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      I sat straight up in bed as buckets of sweat drenched me, and I shook the lethargic haze away from my brain. One of my abilities, was premonitions. The visions were both a gift and a curse, that had caused me many sleepless nights, like tonight. Sliding from the bed, I let the sweat soaked sheets fall to the floor. The air vent above the bed circulated cool air that caused goosebumps to form along my arms. It had happened again. The demon off springs were too powerful for the academy. My friends were going to be annihilated, and the world would fall.

      The peace that I had left me.

      The only time I was alone was when I slept and now, I couldn’t even do that. Walking to the bathroom, I stepped inside the marble enclosed shower and pressed the oblong button. Sighing, I smiled as all fifteen rain heads turned on, shooting hot water over me. The bathroom quickly filled with steam and I bent forward stretching my lower back muscles.

      Dang. How had things gotten so out of control.

      Ivy’s face appeared. Time and distance had done nothing to cool my thoughts of her. She had been calling me, begging me to come to her.

      Does she think I’m made of marble?

      Denying her had been the most terrible torture I had, but I’ve ignored her long enough. When I’m not seeing their impending destruction; I have denied her calls.

      Taking the cloth and lathering it with soap, I scrubbed my face. Steam poured over me and I allowed it to sooth my sore tight muscles. Lifting my head, my neck muscles tensed again. I stepped to the right just as something crashed against the shower door. Pieces of glass flew everywhere, and several large shards flew into my biceps. Snatching my attacker’s arm, I slammed it against the back of the glass, and his sword fell to the floor.

      Clank.

      He clung to me like a lion to its prey. Thrusting him forcefully against the back glass again, we both fell backward onto the marble floor. I ripped one shard from my bicep and sliced him across the arm that gripped my neck. Rolling away from him, I had sprung to my feet and waved my hand over my face. The soap disappeared, allowing me to take in my attacker’s appearance for the first time.

      He had red and green tribal tattoos covering both cheeks. He wore a platinum mask adorned with a black rose on the right side. It was a death mask. The mask meant I had been marked for death.

      Great. Things couldn’t get worse.

      An assassin from the ancient tribe of Asktar. These assassins didn’t stop until you killed them, or they killed you.

      Gripping the shard tighter in my hand, I ignored the sharp prickling pain in my arms. He lunged for me, and I ducked, jabbing the glass into his lower belly. When he bent down, attempting to pull the glass free, I lifted my hand pinning him to the wall. My eyes roamed over the mask, sending it soaring to the floor.

      I needed to look into the eyes of the man that sought my life.

      “Who sent you?” His eyes narrowed and his lips curved slightly at the corners.

      He didn’t answer, not because he didn’t want to but because the ability to speak had been taken from him. Closing my fist, an invisible force closed across the man’s neck.

      Nick rushed in with several guards. “Prince Zane, are you badly injured?” His eyes looked at me then at the blood on the floor.

      “No, go guard my father. I have this situation under control.”

      When my guard’s footsteps receded; I pulled the glass from my other arm and threw it into the assassin’s chest the tip piercing his heart. He twitched and spat out a pool of dark blood.

      Mentally I chanted, the eyes of the wise one are all knowing. What was once hidden will now be revealed. For now, the past becomes the present, as shadows fade into the light.

      I walked to the open window and dark grey clouds appeared before my eyes. The smell of ash and soot filled the air sending pains through my throat. I saw black crows swoop down and devour flesh from the bloody remains of women and children. Looking around the hut was on fire; its front door ajar, flapping in the wind sending a rhythmic cracking noise into the air. An indigo skull with a magenta bone protruded from the skull head. Three male assassins wearing boysenberry colored skin appeared, dragging the head of Aahan Varadkar, who was the leader of Kathar Tribe.

      The red-haired warrior drugged Varadkar’s head behind him in a black net along with two other assassins as they headed toward the cover of the forest. Varuda Varadkar ran out of the forest screaming, her silver waist length dread locks blowing behind her in the breeze. Her hands were waving wildly before her and sparks of teal light flew, and four bolts of golden spears shot forth.

      Two impaled red-haired men were dragging the severed head behind him. His roar of pain carried on the breeze. He grunted and rolled to his elbows, and opened his mouth, and an onyx viscous fluid shot forth covering her body. It covered Varuda’s entire body and he began to eat her flesh from her bones; within minutes her bones cracked and fell to the Earth. A huge dust cloud swept over the land.

      One man had dodged the bolt and turned to his partner who lay gasping for breath, since the spear had been impaled in his windpipe. Running over to his fallen leader, he grabbed the net with the head, and attempted to jerk it free.

      “Brayden let go. I will deliver it to Lilith. You know she won’t rest until the royals of Stockton are dead.”

      “Janix, promise me, in this life and the next that Zane will die, he and all those that he holds dear will perish, I want you to force him to take his last breath. He must suffer their death before the flames of Makui take him home.”

      “Brother, I promise. The Tribe of Ashtar will deliver him there. I will make sure of it.” Whipping his blade out he sliced his arm allowing his blood to pour over Brayden’s face.

      His mouth opened, his tongue sweeping out to lick the crimson liquid from his lips. He smiled, his eyes rolled back, and he collapsed; his chest rose once more then stopped.

      The next vision showed Lilith Sai meeting Govinda Kulkarni with the head of the Ashtar Tribe.

      Lilith nodded. “We the Tribe of Jankim stand with the Ashtar tribe to decimate the Onyejekwe Tribe for this cruel and blatant act of violating the “No Harm Treaty.”

      She had ten of her tribesmen behind her forming a circle of protection.

      Govinda’s eyes narrowed, and he moved away from her. “Khamisi wouldn’t have done this.”

      One of Lilith’s men stepped forward, “It was probably Simba,” he said.

      Govinda shook his head. “Impossible, they were here with me, the night before, last.”

      Lilith snapped her fingers and her man shut his mouth and stepped back joining the rest of their men.

      “It was one of their females. My men didn’t get a close look but she, slaughtered Aahan and his wife. We think he was cheating on Varuda, and she killed them when he wouldn’t leave his wife for her.

      “The Ashtar will investigate this further and get to the bottom of this matter. We will handle this ourselves and if it escalates, we will reach out to the Jankim Tribe.”

      The vision faded, and I watched as the assassin took his last breath.

      Running out the bathroom, I dashed through the guards roaming and scouring every inch of the royal palace. Turning right, I dashed inside the throne room.

      “Father, are you alright?”  My heart hammering against my rib cage, as I jumped over the four dead assassins in the room.

      “My father, walked out, his golden robe bathed with their blood. His face still had splatters of their life force on his cheeks.

      “I’m fine son. This is not my first fight with these crude life thieves. They won’t stop until we kill them all,” said King Gregory.

      I balled my fist. “The Tribe of Jankim slaughtered the entire Kathar Tribe and blamed it on the Onyejekwe Tribe, now there is an impending war.”

      Gregory kicked the dead body in front of him and sat down on his thrown. “They have been plotting our family’s demise for centuries, and now you’ve given them the chance with this Tournament of a Thousand Deaths.”

      Scraping a hand through my hair, I rubbed my temples to ward off the sharp pains penetrating through them.

      I must warn Khamisi and Zahra Onyejekwe. Unity is needed now more than ever if we are to save Earth.

      “Father it’s time to initiate Program X.”

      Program X was the body double of my father. It was virtually impossible to tell the two apart except for my father’s secret birth mark. His body double will take his place and my dad will go to the Realm of Atonement, where he will go into a state of incessant prayers.

      Gregory snorted. “Not yet, the program will be initiated after you win the Tournament.”

      My father thinks I’m going to die and wants to step in and take my place. Today, was a close call, and things could have gone differently.

      I can’t change the actions which led us to this point nor would I if I could. I couldn’t have watched Ivy die.

      Crossing the floor to the throne, I hugged him. “I’m sorry father. I’ve always wanted to make you proud. To live up to, and be, half the man you are to your kingdom, your people, and to mom.”

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I closed my eyes and forced my body to gain some control. My voice trailed off and my shoulders slumped when I felt his hand on me.

      “You are the best thing, that I have ever received, and I’m not disappointed in you.”

      I snorted. “I superseded her love for you?”  The smile fell from my face. My selfishness and inability to see Ivy die has put the kingdom in jeopardy, but not if he lived.

      “I’m sorry I failed you father. I will try to make it up to you. Please forgive me.” Wiping a tear away, I looked straight at him.

      “You’ve never failed me.”

      “My decision affected more than myself. It affected everyone.”

      How does he do it? How can one man be responsible for an entire kingdom?

      “You love her, and love doesn’t make you weak, it makes you invincible.”

      I lifted my hands, mentally chanting the spell for program X, sending my father to safety. A place as close to Valcrum as you could get.

      I missed him as soon as he disappeared from my sight. A minute later, the double appeared wearing the exact same clothes that my father had been wearing.

      He stalked over to me and slapped me. “You think you’re slick son, but I made some changes to your program. When I find a way to reverse what you have done, I’m going to beat you a hairs breath from death.”

      Cupping my cheek, I nodded. “Father, I can’t allow you to pay for my mistakes and I can’t guarantee I’ll succeed in this tournament. Disappointing you crushed my soul, but I won’t disappoint our people.”

      My father was tapped into the double’s mind, so he was here without being here. Why people thought I was the most powerful wizard always baffled me. My father was the most powerful, yet he never allowed anyone to see the extent of his capabilities.

      He was magnificent and intelligent. I hoped to one day be just like him, yet I’m seeing my deficiencies in a new light.

      Heck, not even I knew he could do that.

      Some deep emotion flickered across his face, but it was swiftly masked. “The distance away from her is breaking you both. One more time, of seeing her, would rekindle both of your souls.”

      Shaking my head, I looked at him. “It would be worse for her, if I spent more time with her and things don’t go as planned.”

      He strolled over and sank into his throne chair. “Nonsense, you’re not sleeping, barely eating. If you keep this up, you will fall during the first tournament. Did you not promise to marry her?”

      “Father, I can’t. You were right my head must remain clear.”

      He sighed. “She’s not doing well either. Ivy looks worse than you.”

      The tightness in my chest was sharp like a knife stuck in my lower ventricle. Turning on my heels, I traversed out the room. My treacherous heart was weak. I can’t see her now, but I can ensure she’s alright.

      Rushing through the halls, I ducked into the dark corridor, rarely used. The hall was empty, as I waved a door appeared on the wall, and I stepped through it allowing the portal to close behind me. Running into the forest behind the palace, I sprinted to the third oak tree on the left and placed my hand on the trunk. A portal opened and I stepped inside.

      I pricked my thumb and dropped a droplet of blood on the circular crest carved into the trunk. This was just one of the secret portals my family had created. They were magical transportation stations that only worked for the royal family. My stomach dropped and my body lifted off the ground and I shot up toward the top of the tree. When I opened my eyes, my feet were back on the ground.

      Cloaking my aura, I suddenly appeared on the Mountains of Himakula. The sun was bright in the sky. Waving my hands at the sky, dark clouds crawled up above and the sun went down.  Stepping away from the trees, an arrow flew through the sky. Ducking, and rolling to the side, behind a tall tree, I peeped out trying to get a glance at my attackers. The arrow landed into the tree trunk, with a loud thud.

      Two men materialized out of thin air, their garments shimmering with gold and silver specs as the clothes started to take on the color of their surroundings. The lack of a crest on their clothing meant they didn’t have a coven.

      Mercenaries. This meant there must be a lofty bounty on my head. One of the men had a crooked smile with an exaggerated overbite, and his curly hair was white. The other man was bald and muscular with a cleft chin. I had never seen either of them before, which meant the attack wasn’t personal. I might be able to pay my way out of this.

      Bold. Who would dishonor Valcrum by trying to assassinate me before the tournament?

      Clenching my jaw, I pulled two daggers from my robe. “How much is the bounty and who hired you?”

      The silver haired man smiled. “We were promised immortality, something your freakish family has denied everyone.”

      Valcrum’s law on sharing our blood was clear and absolute. It was forbidden. They were dealing with someone who was no doubt conjuring spirits. There was no use in reasoning with them, they wanted my death.

      “You’re making a big mistake.” I sent the two daggers soaring through the air. The second man sprinted toward me, and I lifted my hand freezing him in place.

      Several hummingbirds flew high above me all in one giant pack. Hummingbirds were Valcrum’s creatures and beautiful creatures that sometimes meant something wasn’t what it seemed. Luckily, my dagger sliced through the first man’s neck; instead of dropping to the ground, the skin around his neck started knitting back together.

      Black magic was at play here.

      The second man rushed toward me, his body moving faster than the wind. Quickly, I formed an impenetrable shield around me, just as the first man shot black viscous spider webs at me. The webs bounced off the shields. I pictured the first man’s brain inside my head, and I closed my fist obliterating the organ. Black blood poured from his mouth, nose, and ears, and he fell to the ground.  He was dead.

      I glared at the second man. “Who sent you. If you tell me, I’ll make your death quick.”

      He smirked. “Don’t bother. We’ve already won.” He got free of the hold and lifted his hand sprinkling an amethyst colored mist into the air. As the sparkling mist touched him, his skin started to disintegrate; muscle, bone, tissue, everything gone.

      I watched horrified by the gruesome death he chose over the mercy I would’ve shown him. My right eye twitched. His words and smirk were triumphant. Looking down at my body, I saw the one-inch black spider dart that poked out my upper right thigh. Ripping it out, I saw that my flesh was turned green.

      Poison. Whatever black magic he had used would slowly kill me.

      My breath quickened. A sharp pain ran up my spine and settled in my chest. Coughing, I hocked up a pool of dark crimson blood.  Stabbing abdominal pains racked my body and my organs felt like they were swimming in a vat of acid.

      Evil spirits and curses were the main ways Valcrum’s elect were killed.

      I have failed. My people. Ivy. My friends. My kingdom.

      A thousand sharp blades appeared slicing my flesh from the inside out, and I fell to the ground in a pool of blood. Doubling over, I dropped the protective shield, no longer strong enough to hold it up. My heart began to slow, and the dizziness brought me to my knees.

      “I’m sorry father. I tried.”

      My father appeared, as the darkness swallowed me whole.
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      My failure sent a sharp pain radiating from my lower belly all the way across my chest. Bending over, I fisted my hand in my mouth and stifled my cries. Tears ran down my cheeks blinding me, and I was grateful for the ambiguity of the world. I didn’t need to have anyone looking at me. I had one job; to protect Cyrus and Catalia, and I failed. Michael stole Catalia. Only Valcrum knew what he had done to her.

      The heart machine buzzed, and I wiped my face and sat up. Her vitals were steady. It didn’t matter how many times, I sat here perched at the foot of the bed, it was like looking at her for the last time. Memories of the blade dancing across her neck… so much blood. Trevor’s screams as her body fell forward lifeless.

      Kyra was alive. It seemed her being pregnant with the DAO twins had saved her life. She was having twins. I rehearsed this moment in my mind a thousand times, yet I still dreaded it. How does one tell a mother that her child is missing and in the hands of a vicious murderer?

      Every night, I closed my eyes, I relived the horrors of that night. My body might have survived but the fragile boundaries of my mind had shattered into infinite pieces. It broke me. Time waited for no one and I was no exception. The clock was ticking and every minute that she was in Michael’s grip, she was in mortal danger.

      Glancing at the bed, my muscles relaxed as I noticed Kyra’s eyes were still closed. I had to do something and sitting watching her wasn’t it. So far, we hadn’t been successful finding Michael or any of the DAO’s. They were as cunning as they were ruthless. I wasn’t sure this was a battle we could survive.

      Crossing to the room door, I opened the door, and startled at the sight of Cade. Without any words, he pulled me to him, and closed the bedroom door.

      “Brent, you and Henry stay sharp, nobody enters her rooms without my authorization.”

      Henry nodded and leaned against the wall along the door. Brent looked down the hall. Following his gaze, I was relieved to see the hallway empty, but how long would it be before Trevor came barreling down the hall?

      He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “What do you want me to do about Trevor? He’s not going to stay asleep forever.”

      Cade smiled. “His first meal was laced with a heavy sedative. He shouldn’t wake until tomorrow, and by that time he’ll have rested enough not to tear his stitches.”

      He hadn’t released my arm, and without further delay ushered me around the corner, and into an open room. The room looked like a standard room for a first-year student at the academy. There weren’t any family portraits, personal items, or academy paraphernalia welcoming the student. This room was yet another reminder of what the battle between Trevor and his demons, and now the DAO had done to the academy.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I ignored the butterflies in my stomach. “What are you doing? I need to be out looking for Catalia?”

      He closed the door. “We need to talk, and this conversation is private.”

      The way he emphasized the word private caused me to clench my jaw. In addition to almost dying and watching my sister die; I had decided to confess my feelings for him. I love him and thought he should know what he meant to me while we were still alive.

      I crossed to the bed, needing some support. When he remained at the door, I relaxed a bit. I could look at the wall or anywhere in this room if the conversation got too heavy.

      He slid his hands inside his pocket. “There have been some changes and I wanted you to hear it from me.”

      Licking my lips, I braced myself. “Ok.”

      This didn’t sound good. On one hand, I was comforted that we weren’t discussing us, but apprehensive at his shift in tone. His body language suggested that whatever had changed I wouldn’t like it.

      “You won’t be leaving the academy grounds. It’s too dangerous with Michael, the leader, determined to get his hands on you. If you attempt to leave the grounds you will be, moved from your room to the dungeon, where your personal guards will continue to keep you safe.”

      “You can’t be serious. You can’t just keep me a prisoner here.”

      “Yes, I can, and I will.”

      “It’s no more dangerous for me than anyone else here at the school. It’s my life to do what I want with it.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Wrong. Your life belongs to Valcrum. Please try to be reasonable. Don’t make me have to enforce punishment on you with everything else weighing heavily on your shoulders.”

      Pacing back and forth, I replayed his words in my head. My blood was boiling, and I wanted to punch him. When I stopped to glance at him, he was calmly leaning against the door, while he inwardly seethed.

      “You can’t treat me any different than any other student. My niece is missing and possibly… because of me. I have to go looking for her.”

      His nostrils flared. “When he gets his hands on you, he intends to force himself on you. Is that what you want? Do you want to be brutalized by a man?”

      “Of course not, but I must do everything possible to find my niece. She was my responsibility. If anything happened to her, it would be on me.”

      “Wrong. We would have all failed. The sole blame for her abduction wasn’t on you. The battle was brutal, and we were regrouping safely inside. This wasn’t your fault.”

      This matter will not be argued. “You’re acting different because I told you I cared for you. Admit it. This is one of the reasons I kept my feeling to myself for so long.”

      “You told me you loved me.” He took his hands out of his pocket, He wasn’t leaning against the door anymore. Cade stood to his full height before me, his burning gaze boring into me.

      “I know what I said.” Rolling my eyes, I turned from him to pace again.” This conversation had gone from bad to worse. He wasn’t being reasonable. Diplomacy wasn’t one of my qualities and it seemed like these four walls were closing around me.

      “Did you mean it?”

      That was a low blow. How dare he want me to repeat it now. We’re arguing. This was why I’m careful about telling people how I feel about them.

      He swung me around to face him. His strong arms wrapping around my elbows, holding me in place. A salty ocean scent filled my nostrils. I liked the way he smelled. His scent had always reminded me of a scorching summer day at the ocean.

      His breath smelled like apple cinnamon cobbler. He spoke through clenched teeth. “Did you mean it?”

      “Yes. It’s not appropriate to bring…”

      “You’re scared of your feelings for me and probably wish you hadn’t said anything, but I’m glad you did.”

      “I bet you are.” My face and neck felt hot. I was happy I wasn’t near a mirror since I was sure my face was red as a tomato.

      “Why not, I have told you over and over how I felt about you and you denied your feelings. You rejected me at every turn, so much so I thought I would forever suppress my feelings so we could at least remain friends.”

      My mouth fell open then closed again. “I didn’t reject you; I just didn’t tell you how I felt. It was too intense. I’ve never felt anything this intense before.

      His finger caressed my jaw. “It was one of the happiest moments of my life.”

      Cade knew how to express his feelings. He was staring into my eyes, like a drowning man clutching for a rope. He was hyper focused on me. It was like no matter what was going on, he was able to tune it all out and focus only on me. These emotions he caused deep within my chest were scary.

      He bent his head down, and his lips brushed against my forehead.

      Pulling back, he stared at me. “Do you trust me?”

      Blinking, I attempted to focus on his words. My heart pounded in my chest. His arm was around my waist and his face was inches from mine. Why hadn’t he kissed me?

      Running my tongue along my teeth, I tried to look unaffected. “What?”

      “Trust is an issue for you. It’s one for me too so it is a challenge we share. Do you trust me?”

      I knew he would protect me at all cost. Many times, we had spent time alone and he hadn’t forced or pressured me to do anything. He has always been a perfect gentleman. I trust him.

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you for trusting me.” He dropped his arm from around me and stepped back.

      His muscles seemed to lose some of their stiffness. He didn’t look as hot and bothered by me as I was him. A sudden urge to make him feel some of what I felt came over me. Grabbing his cheeks, I leaned up on my tippy toes and planted a soft kiss against his lips.

      He groaned and opened his mouth. My arms tightened around his neck as I plunged my tongue inside his mouth. His tongue was hesitant at first, then he picked me up and plastered my body along the wall. When my feet touched the ground, he braced his hands on either side of my head. That was when he kissed all the air out of my lungs. When I broke away from his kiss, we were both trembling.

      “It’s not safe to kiss a guy like that.” He lifted his head and stared at me.

      My body felt like someone had doused me with gasoline. “I’m not kissing a guy; I’m kissing you and I trust you.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t.”

      Inhaling he took several steps away from me and headed for the door.

      What?

      Frowning, I touched a trembling hand to my swollen lips then moved away from the wall.

      “I don’t understand. You don’t want me to trust you?”

      “You can trust me. I would never hurt you or allow anyone else to cause you pain.”

      Why does he think I need protection from myself?

      “You can’t kiss me.” He jerked his phone out of his pocket and scrolled across the screen.

      The phone hadn’t rung but it was clear he had it on silence or vibrate. I didn’t like that he stopped talking to text whoever was sending him a message. It was rude to stop in the middle of a conversation to text someone. We were just kissing for God’s sake. Apparently, kissing me wasn’t something he wished to do.

      It never dawned on me that there might be a wrong way to kiss. I wasn’t experienced. Kyra was the one who had all the mileage on her. Learning how to kiss never crossed my mind but it is now that he doesn’t want to kiss me. Maybe kissing him wasn’t such a good ideal after all. There’s no need to continue this embarrassing discussion. Passing him, I crossed to the door. Relief flooded me when my hand closed around the knob.

      “Where are you going?” He spun me around to face him.

      “I want to check on Ivy. I told her I would come and sit with her for a while.”

      “We weren’t finished talking.”

      Raising my eyebrow. “We’re done.”

      “There’s no need to be prickly, and don’t look at me like I wounded you.”

      “I can’t be that horrible at it, you kissed me back.” I folded my arms across my chest feeling a bit attacked and embarrassed.

      “I’m a guy just like the others, and you can’t kiss me like that when we’re alone in a closed room with a bed.”

      The way he said bed and then looked at the bed along the wall, made whatever snarky response I had die in my throat.

      He didn’t look so nonchalant. When his eyes traveled down my face to my swollen lips, I held my breath.

      “I can’t lose you too. I have a lead. If everything goes according to plan, I’ll be coming back with Catalia.”

      “You know where he is? Did they see her? Please take me with you. I can help.”

      He shook his head. “You’re helping more than you know.”

      Cade stepped around me and out the door. A second later the latch clicked. My mouth hung open, refusing to believe what I heard.  Running to the door, I tried the doorknob.

      “Let me out Cade.” I beat on the door but there was only silence. Placing my ear to the door, I listened but heard nothing. He’d planned to lock me in here the entire time. How had I miss read his intentions?
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      Several hours passed. The light that was filtering into the room had long gone. It was dark outside. When I get my hands-on Cade, he’ll wish he hadn’t locked me in here. I was tired of sleeping, not that I had caught up on my endless sleeplessness.

      He hadn’t shared much on the tip.   It was nice to see a guy who was selfless.

      Flopping down on the bed I was determined to wait up for him. He didn’t play fair.

      Why should I trust him when he doesn’t trust me? It upset me but I wasn’t intending to stay behind these walls when Catalia was still missing.

      What else was I supposed to do? Patience wasn’t something I had in spades. Closing my eyes, I listened so I could spring up from the bed if I needed to.
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      I stood there a few more minutes listening to her grunt and mumble. Arianna would be angry, but she would be alive. Passing the students in the hallway, I exited from the side door. The sun was high in the sky and it was a beautiful day. Maximus and his men had waited on me. As I approached, I spotted Claire, speaking with him. I wasn’t close enough to have heard what she said, but I couldn’t help but witness her swoosh past him, only for him to yank her back to him. Expecting her to swat him, she leaned up and kissed him. I’m not sure who was more surprised, him or her.

      Maximus shook his head. “You seek to tempt me with your beauty, but I won’t risk your safety.”

      His men snickered then stopped when he shot them a death glare. It was hilarious how he was so protective of Claire.

      “I can help you. You guys need me now, more than ever. Things are different now that Zane had to leave.”

      The smile fell from my face. With so many things going on I had forgotten about the problem that was facing Zane. Claire was right, we could use her now that we were losing Zane, at least for now. Losing him for eternity was unfathomable. Taking her on this dangerous mission where we would be outnumbered and battling powerful DAO, would be selfish. This was possibly a suicide mission.

      Marching up to Maximus, I stood next to him watching as she crossed her arms. “Claire, Ivy needs you more than we do right now. She is not adjusting well.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Ivy was doing better when she hung on the precipice of life and death then she was now. Most days she had to be heavily sedated to keep her from rising from the bed too soon and doing something reckless.

      “Cade don’t take his side. You know as well as I do, I could help. You’ll be outnumbered and you’re walking in there blind.”

      Maximus groaned. “You’re not going. We hope to be in and out, so we are not looking for a fight.”

      Her lips pressed into a thin line. “This isn’t over Maximus. We’re at war, so you had better get mentally prepared that everyone must fight whether you’d like them to or not.” She flounced by him and stomped inside the school.
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