his chart gave me a clue about his family, and I’d have a word with them at some point if we stopped the worlds from spiraling into the Infernal Dimension.

And if I rescued my brother and survived whatever punishment my aunt dished out for interrupting her life yet again. I didn’t know if she even killed the demons from last night. For all we knew, the Noble was still out there, along with Beatrix. 

We had to return there the second Jixian recovered, or even sooner.

I got out of the numbing plastic chair the nurse had brought. She’d made it her mission to make me as uncomfortable as possible, but it didn’t look like Jixian would wake soon.

“Liliana? What are you doing?” David asked, rubbing his hand through his scruffy beard. But as he spoke, hope surged into his voice, and I knew what he was thinking.

“We need to grab a meal and figure out where to go from here,” I said. “Becky’s still out there, and we’ll need to repay Centralia a visit to make sure the demons are dead. I don’t think asking Primrose for answers will go over well.”

David’s eyes widened at my words. “The terrifying woman who showed up out of nowhere last night?”

I nodded, remembering that we had talked little about the happenings after getting Jixian to the hospital. “That’s my aunt, and she’s ninety-nine percent of the reason I got kicked out of my home. She also didn’t think my literal royal battle partner was good enough to bring honor to the family.”

David removed his hand from his beard and stared hard at me. “Then your family is unreasonable.”

“Jixian would agree.” I needed to check on Tex, who had stayed the night outside, and he’d probably be mad that I forgot about him if he was in his cat form. He was far more agreeable in his whole, uncursed faerie body.

I needed to see him.

“If you need to step out for some fresh air, I’ll stay with Jixian here,” David said, motioning to the tube. “He’s getting all the treatment he needs, and his vitals look good.”

The worry gnawed at me. “I hope so.”

I officially hated hospitals now, and that sounded good. After thanking David, I headed down the elevator, into the lobby, and outdoors.

The early morning air perked me up and made me forget about staying up all night, and the sun peeked over the horizon, with some clouds lighting in pinks and faint oranges. I still wasn’t sure which small city I was in, but it didn’t matter. As soon as Jixian could walk and function okay, we had to get back to Centralia and do a dead demon check if Primrose hadn’t already called in a cleanup crew. She wouldn’t want anyone connecting that mess and forest fire back to her.

I hoped she was gone by the time we got back there and that she wouldn’t claim full credit for killing a Noble to look good. I might give her that to repurchase my place in the Underground.

The air was chilly outside the main hospital building, but I found Tex soon enough. He strolled out from behind some shrubs and into the far parking lot, looking irritated that he had twigs and needles sticking to his fur. His big, yellow eyes narrowed as I approached the tree line.

“Nice clothes.” I forced a smile, but Tex growled in response. “I need to talk to you because it could be over or might not be.” I dropped my hope as soon as he turned those yellow eyes up at me again.

I checked to make sure no one was coming into the parking lot. Still, the traffic this early was light, and the only vehicles were employees going into the other lot across the street and walking over. No one noticed the large, black cat. 

Tex looked back around the seven-story building, and I knew he wanted to take his true form. The food in the hospital cafeteria hadn’t been good, but it should be enough for me to lend him some of my energy. I followed him, and no one batted an eye as we walked towards the woods that thankfully butted up against the hospital. 

I hoped there weren’t any more faerie portals back there.

We entered the trees after climbing over a fence—a chain-link wall I lifted Tex over—and jumped down on the other side. Tex stepped away from the fence and into the chilly darkness. At least no one was back here, though signs warned us we were trespassing.

We had no other way to talk, and I hoped the owners of this property didn’t shoot to kill.

The golden light exploded around Tex a moment later, and he grew, taking on the form of Prince Talien. I exhaled in relief as I watched him emerge from that strange faerie magic that no one understood. I said, “Jixian is still unconscious, and I’m sorry I left you out all night.”

Talien adjusted his empty quiver over his lean but muscular green chest. Already, he calmed down and dropped his shoulders, softening his gaze. His hair almost shone in the faint light of dawn, giving it an odd fire, and his eyes carried that emerald essence as if the woods were lending him some of its energy. Maybe it was. The fae had a strong tie to nature.

“He got badly injured, internally.” As always, Talien’s voice sounded as smooth as honey, or whatever the equivalent was. “You had to leave me out here all night, and I could not have tolerated the inside of that structure.” He motioned to the hospital, which we could still see over the trees.

I gulped. “To be fair, no one can tolerate hospitals. Our healing places aren’t relaxing, and they tried waking Jixian up every hour to take his blood pressure as if they couldn’t read the screen hanging above his tube.”

Talien nodded with sadness. “I believe he will recover completely, but he will not.”

My heart thumped. “What do you mean?”

Talien took his finger and tapped the side of his head and then his heart. “His body will be fine, but he may carry more fear in his heart than ever.”

I knew what he meant. Talien was doing his best to describe PTSD, something they must not name in the fae realm. Even before Centralia, Jixian was on his way to getting there. Now that he had almost died again, I feared his emotions would never settle back into peace. I was dragging him through a nightmare he lacked the training to deal with, so asking him to continue with me was wrong.

I forgot I was a War Mage and trained to deal with near death from the start. War Mages were supposed to cope with violence and cruelty. As a child, my parents put me in front of war movies and the most violent, darkest fantasy films they could find. I always knew I had to dive into it sooner rather than later.

Jixian came from a family who thought they were Normal but had Seer Mage blood. Until now, maybe his only worries were paying the bills and getting to his job on time.

“We have to go back in,” I said. Then I faced Talien, trying to pull my thoughts together. “What do we do? If I leave Jixian, then he’s going to worry about me, and if I ask him to come along—”

“There is no good answer.”

I swallowed. I spent so much time trying to impress my family that I forgot what type of ride I took everyone on, even Talien. Even Thorne, my trainer, worried about me, and my brother didn’t want me holding this burden. It wasn’t fair to anyone, and I would lose no matter what I did.

But it wasn’t as if I could walk away from being a War Mage, and now I understood why they didn’t have that many friends. We attracted trouble because of our nature.

“Should we go back to Centralia and look around before Jixian wakes up? I’d hate to drag him through more of this.”

Talien thought and then nodded. “We will need to do that Transposing thing you do and be back before he wakes. He needs to rest, and he could take a few days to be ready to leave the healing hall.”

“Hospital.”

Talien made a face. “That sounds like a terrible name for a healing hall.”

“Hospitals are terrible places.” My heart thumped again, but this time at the thought of holding Talien’s hand or wrapping my arms around him. Even though his court wanted to cement me as a permanent member to hold the demons back, Talien didn’t, and he honored my decisions.

He was the first person who truly gave me a choice.

I reached out, and slowly, he took my hand. His grasp was full of tingles and life, and I inhaled sharply as he smiled.

I expected him to comment about his electric energy or something, but he held back, playing the perfect gentleman.

“Ready?” I asked, summoning all my energy into my body. Centralia was less than an hour from here, and I pictured it in my mind, almost as clear as the surrounding trees. I remembered the cracked road buried in that swath of dirt and the weeds growing out of it as the woods tried to reclaim the ghost town. My brain had cemented every detail, making it easy.

“I am ready.”

I closed my eyes, pictured us landing there, and then purplish light exploded around us as the ground gave way, and we fell. 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

There was one thing I had forgotten in my tired state, and that was more nutrition.

I realized my mistake as soon as the purple fire stopped spinning around us. We landed hard on the same road where Jixian nearly died the night before, and Becky ran off from us into the woods. I blinked as the light vanished, leaving afterimages in my eyes. I tried to focus on the trees that now made shadows against the orange horizon. 

Weakness surged into my body, and I trembled, struggling to get upright again. Talien steadied me, and his frowning face cut through the flashing yellows. 

The air reeked, and smoke curled up everywhere. 

Then I remembered.

The demons had set the woods on fire to get to us, and in the distance, smoke still curled into the air. A helicopter's blades rotated somewhere, probably from a fire department or a news crew trying to figure out what happened. I knew the Normals would blame the underground coal seam fire, which Jixian nearly fell into the night before. 

"We are here," Prince Talien said with a sad frown.

Slowly, he released my hand, and disappointment filled me as we were all business. But at least my legs stopped shaking enough to stand alone. It helped that Talien could lend me some of his magic when we touched. 

"Yikes," I said. "By the way, I'll need food before we Transpose back, or the results won't be pretty. Best case, we end up in a bathroom. Worst case, we get separated, and I go unconscious." 

"We will find food before we return to the healing h—the hospital." Talien sounded sure, and that helped me feel better. 

I finished getting my bearings. The entire forest in front of us stood naked and burned, with no leaves and half-blackened trunks that seemed to go on forever. Beyond that line was the town, and I hoped the few people remaining had escaped the inferno. And that no tourists got hurt. 

This incident would go down in history.

"The demons did a lot of damage." A deep sadness threatened to pull Prince Talien to the earth's center. 

"This is disgusting." I stepped forward, kicking at the thankfully even dirt that stretched under us. We weren't standing near the caved-in part of the road, so I made sure in my vision that we'd come out in a flat area. "We need to walk into that, unfortunately." 

Talien grimaced at me. "I do not see your terrible, royal aunt." 

That seemed odd, coming from an actual royal, but the more Talien spoke about her, the more justified and seen I felt. "She must have left because a ghost town in the middle of nowhere wouldn't be good enough for her." Primrose could Transpose much farther than I ever could. The world spun despite Talien's energy donation since distances like this tested my limits. 

"We must see if the demons perished, and I will help you however I can." 

I nodded, as that was what we came out here for. My battle partner's words sank in. Well, he couldn't lie, and there was no way I could twist those words to mean something else. Warmth filled me, and with it came a bit of Talien's lively magic. Our link allowed our influence to go both ways, and I hoped I didn't drag him down. 

We walked toward the forest, and my heart raced as I searched the landscape for Primrose or anyone she had brought. Still, I spotted nobody in the immediate area. The smell of burned wood and charcoal hung in the air, and Talien and I made it to the burned tree line. Branches fell every so often, dry and dead, and Talien flinched as he stepped into the death.

"I'm sorry," I said. 

"Demons destroy everything, even one another," Talien said. "They are scum that must be removed from the universe." 

I gulped, thinking of what happened back in Cumberland when the Infernal leaked into the world for a short time. No one asked to be a demon. If you lost the genetic lottery, it was just something that happened to you, and even the Noble didn't seem too happy. Were demons capable of being happy? I couldn't imagine it.

But I couldn't feel too sorry for them since they were walking evil and pieces of the Infernal itself. 

You can't save them. 

That mean, nasty voice echoed in my head. Beatrix was downright evil, even before going full imp, and she didn't seem to mind her state. I balled my fists as I scanned the trees, trying to summon what remained of my energy to fight. The helicopter flew somewhere close and then turned around in midair, seemingly without the pilots noticing us. 

We weren't supposed to be here. 

"Do you sense anything?" I asked. 

Talien paused near a large, burned tree where most leaves had turned to ash, but only a few remained. He placed his hand on the trunk, and his magic flared as he must be reading the forest. "Life remains here." 

I eyed the ground, which was also blackened from the fire. I couldn't believe that anything survived the Noble's attack, but I trusted Talien's ability to feel life. "Is someone alive out here?" 

"The earth protects from fire, and many small animals and birds survived. Seeds, too. This forest isn't supposed to burn and shouldn't have, as there is enough moisture to hold off many fires. But this was no ordinary fire," Talien said. "Your aunt also burned some of this place during the battle." 

"That's good that some animals survived," I said, thinking of things cowering in burrows. "Can you sense anything bigger?" 

Talien closed his eyes, keeping his hand on the trunk, and as he did, a few tiny twigs and leaves sprouted from it, uncurling and adding a splash of green to the darkness. I wondered if he could heal this forest alone, like a nature god, but we might not have time for that. "No large life remains in this immediate area, but that does not mean that the demons died in Primrose's attack. The demons could have simply left." 

He removed his hand, and I looked around at the brown and black desolate stretch. Something was gnawing at me. "Well, it looks like there's been more burning here, and I can tell where Primrose's killing fire went."

I gulped. "We need to check the town itself." 

I remained on guard through the rest of the walk, and I couldn't believe this was the same forest we had run through last night. The scorch marks along the ground marked where Primrose sent her magic after the demons, and the Noble had burned only the trees. She wasn't too skilled, then, and mainly wanted to intimidate, which made sense if they wanted me alive. 

At least the burns told a story. 

The demons fled through the woods, and Primrose must have chased them in the direction of town, bound by Talien's deal. Talien and I followed her scorch marks, which got narrower and narrower the closer we got to town. 

We burst into the clearing with the empty lots. "What little is left of this place isn't burned much," I said, eyeing the expanse of weed-choked spaces. A few plumes of steam emerged from the ground in the distance, and a single scorch line marked where Primrose sent yet another line of killing fire after her prey. Primrose must have been running out of energy since the scorch line was only several feet wide, but it was still noticeable. 

Talien frowned at me. "The burn is running from here to the pool where we spoke with Leon." 

His words sank in, and I imagined the demons fleeing to that round pool where his spirit rose and admitted his shame to us. 

It was a perfectly round pool that could also serve as a physical portal to the Infernal or anywhere else. All a demon would have to do was spill their blood—or, more likely, another demon's blood—into the pool, and they'd escape from Primrose. 

I broke into a run, and Talien easily kept up with me as I sprinted down the burned line across the lots.

The portal's dark energy invaded my body as if it hadn't been used that long ago, and the dread seized my heart and begged me to return. But I pushed against it and arrived over the hill to find the strange pool, probably formed by the town's despair, before us. 

Talien stopped beside me. "The burn marks stop here. It appears that the demons fled through the portal, and Primrose may have gone after them." 

I let out a breath of sheer frustration. Talien was right, and I spotted no sign of dead demons anywhere except for one of the imps who took Becky hostage. He lay there, throat slashed, as if the Noble used him as a quick sacrifice to get herself out of there. The stench of black demon blood hit me, and I gagged and slapped my hand over my mouth. Some of the black, vile substance had soaked into the ground next to the pool, and the demon's black eyes bulged open as he lay on his side, half-hidden in the weeds. His human form had dropped away, revealing his true form, and his pink skin and short horns only added to the horror. I wondered if he was born a demon or if he was one of those who became one thanks to a few bad genes and contact with the Infernal. 

It didn't matter.

These beings were evil enough to sacrifice each other, and it amazed me that they ever cooperated. 

"Vile creatures," Talien said. "No one removed this body, so Primrose may have gone into the portal after them." 

"She wouldn't do that," I said. 

Talien whirled to face me. "Why? Why would she give up on a fight? She is stubborn."

I gulped, hating that I had to say it out loud. "Primrose has gotten into trouble before for getting involved in other things and doesn't want to do it again. We inconvenienced her by dragging her in, so she would have dropped the task as soon as possible. I bet she was in a fancy restaurant, having a nice dinner. By herself, I might add." I knew Primrose had friends—she sometimes brought them into the mansion and told the rest of us to get lost—but I never saw them.

Talien frowned. He couldn't argue with me since he'd seen how she was. 

"She'll have someone else clean up this mess." I pointed at the dead imp. "I am unhappy that the other three are probably still alive." 

"We do not know their condition," Talien said. He was trying to keep his tone professional and gentlemanly like he always did, but the tension crept through. "Or if they have yet healed. I do not know where they have all gone." 

"That's nice." 

What were we supposed to do now? I couldn't think of a spell allowing us to follow someone who just went through a portal. Even if I did, I didn't have any demon blood to activate the portal and go anywhere. Jixian couldn't help with this, and Talien's blood only opened the way to the fae realm. We had no way to follow the demons. 

Had Primrose? 

"Ahem." 

Oh. 

I whirled, only to find my aunt and several others standing behind her. They waited in the trees, and the look on my aunt's face told me she'd heard everything I said.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I tensed, hating that I was drained, and Talien pushed in front of me, determined to protect me from Primrose. Her blue-violet eyes flashed as she stood beside the pool where I summoned Leon, her father, the night before.

He told me he gave one of his future descendants up to the fae to escape his enslavement to that succubus. 

I wanted to drop that bomb.

"Talien," Primrose said. I couldn't see her, but I imagined a vengeful smile. "I am now free of your deal." 

"That is true." He didn't move as he kept blocking her view of me, and then he spread his arms. I knew he was trying to be protective but come on. "Where did the demons go?" 

"I fought a Noble last night," Primrose said as if trying to hammer that point home. 

I'd already taken all I could and stepped around Talien since she wasn't trying to kill us yet. Primrose locked her gaze with me. She was still dressed to the nines. This morning, her outfit—one of those one-piece dresses that looked a tad Roman—was wrinkled and covered in ashes and twigs. 

I wanted to laugh, even if I hadn't seen her wear such a thing. After swallowing, I spoke. "We know, and we told you there was one on the loose before we left the Underground. She's the one who brutally killed two War Mages and a battle partner in front of us, and you didn't see that part. You were lucky." The memory surged back into my head, but I followed my training and dismissed it with a breath. It's done, and there's nothing you can do now. "No one should have seen that." 

"We have a crew repairing the road back home." Primrose looked back at the figures still standing in the trees. Since this area hadn't burned, the cleanup crew stood in the shadows, under the leaves.

Talien balled his fists before I could. "This is about people, Your Excellency. All people. If the fae lands are destroyed by—" He trembled as the curse threatened to take hold. 

Primrose smiled. "Do continue." 

"You always have to have the power, don't you?" I asked. "What did we interrupt that was so special and precious so you could help us fight who's probably the most powerful demon in the world? This is serious. If the fae realm falls to the demons—and there's one literally in the land's highest court—then the rest of the world will topple with it. That includes us. So, you have a vested interest in helping us stop these monsters. Do you know where they went?" 

Primrose narrowed her eyes at me. Worry filled them, but she still had to flaunt her authority. "I do not." 

I remembered something else even as Primrose pulled her lips into a very tight line. She was shaking. 

She was energy-drained like I was, which might be why she hadn't attacked us yet. We had a chance to turn this around. Talien lifted his eyebrow at me and turned the corner of his mouth into a smile.

I continued for him. "Then we need every War Mage in the world to help us hunt them down and back up the Summer Court. Or King Oberon. One of his children is a secret demon because he got tricked into—you know. You know how it works and how much demons all like to—"

"That is enough, Liliana." Primrose rubbed her forehead like the stress was getting to her. The sight shocked me so much that I took a step back. Primrose always looked strong, mainly because Elders weren't allowed to show weakness.

Now she looked ready to collapse into the weeds. The pool still stood between us, and then her team of people—a trio—stepped out of the trees. 

The cleanup crew was ready to work. I ignored the group until now, but I spotted Marcus, another Seer Mage, and he flashed his brilliant blue eyes at me. Two hairy werewolf men, both in human form, circled the pool, sniffing, and they stayed far from the dead imp on the ground. They wrinkled their noses and looked at Primrose. I knew what they were thinking. How are we supposed to smell where the demons went with this dead one here? 

I looked at Marcus, as I didn't know everything about Seer Mages, and they didn't even know everything about themselves. "Do you think you can trace where they went?" 

"I can, but it will take a lot of meditation, and this area will need to be purged of… unpleasant things before I proceed."

Primrose whirled on him as if trying to take out her anger on someone else. "Then clean up, all of you, and bury that body. You cannot cremate demons for obvious reasons, and the bacteria of this world won't even touch their corpses. Marcus, find where they went immediately." She snapped her fingers at the end as if remembering that she was supposed to play the mean Literature teacher. 

"I am sorry you must perform such a horrible task, and I can get the forest to help," Talien said, stepping forward. He shot me an emerald-colored look of reassurance like he knew Primrose couldn't do much in her current state. Even an Elder could wear herself out by fighting too much, and I'd never seen so many killing fire scorch marks in my life. We both needed to eat, then.

I almost wanted to apologize to her. 

Almost. 

Primrose interrupted my thoughts as she gathered herself. "Liliana, do you have any idea where this demon went?" 

"No, but they're operating out of Cumberland because we have a bunch of them there now, walking around in secret," I said. "They're using their Illusions to hide from the public and us. I don't know how many demons are there now. We also ran into some in Denver because they're enslaving crows and maybe other animals." 

Dizziness swept over me as the world seemed to expand. My aunt was talking to me as if I were equal to her, and that was a first. Maybe we were getting to her. 

Still, I'd have to stay on my toes. 

"Liliana, a Noble will cause us all our past problems, and more, even if this one is young. Is this a former human or other Supernatural who happened to have recent demon heritage?" 

"I believe so. That demon doesn't seem happy, and she's serving an older Noble in the fae realm. Talien's half-sister. The two Nobles are related, and the younger one is named Melissa. I know demons also have true Infernal names, but I have no idea what it would be." 

Primrose looked at the scorched trees we had left behind. Though this area hadn't burned, we could see the tips through the still-living vegetation. 

Behind us, Talien said something to the cleanup crew, and tree roots groaned as they tore from the ground. He was helping with the burial process and making life much easier for the poor crew. 

The more time I spent with him, I realized he wasn't some evil trickster. His sister, on the other hand—

"Then I think I see what happened and how this Noble came about." Primrose's tone got dark as she stared hard at me. "Keep this under wraps, Liliana." 

I gulped. "I will."

She was giving me advice, and I didn't know how to process that, either. Did some part of her care about us, and was she any better than her father? Maybe she really owned up to her past mistakes. 

Then she spoke again as the air heated slightly. "Taking down a Noble is something no ordinary War Mage has done in centuries. If I were to do so, I would earn Cumberland honor beyond our dreams. Do you understand?" 

Translation: I screwed up before and allied myself with bad people, and I almost lost my job, so if I do this, the other Elders won't talk behind my back anymore. I wanted to vomit since Primrose took on this mission to look good. 

But I'd take it because it meant cooperation, even if it made me sick. 

The trees shuddered as Talien worked his life-filled magic, and the tingles washed over my skin as he tensed, bending the surviving forest to his will. More roots groaned, and the smell of earth filled the air as they swallowed the imp's body. Immediately, the sewage stench dissipated, riding away on the wind, and the two werewolves sighed in relief. I didn't blame them. 

"Thank you," Marcus said as the two stepped out of the trees. 

Talien winked. "Do not thank the fae, for we consider that consent to repayment." 

"He's clever," I said. 

Marcus frowned. "What do you want in return?" 

Talien seemed to think, and Marcus looked at me, and then at the crossed swords mark on my forearm, and then at the matching symbol on Talien's forearm. Everyone could see that we were partners, at least on training wheels. His eyes widened, so this was news to most people, though Primrose already knew. 

I wondered if she needed me or was remorseful about throwing me out. 

"Where is your brother, Liliana?" 

I tensed since Primrose still thought he was around in this world, maybe hanging out with his girlfriend. I gulped and looked at Talien as if hoping he could pull some clever word use from his bag of tricks. 

"Xavier is available to fight the demons in my realm, but I do not know exactly where he is," Talien said. 

Primrose whirled on him. "What does that mean?" 

Talien paused again, and even he was having trouble. Xavier scared Primrose, though she didn't admit it, and knowing he was trapped would give her a license to treat us as horribly as she could get away with. 

Then I nodded and forced myself to speak. "You need Xavier to help us find this Noble."  
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