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      Dedication:

      To my husband. You are the sugar to my coffee.
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      They’re all quiet. It feels like the silence before a Storm.

      

      Legend says the Child of Darkness will rise again and wreak havoc on the lands of Ladorielle.

      

      Only the Power of Three can break Vothule’s curse. Wynter and her friends set out to seek the Sword of Valor before the Underworld can find the hidden secrets that lie beneath the magic holding the truth to the Storm bloodline.

      

      And so, it begins… the Super Blue Blood Moon rises.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wynter’s Thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel a storm coming. It’s close. Every detail is slowly falling into place, but I am overlooking something. Something big, and I can’t quite put my finger on it. Cory is missing. Dragonscale is missing. Eleena and Aunt Fran have vanished. And my mother used to whisper in my ear from time to time. Where is she? They’re all quiet. Yes, it definitely feels like the silence before a storm.
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      “I told you not to shoot, Rory! Now look what you got us into?” The dragon’s swooshing wings are loud, and smoke still trails from its massive muzzle. Rory and I are in the grips of one talon while Redmae is in the other.

      “So, sue me!” Rory wriggles to be free.

      “Stop struggling before you kill us both!” The wind rushes through my hair and feathers against my face. I look over at Redmae in the other dragon claw. “Hey, can you still hear my thoughts?”

      “Yes.” I sense Redmae’s frustration.

      “Where do you suppose this beast is taking us?”

      “To his nest, high in the clouds of course.” If thoughts had tones, hers are quite clear. She is not at all pleased with our situation.“I bet we’re close to the Crimson Moors.”

      The ruby red sky illuminates behind the cumulous clouds as lightning flashes behind them. A sign that a storm is on the rise. Thunder resonates forward after a second lightning flash bursts through the clouds. “How can you be sure?”

      “It’s just a feeling.”

      A volcano in the distance spews lava down the slopes and molten rock spits through the fissures. It’s a similar view of Dragonscale Island but this isn’t that place. It’s much darker—more ominous. Looking down, charred trees and a desolate ground covered in ash brings me to think Redmae is correct and we’re near the Crimson Moors. The irony of being hauled off across an endless bottom ravine in the grips of a dragon’s talons isn’t what I had in mind when I told Rory and Redmae to run.

      Redmae disrupts my study of the lands below. “Was this part of your master plan, Wynter?”

      “You mean being dragged away to be eaten by a dark dragon? Sure, why not… Don’t be ridiculous, Red.”

      The dragon grunts. “Relax, I’m not hungry.

      “Huh?” I look over at Redmae, confused. “Did you hear that?”

      She growls. “Yeah. Who are you? We demand to know how you’re able to invade our thoughts.”

      Rory continues struggling. “If I could just get my hands free!”

      “In due time I shall tell you my secrets, but for now, I’d like to keep you guessing.”

      My left brow instinctively raises as if it has a mind of its own. “Oh you’re a spicy kind of sauce aren’t you, beast.

      “Aw, did I get under your skin?” Our captor soars higher, with a rumbling chuckle that permeates our thoughts.

      The laughter gets under my flesh, and an uncontrollable response kicks in. My muscles burn. First, it’s itchy then the hairs on my arms prickle. Scales form slowly, a clear warning that I’m about to transform. I’m not supposed to shift. If I don’t reach my medicine soon to curb this impulse, it could mean we all die. I won’t be able to catch either Rory or Redmae from falling to their deaths.

      Scales on my forearms continue growing, creeping up my arms to my elbows. The feeling that my bones are about to twist and break into wings has me bursting into a scream.

      “Is everything alright?” the beast asks.

      “Why do you care?” I bite back, as I try to push the pain away.

      “Wynter, take your meds before you shift and kill us all,” Redmae says.

      “Ya think? What a great idea, Red.” I grunt as the burning pain increases and travels through my veins. “I can’t reach them.”

      “Medicine, you say?” the dragon, says.

      “Mind your own business, beast!” My anger grows. This monster has my hands locked in tight.

      The dragon snorts letting out a blast of smoke. “I’m not a monster! As you can see. I’m a Dra⁠—”

      “I said shut it!” The rage in me boils, almost to a breaking point. “Loosen your mangy talons.”

      “Again, with the name calling…it’s not necessary…” our kidnapper continues to glide higher.

      Redmae growls, looking up at the flying beast. “You heard the lady. Release your grip. She can’t reach her medicine bottle. It will keep her from shifting. Unless of course it was your plan all along to drop us to the depths of the abyss below?”

      The dragon snorts.

      “You’d be wise to listen to her. I’ve seen her bite, and it’s lethal.” I keep a steady breath and look over at Red through the pain.

      “Yes, I know. It is said a dire wolf is quite the foe if given the chance. And I am listening. I’ll loosen my grip but don’t blame me if you end up falling. I won’t be able to save you or your friends.” The dragon blows more steam through its nostrils while climbing higher through the heavy clouds. “So…feisty.”

      I hear through our telepathic thoughts, another growl rumble from Redmae’s throat. “And you’re taking too long to act.”

      The dragon rumbles back. “Fine.”

      The grip loosens. Slipping a hand to my inside pocket I grab the temporary antidotal medication and take a quick swig. Instantaneously the scales on my arms fade and the burning subsides. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me later when we’re out of danger.” He flies across the vast canal separating one cliffside from the other. Ocean waves crash against the rocks below. Sea birds fly lower near the cliffs signaling concerns to their fellow fowl that danger approaches—us.

      “Are you saying you’re not the danger?” Redmae grumbles again.

      The dragon chuckles.

      “Where are you bringing us to?” I tuck the medicine bottle back into my pocket. “Clearly you have a motive.”

      “Aw yes, the presumption that you think I’m bringing you home to dinner. I hardly know you. So, clearly you have the wrong idea. That’s like third date status,” the dragon answers.

      Redmae tries to hide her snorting chuckle.

      “Not the answer I was expecting, but okay I’ll play. You’re not my type!”

      “Say it isn’t so!” the dragon mocks.

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      The beast sighs. If that’s what that was. It was more like a cough of defeat. “Somewhere safer than where we are now.”

      Rory continues to struggle. “If I can get one hand⁠—”

      A loud thunder-like crackle strikes behind us, followed by several roars.

      “I was afraid this would happen,” the dragon says.

      An arrow whizzes between the dragon’s hind legs, nearly hitting me. “What the—” I turn around. “Dark dragons!”

      Rory turns with me.

      “Hang on.” The dragon climbs even higher than before. “We need to get past the clouds and hide in plain sight.”

      “You knew they were coming?” I ask.

      “I suspected they would, yes.”

      Rory continues to squirm. “Wynter, I need my hands. If I can reach my arrows, I may be able to shoot back.”

      I look up at our kidnapper. “Hey, genius, did you hear her? Rory’s a good shot, you know.”

      “Yes, I do know. Let me gain some distance first. Hang on to your cookies.” He glides upward sharply.

      “What do you mean you know?” I squint. Something isn’t adding up with this guy. The dragon’s abrupt ascension grabs at the pit of my stomach. Bile creeps up my throat.

      “Breathe,” he says. “And don’t focus on your stomach. That’s the secret to avoiding a mess you’ll regret.”

      We’re cut off by a second arrow that bounces off the dragon’s scales. Our lizard friend roars.

      “Dragon! Loosen your grip and let Rory shoot!” I continue to fight the nausea and manage to focus on my inner magic. Fire and ice.

      “Fine, but only enough for her to do that. One wrong move and I’ll be forced to drop all of you.”

      I nod. “Yes, I understood all warnings you’ve said before.”

      The dragon grunts again. “Now, let me concentrate before we all die.” The beast pushes through the dark crimson clouds to a clearing in the sky and turns around facing the way we just came from. “A surprise attack is always a bit helpful, don’t you think?”

      There’s a worried look on Rory’s face. “Wynter, what is this creature doing?” The dragon loosens its grip just enough to free her hands. She grabs two arrows from her quiver set.

      “Focus, Rory, and get ready.” I form a fireball in one palm. “The dragon thinks a surprise attack will end our chase, so get ready to shoot.”

      Rory takes aim at the cumulous cluster before us. We wait patiently. The silence is daunting. “Where are they?”

      “Hold steady, I can hear them. Be on guard,” the dragon answers, as though Rory can hear its thoughts.

      “Be ready, Rory. They’re coming.” I ignite my fireball to grow a bit larger.

      Trusting my information, Rory takes her cue and aims.

      A loud roaring sound comes from behind the clouds in front of us. The dark dragons burst through, followed by a swirl of red, with fire blazing from their mouths.

      “Shoot, Rory!” I throw my first fireball at the dark beast, and it does nothing, showering them with flakes of ash.

      Rory’s arrows make a direct hit with two quick shots. One slams into the rider, knocking him off while the other arrow lands dead center in the heart of the dragon. The beast disintegrates into a cloud of raining dust-like residue. I quickly slam the second dark rider with a fire blast pushing him off his mount and sending him free falling, which distracts the his dragon to go after him.

      “It isn’t over, there are more coming.” Rory takes up two more arrows, nocking both on the bow at the same time. She targets the dragons first, this time with two quick shots, landing a direct hit to the center of both dragons’ chests. They diminish into dust leaving the riders free falling to their deaths.

      Stunned, I ask, “Rory, the scales are too thick to penetrate past the dragon’s shell. How are you doing that?”

      She grins and blows on the shaft. “Arryn gave them to me. They’re specifically designed to kill a supernatural such as yourself.” She winks.

      A chill runs up my spine. “Not funny, Rory.”

      More dark dragons emerge. These ones are enraged, spewing green fire of darkness.

      “We need to get out of here. Hang on! This one might make you a little queasier than the last one.”

      “I don’t know if I like the sound of that.” I look at Redmae.

      She responds with criticism, “I hope you know what you’re doing.” Redmae is powerless to help in her wolf form.

      The dragon chuckles and darts upward escalating higher, at higher speed than before. “Trust me.”

      “Hah! They will follow us, ya know.”

      As expected, the dark dragons pull in behind us at full speed.

      “I’m counting on it.” Our beast makes a full stop. “Ready for some fun?”

      “Rory, I think this beast is about to do a nosedive. Get ready.” I look above my head, watching the dark dragons speed past us.

      “I like how you think, Wynter.” The dragon dives at superspeed.

      The frustration from the other dark dragons’ roars echo through the clouds.

      “I don’t think we’re going to lose them,” I say.

      “Perhaps not, but if we can get on solid ground maybe we will have a fighting chance. And you could shift.” The dragon spins to make us dive faster.

      “I think I’m going to be sick.” Rory tucks her bow close to her.

      My thoughts jumble. The dragon knows I’m a shifter.

      “Of course I do!”

      “I’m not supposed to shift.”

      “I don’t think you have much of a choice. Do you not know how powerful you really are, Wynter?”

      “Wait a second, who are you? You say my name as if you know me.”

      The dragon glides downward more, weaving through the thick clouds. “Let’s just say I’m like you. And leave it at that for now. These are no ordinary riders, and I don’t have the time for details. I’ve seen them once before long ago and the memories were not pleasant.”

      The frustrating roars of our enemies are lost within the crimson haze. We’ve gained a bit of distance.

      “What do you mean no ordinary riders?” Redmae asks. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” She looks over at me. Her eyes tell me she’s concerned.

      “What is it, Red?”

      She grunts.

      “These are Vothule’s lackeys.” The dragon turns around once we clear the clouds. “Get ready for round two. This time I want you to use your ice powers.”

      “Wait, how do you know about that?”

      “I told you. We’re the same, you and me. Now, quickly, they’re close. If you don’t want to be captured as his prisoners, I suggest you prepare that ice ball now, Wynter.” He rears up his body to prepare for battle.

      “Wynter, why is this beast turning around?” Rory asks, worried. Her bow and arrow are still in her hands.

      Redmae grimaces.

      “Wynter?” Rory questions again.

      “Rory, just point, and shoot when ready.”

      “On it.” She nocks two arrows on the bowstring for a second time and grins. “Watch and learn, my friend.”

      “Hah! Two can play this game.” I form an ice ball as the dragon suggested. “May I ask why ice?”

      “Ice or water of any form will burden them. Using fire will just make them angrier.”

      “Thanks for the tip.”

      Rory grins. “That’s new.”

      I grin back. “New dark riders and I’ve been given new ideas on how to deal with them.”

      We wait for the dark dragons to clear the clouds again. The silence is intense.

      Our protective beast roars a blast of blue flames toward our foes, surprising them as the dark dragons come into view.

      Rory takes this opportunity and brings her eyes level with the bow. “One.” Rory pulls back the string. “Two.” It happened so quick that my brain didn’t register her first kill shot let alone the second.

      “Three!” I blast it with a frosty touch, but instead of the beast being encased in ice, they both blow up, blasting ash into the air. “Wait, a minute…that’s not ash.”

      “Is that snow?” Rory looks at me for confirmation.

      The dragon chuckles. “Now you know why I mentioned the ice blast. Let’s just say unfortunate past experiences help later on and leave it at that for now.”

      “That’s one way to get snow, I guess,” Rory says.

      “Let’s get out of here before more come,” the dragon says.

      “More? You mean it isn’t over?” I ask. I give Rory a worried look.

      Her smile fades. “What is it?”

      “If you haven’t guessed, Wynter, it’s never over,” Redmae answers sarcastically.

      I pierce a glare at Redmae. “And why is that, Red? What are the two of you not telling us?” I clear my throat answering Rory, “He said there will be more on the way.”

      “I’m taking this opportunity to cloak us. Do not cast spells or it will break our protection. The dark dragons seemed to have pulled back.”

      “Question is why?” Redmae asks.

      “I don’t know,” the dragon answers.

      “Wouldn’t now be a good time to call Namari? He could get us to safety.”

      “Wynter, there was a breach at Dragonscale Island. Calling him might put us all in danger,” Redmae answers.

      The thought of Dad, Geneviève, Blair, and all the others suddenly has my stomach in knots, again. I look over at Red. “Do you think everyone is okay?”

      “We can only hope.”

      Rory glances to the other talon that tightly grips Redmae. “What is she telling you?”

      I stiffen at the thought of being a prisoner in Vothule’s dungeon. “That a shifter is never safe, Rory.”

      “And that’s another thing, beast… How is it that you know I’m a shifter?”

      The dragon grumbles in an amusing tone. “I told you I have my ways. A dragon doesn’t tell all their secrets. What’s the fun in that?”

      The sky crackles, once again warning us we’re about to have more company, indicating our conversation will be put on hold.

      “Remember, no sudden movements. We are safe as long as we are cloaked,” the dragon reminds us.

      Rory pulls out an arrow.

      I lower her hand. “Don’t shoot. We’re invisible at the moment.”

      Our dragon drifts closer to the ground where he flies across a ravine and drops us off in a strange area while we wait for the danger to pass. A pinkish haze crosses over us like fog. The trees are a blend of fir and maple with colors of oranges, yellows, and reds blending together like before when we ported into this creepy world.

      The dragon releases us.

      “How strange. Where are we?” Rory asks.

      “The edge of the Crimson Moors,” the dragon says.

      “The Crimson Moors, apparently.” I look a Rory.

      “Is that what my sister said?”

      “No, the dragon said it. It means we’re close to Scarlet Hollow’s Veil, too,” I say.

      “Did your dragon say that too?” Rory asks, sounding annoyed. “How do you know about the Scarlet Hollow Veil?”

      “I dreamt it.”

      A swirl of white smokey fog swooshes in, distracting us, followed by a loud grumble. It’s the outline of the dragon that kidnapped us. It sits in an upright position with smoke trailing from its nostrils. Its wings flap a few times, shaking off what looks like soot and ash, leaving behind shimmers of silver reflecting off the scales. This isn’t a dark dragon after all.
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      Rory prepares her bow, ready to strike.

      “Stand down.” I put my arm in her line of sight. “I don’t think this creature intends to harm us.” I tilt my head. “I think they are one of us. I mean, this dragon did save us after all. Dark dragons, the evil ones, are all black with no other color on them. This dragon has silver coming from its scales.” I point. “See?”

      “Makes no difference, a dragon is a dragon,” Rory says. She lifts her bow back to eye level.

      “Ah, come on, Rory. After saving your behind, you’re still going to shoot me?”

      “You know she can’t hear you right?” I say aloud.

      “What?” she lowers her bow and looks at me, surprised. “So, you really can communicate with this beast?”

      I shrug. “I can communicate with this dragon, apparently. Rory, not all dragons are the same. This one just saved our lives. Loosen up.”

      A whirl of wind forms, making a funnel cloud and we shield our eyes from the kicked-up debris. When the dust settles the dragon shifts, leaving in its place the figure of a man.

      I squint. It’s hard to see clearly, because wherever we’ve landed, it’s dark, aside from the full moon glowing upon our heads.

      The transformed human-like person stands sideways, with their hands facing outward. They flip their palms then pat themselves on the chest and shoulders, appearing stunned that they are no longer in dragon form. Nervous breaths express their concern. There’s something familiar about them though. Their hair is platinum, and the shape of their body looks like… The frantic person turns toward us, stunning all of us.

      “Cory?” That’s impossible. Cole sent him to Scarlet Hollow.

      “Well, imagine that. He’s a dragon shifter after all,” Rory says. “Cole’s back from the dead.”

      I should feel shocked but somehow nothing astounds me anymore when it comes to the Storm family. “You know what this means, Rory?”

      “That Cory must be a shifter, too,” she answers.

      “Well, this is a twist,” Redmae remarks.

      “Tell us, Cole, have you always been a shifter, or did you wait until today to spring this revelation on us?” Rory asks.

      “That is a good question, isn’t it?” He wrinkles his nose. “Honestly, I had no idea. And I wish I had an answer, but I don’t.”

      “Ha!” Rory scoffs.

      “Come on,” he teases. “Didn’t you like the suspense?”

      “You mean you really didn’t know?” I ask.

      “Not until I rose from the ashes back there where Sarmira appeared,” he says. “My question is what triggers the shift? I’ve never been a dragon before, so why now?”

      “I, for one, want to know that answer as well.” I look over at Rory. “Any ideas?”

      She clears her throat. “Perhaps we can narrow down that your father was a shifter, Cole.”

      He shrugs. “Actually, I have no clue. Your guess is as good as mine. I’m assuming my brother doesn’t know this amazing secret either. And we have never heard from our father. If only I knew who that was, it could possibly shed some light on the mystery.”

      I look at his watch. “Do you think the demon is gone?”

      He looks down at his wrist. “As far as I can tell, yes.”

      Rory and I hold our stares, waiting for a better answer.

      “What?” He tilts his head, looking at us confused.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Cole, perhaps you could’ve warned me while we were in the air, fighting off the dark dragons. That would have been a good time to say something,” I say.

      Anger and distrust show on Rory’s pinched face. “You’re wearing a watch.” She tilts her head to the side.

      “The watch Jeff was able to finally put on your wrist that was intended for you, years ago, and Moyer—Sarmira—is out of your head, and now, we’re just supposed to trust you? Is that it?” I cross my arms.

      “I can’t hear her, if that’s what you mean. The demon is gone. Not sure how, exactly. Doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not. What matters is finding my brother.” He looks at me. “I mean I assume you, of all people want him found.” He pushes past us, walking toward the ledge overlooking the valley.

      “Of course I do.” I tail after him and pull at his arm. “Hey, Cole.”

      He flinches back still walking ahead of us.

      “Is it so wrong that we question you? I mean I’ve only known your demon side. How are we to know you’re truly back to your old self?”

      He turns around, angry. His eyes glow bright blue. “Being burned to ashes might have given a slight clue, don’t you think?” He looks over at Rory. “I assure you, if the demon still resided in me, I would have been a dark dragon and charcoaled all of you to a burning crisp back where I rose from ashes, of that, I’m sure.”

      “Cole?” I try to touch his shoulder.

      “It’s nothing. What’s in the past stays in the past. Can’t change it.” Cole’s lips tighten. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He changes the subject trying to lighten the mood. “Nice aim back there, Rory. I do have to admit, your bravery is commendable.”

      “Thanks…I think?”

      “Hang on a second. You’re not off the hook just yet. Why didn’t you tell us you were a dragon shifter?”

      “That is a good question, isn’t it?” He gives a lopsided smile.

      I stare him down, probing for an explanation.

      He sighs. “I was going to bring you safely across the ravine and away from danger before revealing the truth.” He looks up at the sky. “I wasn’t given much time to explain. But hey, my secret is out. Now can we move on?”

      “Okay, fair enough,” Rory says, “but that doesn’t explain why you tried to char us earlier.”

      He snickers. “Is that what you’re so miffed about, Rory? You’re still standing, are you not?” He pauses, walking up to her, stopping inches from her nose. “I didn’t try and barbeque you. You must have some sort of memory loss in that tiny brain of yours. Didn’t you see those prowlers were about to have you for lunch?”

      “Insults won’t break me, Cole. Why are you so nasty?” I can tell she’s nervous, and her heart skips a beat.

      Cole pulls away. “You may not believe me, but I needed to sneeze.”

      “That was a sneeze?” She mocks him by laughing.

      “It’s true, Rory,” I say defending him. “When a dragon turns, especially for the first time, our head gets congested. Like we have a cold, and we want nothing more than to blow out that crud.” I grin, looking at my cousin, Cole. “The first time I shifted, I blew a hole clear through the floor in Ashengale Castle.”

      Rory raises a brow and Cole smiles.

      Rory clucks her tongue. “Fine.”

      Red gives a low grumble. “Can we get beyond this juvenile banter, please?”

      “I know what you mean, Red. Watching Cole and Rory go at each other is extremely energy draining.”

      Rory scoffs. “How was I supposed to know you weren’t a dragon dragging us off to our deaths at the time?”

      I turn around looking behind me. The air is softer than when we arrived. Too quiet in fact. “Speaking of which, can they follow us here?”

      “Only time will tell.” Cole steps between us and walks a few yards away to the edge of the cliff. He points across the way. “There’s a lighthouse across the ocean valley.”

      I observe with him. The lighthouse looks familiar. “Hang on a second.” Cole mentioning the possibility that a person can become a dark dragon, has me going down a deep rabbit hole. “Are you saying that these dark dragons can shift into a different form, too?” My question to Cole has me thinking there is a real clue into the dream I had in respect to where we have landed in reality.

      He turns toward me. “Oh, I see you didn’t get the memo when you were back on Dragonscale Island learning how to be a dragon shifter.”

      I scowl at him. “I’m trying to be serious, Cole. Humor me, please.”

      He huffs. “Demons. They turn into demons. And you’re wondering what happens to shifted dark dragons?”

      “That was the question, Cole.” Rory scowls at him too.

      “I want to know if they can take shape into beings other than themselves.”

      “Oh, I see where you’re going with this, Wynter. Can they take the place of someone else like the Trek did with my mother back at Geneviève’s Ranch.”

      “I’m not sure about that, but what I can say is Sarmira has worked centuries to get the dark dragons an exact DNA,” Cole answers.

      “You mean there are different forms of Shadow Walkers?”

      “Yes. She has vampires, werewolves, necromancer witches, and dragons. She hasn’t quite mastered the druids yet.” He looks over at Rory. “She’s working on that.”

      “And she won’t succeed if I have anything to say about it.” Rory squints. “Wait a second. I have a question, Cole. How is it that your clothes haven’t torn away. You were ashes before turning to a dragon. When I shift to a wolf and back, I find myself using leaves to cover my…um parts…”

      He laughs. “No clue. Would you prefer me naked?”

      She blushes.

      I roll my eyes. “The way Dragonscale explained it, the particles we are wearing before shifting have memory, so, when we shift back to a human form, those particles come back just as they were.”

      Rory’s eyes widen and her jaw slacks. “Huh.”

      I smile at her confusion. “It’s a dragon thing…” I wave my hand in front of her eyes. “Careful, a fly might buzz into your mouth.”

      She swats my hand away. “Knock it off.”

      Redmae softly chuckles. “I don’t mind being naked.”

      “Red! TMI,” I say.

      “So, where are we?” Rory asks.

      “Somewhere on Elleirodal,” Cole answers. “I’m not too familiar with this area. Although, I have to say it does resemble Scarlet Hollow, like you said, Wynter.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to remember being here with me before, would you?” I ask, thinking back to the nightmare I had when I was asleep for nearly a week.

      He raises a brow. “No, why?”

      “Because you brought us over here like you knew this is where we needed to be.”

      Cole shrugs. “Something tells me we’re supposed to be here… Is that weird?”

      “No, not weird in general. I feel it, too. It’s just strange that we both feel it at the same time.”

      He turns to face us. “Can you hear that? Listen closely.” He steps closer to the cliff that overlooks the lands below.

      “You mean the ocean?” I listen with him. Rory and Redmae step next to me.

      “No. It’s something else. I mean yes, the crashing waves are soothing, and the gulls are sounding the alarms that we are strangers lurking about, but it’s something else,” he answers.

      “I don’t think I am hearing what you are hearing, Cole.” I close my eyes and try to find the sounds he’s curious about.

      “I hear it,” Redmae says. “Sounds like crows in the distance.”

      “That’s odd Cole would think crows have triggered something within him, don’t you think, Redmae?”

      “I’ll keep a watchful ear for anything concerning.”

      “We should keep moving and out of the clearing where the nocturnal beings have a clear scope of us.” Cole walks ahead down an overgrown path toward a wooded landscape, and we follow.

      “Tell me, Cole, do you remember anything while being under the control of Sarmira?” I ask.

      He quickly glances at me, then looks away.

      “Yes, everything. What do you want to know?”

      “Do you know where Cory is?”

      He takes his time answering. I can tell it’s a sore subject. “House of Bloodbane.”

      “Then we’re close, yes?”

      “It’s not easy to get to.”

      “But you know the way?”

      “I do.” His tone is grim.

      “But?”

      “Listen, I want to find my brother just as much as you, but the way to him is virtually impossible.” He points to the lighthouse across the ocean passage that separates us with smoke escaping the chimney. “I know the witch that lives there. My mother would visit her when I was young.”

      “And yet I hear hesitation in your voice.”

      “She’s not to be trusted. She will grant you any request you ask, but it comes with a price.”

      “You say this like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “I am.” He breathes deep and slowly exhales. “A request my mother made.”

      “You mean Blair?”

      “Yes. She requested safe passage to Ladorielle. To shield our family from Sarmira.”

      “That didn’t work out well for you…” I observe the birds as they fly across the oceanside cliff.

      “Oh, no, it worked. Quite well in fact, until a certain child screamed across the lands waking the Underworld beasts.” He stares at me with daggered eyes.

      “That’s why you hate me so much.”

      “I don’t hate you. I’m not fond of your choices, and I think you’re a little naive and hotheaded, but my brother seems to like you and that’s good enough for me.”

      “Says the vampire who wanted to turn me.”

      He chuckles. “That was the vampire part of me. It burned to ashes. I don’t think Sarmira knows I survived…”

      “You mean she isn’t aware that a vampire with dragon blood can be reborn as a shifter?”

      “I don’t think so.” Cole gives a lopsided smile and continues to walk toward a trail leading down along the cliff to the woods ahead.

      “There must be another way to get Cory back.”

      “There is another way, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “Try me.”

      He ignores my persistence. “We should go check out this lighthouse. Watch your step. The trail is this way.” He pushes aside some tree branches.

      “Cole, stop.”

      He turns and glares.

      “What is the other option?” I ask.

      “The only way to reach my brother is if one of us dies.”

      I shiver in response.

      A gust of wind pushes across our bodies nearly knocking Rory over the edge. An ominous, but soothing voice, adds to our conversation, “I can help with that…”
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      Redmae holds a stance and growls while Rory quickly pulls to her feet and grabs an arrow.

      “Relax, I have no intention of killing you. I merely meant I can help you cross over to Scarlet Hollow.” A woman approaches dressed in a black feather cloak that covers a midcalf black linen robe and laced up black leather boots. She holds in her hand a staff taller than herself. Her hair is the same jet black with thick white strands that parts on either side of her head. Her green blue eyes are striking; however, one eye is half shut with a scar lined down her cheek.

      “Who are you,” I demand.

      She smiles. “Most know who I am, and need not to ask, but seeing how you are strangers in our world I can understand why you might wonder.” She steps closer. “I am the Oracle of Wisteria Keep.”

      Cole creases his brows. “I thought Wisteria Keep was a mythical place?”

      “Oh, it’s quite real indeed. The city has been in hiding for centuries. Luckily, we were able to rebuild after the great war. Thanks to Petra.” She turns to me and smiles.

      “How do you know Petra?”

      “She was my student long ago. And thanks to her we were able to replace the damage to our world. But that is for another time to explain. The winds called to me; thus, I am here before you.”

      Cole takes a step forward. “So, what shall we call you…Oracle?”

      “Ha, funny boy.” She’s quite entertained by his innocent question. “I’m known as the Eye of the Raven. Some refer to me as The Raven. You can call me just Raven. Although my birth name is something else and well, I quite like this name.”

      “Okay…Raven… how have you come to help us?” Cole sounds suspicious. “If you’re so intuitive then I gather you know why we need to enter Scarlet Hollow.” Cole looks back toward the lighthouse overlooking the opposite cliff.

      “Ah yes, the Lighthouse of Cliffside Rock. The keeper of the house doesn’t take too kindly to strangers.” Raven takes her staff and holds herself steady with both hands. “I’d tell you not to go, but then that would prevent you from free will.”

      “That sounds a little like you’re trying to distract us from free will by implying it to us now,” I say.

      “Perhaps.” She smiles. “You do what you will, but if you change your mind…” She raises her hand as though she is about to disappear.

      “Wait!” Cole presses forward once more toward her.

      She raises a brow. “My boy, make your choice.”

      “I have one question.”

      “I think there may be more but go on.”

      “How do we know what you say is the truth? How do we know if you really can get us safely to Scarlet Hollow?”

      “What does your gut say, Cole?”

      “That you’re not to be trusted.

      “Well then I guess that’s your answer.”

      “How does that make any sense?” I ask.

      “My thought exactly,” Cole adds. “How do you know my name? You speak as if you know each of us.”

      “I trust you,” Rory bursts.

      Shock coats my mind. “Rory what are you doing?”

      “No, I mean it. I don’t fear her nor do I think she means any of us harm.” She steps between us. Redmae paws next her.

      Raven comes closer and looks deep into Rory’s eyes. “Ah, I see now. You’re of dire blood.”

      Rory shies away as though what the woman said was shameful.

      “Not to worry, your secret is safe with me. It does, however, explain why I was called.”

      Cole crosses his arms and firms his lips, staring. “Care to elaborate,” he finally asks.

      “Your grandmother”—She addresses Rory—“Laveena of Shadow Vine Forest and Wisteria Keep are connected allies for the common good.”

      “You know our grandmother?” Rory turns to Redmae and rubs the side of her neck.

      “Indeed, I do, and I also know about the curse your sister has been burdened.” She briefly glances at Redmae.

      “Can you cure her?” Rory’s excitement raises.

      “Possibly, but that will take more research and time.” She looks over at Cole. “I can, however, lead you to your brother, Cory, but I must have all of you on board, else the magic will not work.”

      “We’re listening,” Cole says, dropping his arms.

      She backs away. “Follow me this way and I will show you the rear entrance to the Underworld’s Veil called Scarlet Hollow.” She turns around, then shifts into a raven. She takes off and flies above our heads. Her loud call prompts us to follow as she flies toward the forest ridgeline.

      I run after her, leaving the rest still standing and realize they’re not following. “Do you want to find Cory or not? Let’s go, guys.”

      Rory grunts. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Ha! No! But what is the alternative?” I veer to the lighthouse on the cliff. “A sinister witch or raven shifter? I’m about done with my share of witches at this point. Am I going alone or are you with me?”

      Reluctantly, the others follow. We lose sight of The Raven, which has us walking blind in an unfamiliar forest. Cole lights the way with his shining blue eyes. Noises in the woods have us on alert. Each step we take shifts to a crackling echo of snapped twigs and crunch of soft rock beneath our feet. Nothing quiet about walking this trail. Any predator could hear us miles away. Birds above in the trees caw as we attempt to quietly walk the overgrown trail.

      “We’re lost,” Rory says.

      “She’ll show when she needs to. We’re going the right way, I’m sure of it, else she would have appeared.” I look down at my necklace. “Besides the compass is glowing pointing us in this direction.”

      The path leads down a narrow passage that leaves room for one person at a time, forcing us to line up. A few rocks fall as we make our way down the cliffside.

      “Don’t you find it suspicious that some stranger appears out of nowhere? This could be a trap, ya know.” Cole points. “See, a dead end. Where to now, genius.”

      The trail ends with a large boulder. To the right of us a cliff that leads down to the ocean and to the left a hillside of ferns, trees, and brush. My compass glows bright telling me we’re in the right area, yet Cole is right, the path ends here.

      The Raven swoops down by our feet. She doesn’t shift. She honks aloud a couple times and hops toward the boulder.

      A mist pulls in. The air feels refreshing. A red glowing light peeks through the trees along the cliff, and I look to see it’s coming from the moon. Its light hits with timing. A blue stone appears to the left of the boulder and glows. The Raven crackles softly and flutters her wings.

      “Are we supposed to touch the stone?” Rory asks.

      “I don’t know.” Gently I tap the glowing embedded rock, but it disappears, and my hand goes through the boulder instead. “What in the—” I pull my hand back, and the glowing stone reappears. I look back at the others.

      Rory shrugs, shaking her head.

      “Wait a minute. It’s an invisible gateway.” Cole puts his arm through and moves it up and down. “Let’s go.” He steps completely through and vanishes.

      Redmae does the same. “He’s right. This is a tunnel in the side of the cliff. Wynter, come in here. You need to see this.”

      Rory goes after Redmae, leaving me the last one to pass through.

      The blue stone fades as I touch my way to the other side, except I’m abruptly stopped by a solid boulder. The Raven hops about screeching and fluttering its wings.

      “Wynter, are you coming?” Redmae asks.

      “Apparently not. The boulder has solidified. I can’t get through.” I look up to see both moons covered by clouds with no evidence in anything clearing soon.

      “You waited too long.” The woman appears behind me. She hands me a note. “Give this to Cole. Do not open it. Do not lose it. Once you reach Cory, and only then, are you to give this to him. It is of grave importance.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It is all part of a great plan, my dear.” She forces the note into my hand.

      The front of the envelope reads Cole. I tuck it into my inside pocket. “Raven, I cannot get past the boulder.”

      She smiles, looks up, the clouds part, and the light from the moon again shines through, allowing the blue stone to light up once again. “You can now.” She transforms back into a bird and flies away. Something tells me she had something to do with the weather change.

      I push through the boulder before the clouds cover the moons again.

      “There you are,” Rory says coming by my side. “We were getting worried. Come look at what we found.”
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      Drips of water trickle down the walls and the smell of sulfur assaults my nostrils. The air is dense but the beauty surrounding me makes up for the uncomfortable smells. Crystals in all shapes, sizes and colors protrude through the layers of rock, clay, soil, and petrified elements within the walls of the cave. Light bounces from one prism to another. Rory pulls me to a room filled with gems of all kinds. A workbench filled with tools lay across a table. “It feels like we’re trespassing.”

      “This place is amazing,” Cole says.

      A little farther in, a large circular room opens up with a clear crystal quartz as high as a ten-story building and as wide around as a rocket, hovers in the center of a bottomless pit. A gold railing circles around the crystal and separates us from reaching over and touching it. Beyond the massive rock more tunnels reveal themselves going in several different directions. “I feel like we’re in an underground mining shaft.”

      “It’s giving Grengore Mine vibes,” Rory says, “except this is more crystalized.”

      “Careful, Wynter, there is a huge drop between us and that crystal.” Cole looks down. “I’d say at least a mile deep.

      “So, are we in Scarlet Hollow?” I ask.

      Rory comes and stands next to me along with Redmae. “I don’t think so.”

      “No, it’s not Scarlet Hollow,” a voice says behind us. “It’s the gates of Crystal Cove that leads to Scarlet Hollow.”

      A woman with long blond hair and emerald eyes, high cheekbones, and fair skin approaches. “I’m Jasmine the gate keeper of this domain. I don’t need to ask how you came upon my presence, but I am curious why she brought you here.”

      Cole bows his head. “We’re sorry to intrude my lady, but we were told that we could find our way to Scarlet Hollow through this passageway.”

      “And why would you ever want to go to such a horrid place?” She eases closer to us. Her robe looks to be made of white linen and a gold rope tied to her waist. Golden tassels hang from her long sleeves.

      “My brother Cory. He’s trapped.”

      “Trapped how? Rarely if ever has Scarlet Hollow made a mistake of death. Is he in a coma? That would be the only exception.”

      Cole seems to be at a loss for words. “Deep sleep perhaps? You see, it’s quite a long story of how it came about⁠—”

      She interrupts him. “I have all the time in the world.” Chairs and a table appear between us, along with a tray of cookies, cakes, and mugs filled to the brim. “Have a seat. I insist.” She looks deep into Redmae’s eyes. “You look very familiar.”

      “Oh, I doubt that—” Rory is cut off.

      She whips her head to Rory. “Dires. You and this wolf are of dire bloodlines. I see the silver in your eyes and your sisters. However, this wolf is several decades older than you.” She notices none of us have taken her offer. “I said sit!”

      The force of her words prompts us to do as she demands.

      “I’m normally not this forward but I like to get to know my guests before assuming the worst in them. Right now, all of you are failing miserably.”

      “Forgive us please,” I say. “We didn’t mean any harm by coming here.”

      “Yes, well, I gathered that. I have a spell that detects ill intensions when someone passes through my gate. Had any of you had that, you would have disappeared into the ether.”

      Rory gulps.

      “Like a protection spell.” I’m reminded of something similar to the cottage at Storm River Manor. “My mother had a similar protection on her home.”

      “Really? That is quite intriguing indeed. Is she a light witch or a dark witch?”

      Her comment takes me by surprise. “Um, well, I don’t really know. She died right after I was born.”

      “Ah, so her magic faded. Which means, you’re a witch!”

      “Not a practicing one, I assure you. I know nothing about spells or magic—well witch magic that is.”

      Jasmine looks at the rest of my friends and sits in a chair, opposite of us and leans back. “You are all such a curious bunch.”

      A low growl echoes through the crystal caverns.

      Rory raises a brow, and we look at Redmae thinking it was her.

      “We have company,” Redmae says.
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      A grey wolf about the size of Redmae with a white stripe down its back comes around the corner on the opposite side of the large quartz. It’s black ears and muzzle make it look like the animal is wearing a mask.

      “Relax, it’s my familiar coming back from scouting the mountain,” Jasmine says.

      The wolf comes to her side and grumbles. “It appears we have company.”

      “How are you in my head? I thought my telepathy only reached a select few.” I look over at Redmae for assurance.

      Jasmine smiles. “As predicted, your ancestral roots run deep I see. I had to be sure.”

      My eyes dart to Rory and Cole, wondering if they can hear her too. “To be sure of what, exactly?” They seem unalarmed by my sudden shock.

      Rory isn’t paying any attention as she glances upward admiring the different crystals peeking through the raw stone walls and ceiling. She touches a gem. “Utterly amazing.”

      Cole squints dubiously at the wolf comparing him to Redmae.

      “This is Baine.” Jasmine reaches for him and scruffs his neck. “You will do great things, Wynter. All in due time.” Baine yawns, not seeming the least bit interested in small talk, and slumps down at her feet and shuts his eyes.

      Cole points back and forth between the animals. “I’m sorry, am I missing something? Are these dogs related?”

      Baine’s eyes dart open and growls at such an insult. “I beg your pardon!”

      Cole step back and holds up his hands. “Oops. It appears I struck a nerve.”

      “Ya think?” I step between them.

      “Of course they’re similar. Redmae and Baine are dire wolves. Redmae is magical in her own right, however Baine is a warder, or a familiar. He, too, can change to a human should he choose.” Jasmine pulls Baine close to him. “He didn’t mean it, my love.”

      Rory’s attention is diverted. “With all due respect, my lady, my sister cannot change at will.”

      “Oh, I see. Well perhaps we can discover why.” Jasmine looks deep into Redmae’s eyes from across the way. “Oh my, I do see that there is a problem.”

      “You can say it, you know. We all know she’s cursed,” Rory presses.

      “Not just any curse. It’s a Blood Moon curse.”

      “Can you cure her?” Rory asks.

      “Unfortunately, I cannot. This can only be lifted by an oracle.”

      All of us look at each other, knowing full well an oracle led us to Jasmine.

      Jasmine stands. “My family and I have been living in these crystal caves since losing my sisters years ago. Baine is my eyes and ears to the outside world.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say.

      “Oh, they’re very much alive.”

      “How do you know for sure?” I ask.

      “Follow me and I’ll show you.” She walks toward the giant clear crystal in the middle of the circular room. Bright prisms bounce off the cavern walls in rainbow beams of light.

      “This is gorgeous,” I say, looking up at the ceiling. A circular window above allows in light.

      Jasmine looks up with me. “Indeed, it is. Even during a dark blood moon evening such as tonight, light somehow still escapes and bounces off the clear crystal illuminating the cave. The crystal filters dark magic, turning it to light. Sarmira has been after this hidden gem for centuries. After many failed attempts to free my sisters, I was visited by the Elementals of light. They offered me a proposal I could not refuse.”

      “Let me guess,” Cole interrupts. “To be the keeper of the crystal.”

      She turns to him. “Why, yes but not in so many words. You see, I’m the last Ashburn light witch.” She smiles. “For now…”

      Rory gasps. “There are so many stories told about the Ashburn coven. We were told they were wiped out.”

      “Well, I suppose that might be true if I had been captured, too. Many of my sister witches were imprisoned by Sonjah—a fellow light witch, gone dark. She learned necromancy. Learned how to take their souls. She would, breathe in their essence, gaining their knowledge and power, leaving their soul, and placing it in a jar on a shelf with their bodies placed in coffins. She kept the souls like prized trophies. To this day we do not know where my fellow sisters lie in peace.”

      “How disgusting,” Rory says.

      We roam halfway around the crystal and stop. Jasmine waves her hand in front of a wall and a mirror appears. “This is how I know my sisters are still alive. I have seen them through this mirror, roaming about, looking lost. They don’t see me, but I see them.”

      “Hang on a second, I have seen this mirror before. It hangs in the Hall of Secrets. It has the same shape, and the same silver-pewter metal decorative casing that has a continuous infinity loop design all around the frame.”

      “Yes. It’s one of several mirrors. There are three in this world. It is said there are many others in other worlds. There used to be many more here on Elleirodal, but they’ve been destroyed. This one is the Mirror of Darkness.” She turns around. “This crystal cleanses the mirror, keeping the portal clean of any impurities. I invite you to gaze into the reflection and tell me what you see.” She looks at me first.

      “Obviously I see me.” Through the reflection, I see Cole, Redmae, and Rory, and yet I do not see Jasmine. Startled, I turn quickly. “You’re a vampire?”

      Her smile widens. “No, thankfully I am not, but I just demonstrated to you what an illusion potion will do.”

      “Hold on a minute.” Cole squints, cupping his mouth in thought. “You mean if this crystal was not here the mirror would⁠—"

      “The mirror would darken, and the demons would freely enter this world.” Jasmine stiffens. I can tell that she doesn’t like to think of that outcome.

      “Doesn’t seem to keep the darkness from entering through the blood moon phase in the Earth’s atmosphere, though,” Rory argues.

      Jasmine turns to her, confused. “I don’t understand how you would know that. Why would you be near Earth’s atmosphere? That is one of the most dense and heavy energetic plant in the universe.”

      “We had a battle at Storm River Manor not too long ago. It’s why we’re here. My brother, he seems to be trapped between that world and here,” Cole explains.

      “Only because you killed him,” Rory remarks.

      I elbow her.

      “I did not…” Cole shuts his eyes and takes in a deep breath. “…kill him. Rory likes to exaggerate. We had a little scuffle⁠—”

      “Ha! My as⁠—”

      I bump her again.

      “We were fighting each other in battle—but to be fair I was still possessed by a demon⁠—"

      Jasmine raises her brows. “A what?”

      “Wait, let me finish. Clearly as you said, if I was truly evil, I would be non-existent right now…” He points toward the entrance from which we came.

      She glances at the same entrance. “Fair… go on.”

      “As I was saying, we were fighting, and my brother dropped his dagger, and I grabbed it before he could. Instantly I stabbed him, knowing full well that” —He looks over at me and Rory—"that he wouldn’t die, as he’s a vampire—we all know a stake will not kill, only petrify, the body⁠—"

      “But…” Jasmine probes.

      “But that didn’t happen. I too became jailed within my own body. I was also imprisoned within Scarlet Hollow’s Veil. And in The Veil, I found my brother. We were able to communicate. Something we hadn’t done in years.”

      “I see.” She looks intently at him. “And you think that somehow you can save your brother now?”

      “He’s alive. I know he’s alive. I feel it.”

      “Quite curious indeed.” She cups her chin looking into the mirror, gazing at her reflection that’s now visible. “There is something you should know before we go any further.” She turns back around. “If I help you, we will need to establish ground rules. And you must abide by them strictly.”

      We all nod.

      “Once you enter Scarlet Hollow you cannot leave the way you came in and you will need tourmaline to enter the dimension.”

      “Sound’s easy enough, we have a druid among us.” Cole looks over a Rory.

      Jasmine smiles. “It’s not that simple.” She points. “As I mentioned there are three mirrors. The second one is the Mirror of Souls. That mirror is the portal to freedom; however, it has been hidden from the souls on the other side. It needs to be found in the physical world for the souls to find it in the spiritual world. It would lead you out of Scarlet Hollow but these mirrors have been severed magically. Should you find it, that would be a better outcome than a druid. It’s never a hundred percent accurate for a druid porting out of Scarlet Hollow. This dimension drains energy more than any other place. More energy than Earth.”

      “Great. We all know I’m having issues.” Rory rolls her eyes. “Based on the risk assessment chart, I’m dead last in reliability.”

      “What do you mean?” Jasmine comes closer. “Ah, I see your eyes are a little dim. What are your symptoms?”

      Rory looks at everyone else in the room. “It’s not a comfortable situation to talk about.”

      “Humor me, child. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen this sort of thing.” She summons a pencil size flashlight and it lands in her palm.

      “Ever since I ported Wynter, Cole, and Redmae out from the Hall of Secrets, someone in our party has either died or gotten injured.” Rory looks at Cole.

      “Clearly I’m alive,” he says.

      Rory smirks, continuing, “E-ever since I was impaled by the poison arrow on the shores of Geneviève’s Ranch, I have had issues.”

      Jasmine’s eyes widen. “My dear, I’d say you have been dealt your share indeed. What was the poison?” She continues to prob at Rory’s eyes. “Look to the left.” Jasmine flashes a light. “Now to the right.”

      “Seaspike.”

      Jasmine pulls from her pocket a tongue depressor doctors use to see the back of peoples’ throat. “Open wide and say ahh…”

      “I would say it was after that, Rory. Remember when you had the Waxlily at the Lake of No Return? You couldn’t port us out of there and we had to call our dragongryphs,” I say. “And once you choose a destination, we don’t end up there, either. She attempted to port us to Storm Castle, but we landed here on Elleirodal instead.”

      “Oh my. I can see why you’re concerned.” Jasmine presses Rory’s tongue down and shines a light once more. “Say ahh again, please.”

      Rory obeys her.

      “Stick out your tongue.” She clicks off the light. “I was afraid of this.” Jasmine takes in a deep breath and firms her lips.

      “What?” Rory asks, worried.

      “I think you have a developing case of Gate Rot.”

      “That doesn’t sound appealing,” Cole says, disgusted. He’s about to vomit. “Where’s your bathroom?”

      Jasmine points. “Down that hall, left of the mirror. Weak stomach, Cole?” She continues, talking to Rory. “It’s one hundred percent curable, but your porting abilities will need to take a rest. Not to worry though, I have a solution for this, but first, it sounds like I’m going to need to whip up a batch of lavender oil mist with salt water.”

      “What will that do?” Rory asks.

      “It will halt the infection from spreading. I won’t be able to completely cure you until I have a rare key ingredient.”

      “Let me guess,” Rory says. “Waxlily.”

      “How did you know that?” Jasmine seems surprised.

      “Been around that block a few times already.” Rory shrugs, looking over at me.

      “In the meantime, this should work, though, right? I mean how are we to port out of Scarlet Hollow?”

      “Right, Scarlet Hollow. As I mentioned, if you can find the reflection of the Mirror of Souls from the other side you can simply step through. A soul without a body cannot penetrate through, but one of flesh and bones can.”

      “How are we supposed to find this mirror?” I meet Rory’s worried gaze.

      “That is the magical question, isn’t it?” She roams back to her workshop. “First, we need to make a quick potion to clear up your symptoms, Rory.” She opens a drawer and pulls out different utensils.

      “And second all of you will need to drink a potion of spirit illusion while in Scarlet Hollow, to avoid the soul reapers from finding you. And there is a time limit of one hour.” She looks back at us. “If you do not find Cory before the potion expires, you’ll be trapped there indefinitely.”

      “Unless we find the Mirror of Souls, correct?” I ask.

      She nods. “I guess that is one way of looking at it.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Rory says.

      “The sound of what?” Cole comes back.

      Rory looks at Cole. “We could be trapped in Scarlet Hollow. I think we were better off going to the witch at the lighthouse.”

      “Ha! Hannah, the Scorned Witch of the Sea. She’s a peach.” Jasmine grabs a few empty vials from the shelf. “I mean if you want to be contracted to her soul for eternity, be my guest.”

      “You mean like a soul contract?” Cole asks.

      “What do you think, Cole?” Jasmine hums as she works. “Do you think your mother Blair wanted to see her the day she sought freedom from Sarmira?”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “I told you, I’m a light witch. I have a way of knowing a few things. And I know Sarmira must be stopped. I shall not tell all my secrets today.” She brings down her mortar and pestle. “I mean, if you feel uneasy about pursuing your journey, please tell me now before I waste all these ingredients.” She turns to face us.

      “Cole, she has point. Besides I trust her before I trust the witch on the hill. I mean you said so yourself that she was a tricky sorcerous.” I look at Redmae. “Thoughts? I mean you’ve been quiet.”

      “I’m resting my brain.”

      I raise my brows. “Really? That’s all you have to say?”

      “Yes, really.” She slumps down in the corner and shuts her eyes.

      “It can’t be all that bad, right?” I look at Jasmine. “Is there a map of the area we might be able to reference this mirror of where your sisters might be?”

      “I might have something you can take.” She focuses back on the potion making. “I do have one warning, though.”

      “Which is?” Cole crosses his arms, not a hundred percent on board.

      Jasmine tilts her head slightly. “You will not be able to communicate with my sisters Sage or Angelica. They simply will not see you while under this illusion I am making.”

      “Then how are we to communicate with them?” I step next to her to watch her mix the ingredients.

      Jasmine reaches for a bag in the cupboard. It’s a leather-bound sack tied in a not. “Take this with you. Inside is a Soul Catcher. Neither of them will see you, as I have said, but you will be able to see them. Pull the object out of the bag and point. Their souls will be sucked inside. Then bring it back to me. It’s the only way to bring them back.”

      “If this is the only way, then why have you not done it before?” Cole asks.

      “I am not a druid.” She looks at Rory. “I go in, I won’t come back. If I had a portal stone from a mystic magician, I might be successful, but I cannot leave these crystal caverns unattended until Sarmira is once again capsulated.”

      “Capsulated?” Rory raises an eyebrow. “Are you saying she’s been captured once before?”

      “A few times, yes,” Jasmine confesses. “The first time only held for only a few decades. The second time⁠—”

      “You mean more than once she’s been captured and twice, she’s escaped?” Cole is just as surprised as Rory and me.

      “Three times actually. This last time—” She turns to face me. “Your mother risked her life.”

      “Yes, I know. She’s somehow succeeded in trapping Sarmira in Earth’s atmosphere. Do you have any ideas of how to defeat Sarmira?” I ask. “I mean for good?”

      “There are a few thoughts roaming around in my head, yes. Long ago, we had finally trapped Sarmira. Tricked her, in fact.” She beams in satisfaction, as though the memory brings her great joy. “That was one of the most fulfilling times of that era. But it was short lived. To this day no one knows how she escaped the mirror. It’s important you find my sisters and their familiars.”

      “You mean through that mirror near the crystal?” I glance behind my shoulder to look at it briefly.

      “No, not that one. As I said there are three. The one we think she escaped from is the Mirror of Fate in the Hall of Secrets.”

      “Which just so happens to be destroyed, now…” Rory spats.

      Jasmine stops. “Destroyed?”

      The concern on her face has us worried.

      “Please tell me you are joking.” Jasmine’s heart speeds up. I can feel it.

      “Sorry, I only assume,” Rory explains. “One minute we were all having a conversation around the table and the next minute Sarmira appeared. Not physically of course but her voice, her laughter—” Rory veers to Cole. “She was using him as her vessel. The next thing I knew we’re pulled from the portal and sent to this place, Elleirodal.”

      “Interesting. This goes deeper than I thought. All the more reason to free my sisters.” She goes back to making her concoction.

      “We haven’t a clue what they look like,” Cole says.

      “Not to worry, I’m adding a pinch of photosynthesis to the mixture.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Photosynthesis is a process by which plants transform energy in sunlight,” Rory argues.
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