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      Xundar is a magical place not for peace but for diversity.  Everyone, whether you are an angel or a sorcerer, has power, but I secretly want more. This place has food, love, and lavishness, yet something is missing. I’m the most powerful being here except for Valcrum. We were created in Valcrum’s image and given the power he deemed fit for us. Why should our power be limited?

      Everywhere I look I see green. The lush foliage that covers the grounds and the vast trees that stretch across the realm bore me. The pink flowers of Henstar have a sweet coconut aroma, which tickles my nose. My heart raced as I heard heavy footsteps approaching. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dylan Johnson.

      “What is the matter Trevor?” asked Dylan, as he pulled a dark purple berry from a tree and popped it into his mouth.

      “Don’t you want to see more?” I said. “I’ve grown bored of the trees and grass.”  The wind flowed over me and I closed my eyes allowing myself to drift southward. When I opened my eyes, I stood at the bank of enchantment. Its waters were blue and the currents stronger than the night before. I dove into the water plunging deeper beneath the surface. I swam until every cell in my body vibrated and fuzziness gathered in my mind. The further I swam away from the surface the darker the water became, and the temperature turned cold.

      Changing directions, I swam to the top. My head popped out of the water and my eyes burned in the sunlight.

      Dylan ran his fingers through his hair yanking at his tousled locks. “What are you doing?”

      “I am trying to swim to the bottom.” Dylan is smart but he always asks dumb questions. Water drops fell from my body while crawling out of the water.

      “Everyone knows that the bank of enchantment is bottomless. You will die trying to see the bottom.”

      “Maybe but maybe not. One day I will see the bottom for myself.” I’m tired of Valcrum’s laws. Why did he give us power then put limitations on it? I want to see the bottom of the bank for myself.  I want to know what will happen if I see it; my powers should protect me from death.

      “Do you want to travel to Realm of Vertum,” asked Dylan?

      “I want to see what is beyond the Realm of Xundar. What else is below this spiritual realm? What kinds of creatures live there? You must be curious too, Dylan.”

      “Valcrum has forbidden us to leave Xundar. Xundar is home and all that we know; leaving it might kill us,” said Dylan.

      “I’m leaving Xundar. I’m going down there.” I pointed downward through the white fluffy clouds and jumped.

      My body soared through the clouds as I plummeted downward. I landed with a thud upon the hard ground. The brown soil that covered the ground didn’t look much different from the soil up in Xundar. Black crows feasted on the dead carcass of a four-legged animal with fur. It was much too small to be a Garmulet. The animal had one head when Garmulet’s have three. Getting to my feet, I walked toward the woods.

      Something smelled like decay. Looking down I noticed the brown stains on the bottom of my pants. I dabbed my finger in the glob and brought it to my nose. This place didn’t smell sweet like Xundar, and there was death and feces covering the land.

      Interesting.

      Closing my eyes, I envisioned my clothes clean and olive green in color. The material darkened and changed clinging to my muscular limbs. I’m glad some of my powers work in this place. Leaves on the trees shifted in the breeze that flowed from above.  Something or someone was coming. My feet barely touched the ground as I rushed through the forest. Who knows what dangers lurk on this planet?

      Thick mist made it hard to travel putting two feet in front of me, so I took to the trees. Once I scaled the tree branches, I perched on the highest limb. A harmonious sound drifted to my ears.  Jumping to the next tree, I waited to get a glimpse of who was making that sound. I saw a female human. She had long blonde wavy hair flowed about her as she skipped through the trees humming along with the birds. She was painfully beautiful. Her alabaster skin looked like porcelain.

      These humans looked like us but without power and immortality. I’ve always thought of humans like birds, something small and insignificant.  Why would Valcrum keep us from this planet? I floated to the tree adjacent to the tree she stood underneath. She belongs to me. She and I will have a beautiful life in Xundar.

      Closing my eyes, I envisioned several wolves. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three, mangy, wet, dark grey wolves heading toward her. Jumping down from the tree I approached her. She startled and turned toward me.

      “You scared me,” she said. Her yellow dress flowed about her.

      “I won’t hurt you.”  I placed my hands in the air, so I appeared less threatening to a female in the woods alone.

      “What is your name?” She backed away from me her fingers clutching at the ends of her dress.

      “My name is Trevor Demkar.”

      “My name is Lily Lawson. It’s nice to meet you.” She turned and started walking the other way.

      “I’d love to talk to you some more.  Don’t rush off.” My nose twinkled, as I smelled the scent of wolf dander in the air.

      “I’d love to stay longer but I can’t. I must get back to my mother. She’s ill right now and I’m taking care of her.” She bent down and picked up a wooden basket full of blackberries.

      “Can you help me find my phone? It’s the only one I have.” I turned and looked at the ground and walked north toward the wolves. I pointed toward the direction I had met her and kept walking. Once I was a few feet ahead of her I disappeared up the tree.

      “Sure. Where were you last?” asked Lily. She stopped next to every tree looking for my phone.

      That dress was so beautiful I hated to ruin it. Her butt looked nice and firm in the material. I allowed my mind to slide inside the wolves making them famished and yearning for the next kill. Once they thirsted for blood, I drew them to her.

      The ground pounded as the wolves rushed toward her. She looked up and all three wolves appeared in the mist surrounding her.

      “Trevor!” She screamed my name then ran in the opposite direction but stopped short when the black alpha wolf took three steps toward her.

      I savored hearing her call my name. The frantic panic that made her voice edgy didn’t dull my excitement. This wouldn’t be the last time that she called my name. I promised that I wouldn’t hurt her and, after today, I won’t.  Why should she want to stay here on earth taking care of her mother when she can be with me?

      What’s a little pain? She will never have to hurt or feel sickness again. Surely that is worth a little pain today. I’m sure she knows that she can’t outrun a wolf let alone a pack of wolves. Her death is imminent. I hope she allows it to be quick, but if she does not; I’ll get to see her feisty side.

      Lily backed up. She looked behind her and saw the three wolves. Jumping up she grabbed a tree branch. The grey wolf ran toward her. She swung and hit it in the face. Before she could lift the branch again the black wolf leaped in the air and bit her neck. Her screams echoed through the woods as she tried to fight the wolf. A few minutes later the black wolf had torn a huge bite from her neck and her legs shook as blood colored the dirt.

      The wind suddenly changed. Turning I grabbed Dylan by the neck.

      “What are you doing here?” Dropping my hands, I narrowed my eyes at him. His scent was very different. His aura was green. He had mated.

      “I like planet earth. What happened here?” asked Dylan.

      “These wolves were hungry.” I shrugged and turned toward her just as the wolf ripped off her right leg.

      “Too bad, you cannot use your power to save her. We had better get back to Xundar soon before someone notices we’re gone,” said Dylan.

      “I would have helped her if I could. You smell of mating. Whom did you mate with down here?” The stench was pungent and not at all enticing.

      “There was a beautiful creature running through the mountains. I followed it and we mated,” said Dylan.

      “Let’s get back.” Dylan always liked hairy creatures. It was something about them that excited him. Valcrum forbids us from mating with creatures because the offspring is not in his image.  Dylan’s indiscretion could cause Valcrum’s wrath to rain down on us. I’ve gotten my Lily so there’s no reason to come back down here.

      “When are we coming back down here,” asked Dylan.

      The wolves had run off. There was not much left of Lily. I saw her spirit ascend to the sky.

      “We can never come back down here. You were right. There’s nothing for us here and we do not want Valcrum to find out.” I rushed through the forest. The sky had darkened, and time had passed without me noticing it. Valcrum could be waiting for us as we speak. The thought brought a shiver up my body.

      “If I come a few more times Valcrum might not find out,” said Dylan.

      “If you have fathered an offspring Valcrum will unleash your spirit in the realm of torture where you will be tortured for all of eternity. Do you want that?”

      “No. It is best that we never come back or speak of tonight ever again,” said Dylan.

      “Yes. That is the best. You have had all day Dylan.”
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      Dang. I’m screwed. When the headmaster summons you to his office, the Chamber of Wisdom, you know you’re done. I’m always doing something but usually I don’t get caught. Things have changed recently and I’m not sure why. After cutting the last leaf off my bonsai tree, I rush inside.

      The halls aren’t as populated with angels like it used to be. There was a time when the halls were packed like sardines in a can, and I had to elbow my way two feet in front of me, to get to my destination. It seemed like no matter how we prepared for the enemy, he evaded us. Passing through the kitchen I grabbed a cold peach.

      “Where are you running off to?” asked Bethanny. She twirled her hair around her finger as she stood inside the doorway.

      “Just grabbing a peach. Do you want one?” I held up the fruit as I closed the refrigerator.

      “Do you want to grab some lunch later?” She dropped her books and moved slowly to pick them up. Her low-cut blouse was hot pink, and more buttons were unbuttoned than buttoned.

      “Thanks, Uhm.?” I didn’t know her name. The way that she dressed or half-dressed herself, didn’t sit well with me. I’m not rude, but I don’t like easy girls. This world has enough issues without boys and girls convoluting it with mixed messages.

      “Bethanny Holland.”  She extended her hand.

      “Cade.” I quickly shook her hand and moved toward the door. A sense of guilt washed over me, at how quick I brushed her off. I turned around to see if she knew where the cafeteria was located.

      “Do you know where the cafeteria is located,” I asked.

      “Yes.” She bent lower, and her cleavage spilled out from her blouse.

      “I think you missed a button. You wouldn’t want Ms. Barnes to say something when you’re in the cafeteria. We have a dress code here at the academy.” Here at the academy guys were like wolves, and maybe that top was all she had to wear.  I’m sure she’s knew and doesn’t how fragile a girls reputation can be here at the academy.

      I frowned then walked past her. Every year more or more girls came here to sharpen their claws and land a boyfriend, instead of sharpening their magical abilities. Don’t they know we are at war?

      “What about tomorrow? You’ve got to eat sometime.” She leaned against the door. Her lips curved as she shrugged her shoulders.

      “Oh. Excuse me. I didn’t know anyone was in here. I just need something to replenish my sugar,” said another girl as she came through the door. Her large glasses made her look like a librarian, and her red hair against her fair complexion was mesmerizing.

      “You’re interrupting. Go to the cafeteria like everyone else,” said Bethanny. She folded her arms and nodded toward the door.

      “Here. Take this peach. I picked it fresh from the enchanted garden. I’m Cade Cohen.” I handed her the peach.

      “I’m Melody Ackerman. Thanks so much. I’ll be out of your hair in a jiffy.” She took the peach and bit into it, closing her eyes as she chewed slowly.

      “Do you know where the cafeteria is located?” I held the door for Melody. I could feel the girl’s breath on my neck.

      “Nope, but you’ve been so nice, please stay here with your girlfriend. I can find it,” said Melody.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend, and I’m heading that way. I’ll show you.” I escorted Melody down the hall and around the corner. She blushed as she fidgeted with her short curly hair. In the stylish grey plaid book bag on her back, I saw a Shakespeare book.

      Glancing at the clock, my stomach clenched. I was already five minutes late, but at least I could tell Liam that I was helping the new recruits. He’s always on me to help more with their training and acclimation to their role as a spiritual warrior.

      “Thanks again for the peach. I’ve met some people so far but they aren’t as nice as the people in Denver where I come from.”

      “Welcome to the Angel Academy of Eastwick.” I smiled. I stood there much longer than needed watching her stand in line to eat. I’m famished but my time is up. A chill ran up my spine and I looked at the window. Heading back into the kitchen I grabbed myself a peach. I’m still dreading seeing Liam.  I’m excited about lunch tomorrow if Liam Moretti doesn’t kill me first.

      Turning around, I saw Bethanny. She was frowning and biting her lips. She should’ve done her homework. I don’t like rude girls. I’m a choosy kind of guy and I want the kind of girl I could’ve taken home to mom.

      She’ll forget about me as soon as she sees all the other guys here. This place has more diversity than all fifty states combined. I guess I need to keep my head down and follow the rules. I’ve never dated a student at the academy, but Melody might make me break my own rule. Rules are meant to be broken.

      Liam’s office was dark. Frowning I closed the door behind me. Walking past his desk, which had papers thrown all over it, I summoned my inner chi. Something was wrong.  Liam is many things, but he isn’t disorganized. Jumping up, I grabbed Liam’s secret sword that was attached to the wood ceiling beam.

      Stalking to the back, I paused at the green trail. What the heck? Liam might be in danger. We had protocols for reasons, and this was one of them. Pulling out my phone, I texted, the only person’s number in my phone, who I hate.

      Walking to his bookshelf I touched the secret book. Once the bookshelf opened, I raked my nail across my wrist allowing my green blood to spill into a vial. A second later the door opened, and I flew down the steps.

      “What took you so long? I was summoning you for a reason. I’d be ash by the time you showed up,” said Liam. His clothes were drenched in blood. The weird spattered patterns of green blood were everywhere.

      “I was showing some students the cafeteria. What’s going on here?” I shifted from one foot to the next. It’s hard to give him excuses when I know that this place is littered with secret cameras everywhere. Even though he trusts me I don’t know where all of them are.

      “You were breaking hearts and flirting. That’s hardly an excuse to be late.” He tore off his shirt and tossed it into the fireplace that burned in the hearth.

      “You’ve redeemed yourself with my sword.” Liam smiled as the light from the fireplace cast a warm glow on the blade. Each of the precious rubies gleamed in the case.

      “What happened here? I saw your desk looking shabby and immediately knew that something wasn’t right.” I narrowed my eyes as I watched him clasp the cufflinks on a crisp white shirt.

      He held up his hands. “I’m fine. It’s Corey Adams. He’s sick.”

      “I can leave now. I’ll be in Alabama in an hour.” Corey was the proverbial screw up. If there was peace, he was the one who caused the trouble. Corey was hell on all of us.

      “He’s here. Come with me.”

      I followed Liam around the corner. He never allowed anyone in the basement. I stood at the door watching him walk down the steps. I’m not sure I want to see what’s going on. This isn’t good. When he disappeared around the corner, I flew down after sheathing the sword on my back. I’m not sure I want the sword far from me.
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      Today was my birthday, but that is not why today is special. My whole life was reduced to this day. My left eye is constantly twitching and my big toe aches. I feel like a lopsided washing machine that is overloaded. It’s not that something is wrong, everything is wrong. The sky looks like a black blanket and storm clouds are moving across the sky at a sloth’s pace. Great. All I need is for it to rain today. Glancing at Kyra was like looking in a mirror shattered into tiny pieces. No one could pay me to wear anything purple and glitter was positively criminal. Everything she wore was adorned with purple glitter. How can two identical twins be so different?

      “Are you worried about tonight?” asked Kyra. She sat on the bed rifling through two mounds of clothes.

      I love my sister. I do but I’ve been sharing a space with her since we were in mom’s cramped womb. I desperately need my space. Kyra is messy. I will never understand how she can pick up dirty clothes off the floor and put them on. Gross. Glancing out the window, the city looked like an abandoned wild forest. The city of Atlanta seemed to be flooding. Every day it rained.

      “It’s only natural to be worried on the most important day of our lives. You’re the only person I know, who doesn’t worry about anything ever.”

      “Why is your bed cluttered with clothes? Every piece of clothing you own is tossed on your bed.”

      “Stop turning up your face. My clothes don’t stink and I’m able to wear my jeans three times before I need to wash them. My butt doesn’t sweat like yours.”

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my purse off the bed. The day is wasting away, and I have things to do. I didn’t have much time to get to work. Unlike Kyra, I understand that money doesn’t grow on trees, and mom is struggling to keep a roof over our heads. We may not have the latest designer jeans or sharpest shoes in the city, but we had each other. Family is worth more to me than anything in the world. My job stinks but it helps keep the lights on.

      “Wait for me,” said Kyra. I heard her slam our bedroom door behind her.

      “Mom’s still going to find the mess you left in the room. For once, think of someone besides yourself. Mom works two jobs to keep everything afloat.”

      “You act like the job at Pratt laboratories is your future. Do you think you’re saving lives?” asked Kyra.

      Gritting my teeth, I turned the corner ignoring her. Sometimes I wish I could let my fist pound into her face like I used to do when we were younger.

      The city wasn’t safe anymore. If it wasn’t the rogue vampires mugging and snatching people off the streets, it was the opportunistic criminals. Nobody wants to be bullied, so they bully. In every situation there must be a victim. I’m not sure the vampires are the problem but I’m not trying to find out either.

      This was my least favorite part of the day. The city looked like a nuclear warhead had detonated twenty years ago, leaving what resembled an industrial headquarters for slaves. Atlanta no longer looked like a city. The only thing left were tall scraper buildings overlooking the next tall industrial compound. Humans created machines that built the industrial compounds that make up the city. It looked like a jail cell.

      There are very few trees left. We have breathing apparatuses that cover half our face, so we can venture beyond the compounds we now call home. When I envisioned my future, I never thought my home would become my prison.

      “I’m talking to you.” Kyra yanked me around to face her. She folded her arms across her chest.

      “Get your head out of your butt. Spit that gum out you know it’s illegal.” I peeked down at my watch before staring at her. She kept popping gum in my face, blowing large bubbles before sucking the sugary candy back into her mouth. The cherry flavor drifted to my nose intensifying the dull ache in my stomach.

      “The government has made everything illegal.” Kyra pulled out the small purple cracked mirror and applied several coats of lipstick to her lips.

      “Look around you. Things are not the way they used to be twenty years ago.” I pointed at the bullet holes in the cement wall next to me.

      “You always do what you’re told. For once in your life have an original thought. You look down on me, but I make my own decisions and do not follow the ones forced on me,” said Kyra.

      Pushing her out of my way, I rush down the street. The rain has stopped but the dark clouds suggest it’s only a matter of time before the rain start again. Coming up to Hide Me park, I basked in the few tall oak trees that remained. I looked past the decaying leaves and partially split branches to linger in one of the remaining things humans still have.

      “Kyra something’s crawling on me.” Hopping around I tried to flick whatever was on me off.

      “Sounds like a personal problem, sis,” Kyra smirked at me and went to lean her feet on the tree while she watched me.

      “If it’s a tick and I get sick I’m going to make sure you get sick too.” Dropping my purse, I took off my long sleeve shirt and pulled down the undershirt. I saw him.

      “You can’t bring Joe. If you lose him, we will never find him.” I cupped the turquoise body close rubbing his orange spots. What made her think she should bring her Tokay Gecko with us? How long has she been sneaking him out the house?

      “Joe goes where I go. Daddy said I can take him everywhere with me.” Kyra flung her hair over her shoulder and held out her hands.

      Joe jumped out of my hand and landed in Kyra’s where she rained kisses on his face. I love Joe too, don’t get me wrong, but my lips are not going anywhere near his face. Once Joe had enough attention he crawled inside of her pocket.

      “Kyra, that was before the government banned everything. Do you really want to risk being sentenced to death for having Joe?” My voice was low with the force of restraint. Kyra was a spoiled brat that needed to grow up. I wish dad had lived long enough to set her straight. Lord knows she won’t listen to mom and me.

      I miss daddy more than words can say. When we lost him a part of me died that day, and a hole remains. The youngest always gets spoiled and I understand that but, I need dad too. I guess I didn’t need him as much as Kyra and now it’s too late. Shaking my head, I focus on her. Her fist balled up at her side and she looked like she could bite the head off a pit bull. I have fifteen minutes to be at work, but she had worked my last nerve.

      If she starts a fight, I’m going to finish it and wipe her face in the mud. I would be doing the world a favor because the world is not ready for Kyra Deeds. The government initiated one positive thing: banning sex and unsanctioned births. I can screw up my life, but the life of a child is precious and failure isn’t an option.

      “You want me to give Joe up because Daddy didn’t bring you anything from Hawaii. It’s not my fault I was his favorite. I won’t give him up ever.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You never listen. Do what you want Kyra.” I walked away. I’m waving the white flag.
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      These twenty years felt like knives through my heart. It took a year for Lily’s soul to ascend to Xundar. Who would have thought that someone so young would take a full year in judgment with Valcrum? I thought she wouldn’t remember our meeting before her premature demise but I was wrong. Valcrum must be behind her keeping that memory.  Why hasn’t he punished me for my behavior? He must have known that any punishment he can inflict would pale in comparison to what Lily has done to me.

      Floating through the fields I make my way to Waters of Serenity. I’ve never wanted to be caged inside my head or have the water nymph help with my memories. This place is like a plague on your medulla. My thoughts are my own and I guard them as such. The water is crystal clear luring you into its warm currents, and the nymphs love to discover your secrets.

      I’ve waited an eternity for Lily and her refusal to be in my life only fuels my obsession for her. I will never give up on us, and I will not allow her to either. Like she does every day, she is swimming with the sea nymphs. Her wavy hair is molded to her head cascading down her back. She wears her hair like armor, allowing it to fall over her round firm bosoms toward the center of her essence. I can only ponder what they must be telling her about me. I am not a bad person. I’m just misunderstood.

      Passing the trees, I step on the embankment. My toes curl as the warm waters slides across my skin beckoning me deeper inside its depths. Once the water sloshes against my knees, I grabbed Lily from behind.

      “When are you going to forgive me, Lily?” I pressed my face in the crook of her neck inhaling the salty ocean scent clinging to her skin.

      “I’ve forgiven you. I think it’s best that you stay away from me. Why would you come to my planet and play with me so callously?” She pushed out of my arms and dipped under the water.

      “I have never played any games with you. My intentions are true.” Dang. Where is she? A flash of blue-green circles my leg. The hair had me gritting my teeth.

      “Trevor have you decided to stop being fearful of my powers and seek my face,” asked Victoria. She waded the water closer to me while her long scaly tail flaps stronger.

      “I am not interested in you Victoria. You nymphs use your powers to seduce everyone and that is why I will never be seduced by you.”

      Lily had surfaced. Her face was impassive but the set of her jaw showed she didn’t like me speaking with Victoria. It also probably had something to do with Victoria flaunting her perfect half-human body in my face. If I was a weaker spirit I would be slime in her hands, but I know who I want.

      “It’s not smart to make me angry. I could kill you very easily,” said Victoria. Her beautiful green eyes had turned the color of blood.

      I shrugged. “Let’s just fight to the death and call it a day. This conversation bores me.” Turning my back on her I headed toward Lily. There is nothing I can do about what happened on planet Earth, but I can do something about meddling Victoria. Why doesn’t Victoria go hide somewhere?

      Victoria’s arm turned into a blue tentacle that wrapped around my neck forcing me underneath the water. Struggling to free myself my eyes blurred as she dragged me deeper underwater. When I could no longer see the top, I pulled her face closer to mine and my lips touched hers. She loosened her grip on my neck and closed her eyes deepening the kiss.

      I channeled all my energy in my hands. The strong current flowed through me making me glow a hunter green. I touched her chest. Her body jerked as the current shot through her chest blasting her deeper in the water. My limbs ached as I was drained of most of my power. Once my head broke through the water, I spotted Lily swimming toward me.

      “Get out of the water.” I looked behind me but I did not see anything. The temperature of the water was no longer cold. It was boiling. Summoning the last of my strength I reached for Lily. My arms wrapped around her waist and I held her close to me, blocking her body with mine.

      “Are you alright? I saw her take you under the water,” said Lily. She looked in my eyes. Her fingers rubbed against my cheek and I leaned against her fingers.

      “Why did you get back in the water? You love me admit it.” I turned around looking for Victoria, but I did not see her.

      She frowned and pushed against my shoulders. “What makes you think I love you?”

      “I can read minds.” I have not read her mind. Why should I? She risked herself for me and climbed back in this water because she was worried about me. She thought of my welfare and has endangered her own. If I was not sure this would be my last moment alive, I would weep with joy.

      “You read my mind. Get off me!” She wiggled in my arms.

      “I did not need to read your mind. You got back in the water despite already getting out. You love me. Just admit it.”

      “I can’t trust you.” She stopped pushing against my chest. She laid her head against my shoulder.

      “She’s coming. Do something.” Her body trembled against me.

      “You can trust me besides we are about to die. What do you have to lose?” I looked behind me. The biggest tidal wave was forming ahead. It would be a matter of minutes and…

      “I love you. I do not know how or why I have these feeling for you but I wish they would go away”

      “I love you too. I can die happy and fulfilled.” I took her lips.

      Her gasp did not stop my tongue from invading into her mouth. When she sighed and started kissing me back, I withdrew.

      “I don’t want us to die at all. I’m not dating you in the afterlife.” Her hands wrapped around my head as she rested her forehead against mine.

      “I have never loved as much as I love you.” Her lips brushed against mine. My eyes longed to close and savor the kiss she just bestowed on me, but the water’s current was moving us further from safety. The water covered our heads. I lifted her above me out of the water. Closing my eyes channeling the last of my strength I teleported Lily to the rose gardens.

      My limbs cramped as the last of my strength seeped from me. Opening my arms and closing my eyes I fell under the water. The tidal wave forced my body deeper into the water toward the bottom. My heart lights as my last thought was of Lily’s last words to me. A smile curved my lips as pain shot through my body and all my muscles jerked. Lightheadedness made my thoughts cloudy as peace surrounded me and everything went black.

      Victoria picked Trevor up and placed a kiss on his lips. She stopped the tidal waves crashing the area and carried him from the water. Her tail became human legs as she transformed into a young naked woman.

      “You don’t get to decide when you die Trevor. I’m not done with you yet. You think you’ve saved her, but she’ll suffer more than anyone has ever suffered before. I will be your love and you mine.” She pressed her hand against his chest, her eyes turning red as she breathed life into him.

      “Victoria, you know it’s forbidden to bring spirits back from the dead,” said Thalia. She moved out of the water and her black hair hung down her back. Once her body left the water her tail turned into legs, and she moved to stand by Victoria.

      “He belongs to me and I won’t allow anyone to take him from me not Valcrum, not even Trevor himself,” said Victoria. She walked back into the water. Her legs transformed into her tail and she dove deep under the water.

      Thalia glanced back at Trevor. His hand twitched and she ran back into the water diving deep under the surface.
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      Corey was bleeding over all the white carpet. There wasn’t a spot on him that wasn’t pouring blood, and even his bowels were lying at his feet on the floor. It smelled like death in here. Corey’s wheezing and occasional coughs of blood were the only things heard.

      “He’s not sick. He’s dying. He could’ve infected you by his presence.” Liam was a stubborn vampire, but this was crazy. I’d never seen anything like the mutilation that ailed Corey.

      “It doesn’t matter. This affects all of us. He said that he had some blood and a month later boils opened, and he began bleeding. The boils are on the inside and outside.” He covered Corey, with a sheet and wiped his mouth with a handkerchief.

      “I told you there are darker forces at work. Someone is poisoning vampires.” He changed his gloves and donned a fresh pair of blue latex gloves before he injected the needle into Corey’s arm.

      Corey was mumbling but his speech was disoriented and incoherent. His eyes glazed over once the medicine took effect. It was probably morphine to dull his pain and ease his suffering. Corey wasn’t my favorite person because he was selfish and placed all his troubles on us. Nobody deserved this type of suffering. Not even Corey.

      “It must be the werewolves. Who else would poison us?”  I paced back and forth.

      “There’s more in this world than vampires and werewolves.” He leaned over Corey. The sheet didn’t rise for a second.

      “It’s a nice thought that we aren’t alone, but we are. You’re being way too trusting. Someone touched one of us. We need to send a statement and let the streets overflow with their blood.” My fingers itched to grab the sword and hop out the window.

      The audacity that someone would touch vampires was insane. We’ve been around for thousands of centuries and if our ancestors hadn’t upset Valcrum we wouldn’t be cursed with living here on Earth as second-class citizens.

      “Your judgement is clouded. I need you to clear your mind. If something happens to me, you must stand and keep the academy open.”

      “It’s easy for you to say, but Maximus hasn’t paid penance for Letoya, yet I’ve kept my promise to you. Letoya was my sister.” I walk toward the steps. I can never disrespect Liam, he’s like a father to me, but I can’t ignore this.

      “I’m the closest thing to a father you’ll ever know. I’ve raised Letoya and you for over two thousand centuries, and you speak to me of Letoya.” His voice vibrated and echoed off the walls.

      “Let’s agree to disagree.” I walked up the steps needing to calm myself before I head back through the hallways of cheerful students.

      “Take one more step and I’ll force you to draw my sword. You will obey me or you will die. I won’t allow your death to be on my hands too.”

      Blinking rapidly, I peered at the ceiling trying to gain control. Corey was dead and we’re arguing about werewolves. Liam knows I’d never lay a finger on him, but Maximus Ward is another story. Liam swindled me out of my promise not to kill him, but once I prove he’s behind this I’ll be clear to finally kill him.

      “What is going on here? Liam are you alright?” said Maximus. He came with five men from his pack.

      “Corey Adams has been murdered. When I prove you did it, I’ll cut your head from your shoulders.” I pulled Letoya’s jeweled dagger from its sheath. Recognition flared in his eyes as he saw the dagger.

      All five of his men stepped forward, but he held them back. He shook his head and looked at Liam standing behind me.

      “If I kill anybody, it’ll be you,” said Maximus.

      I took a step toward him. I’m not known for my patience.

      “Bring me my sword,” said Liam. He walked in between the middle of us.

      Liam pointed to Maximus’s men. “Leave us. This concerns Maximus and Cade.”

      They looked at Maximus for confirmation. Nobody bucks Liam Moretti. He runs the school by day and keeps the peace between everyone at night. He’s the protector for those that need protecting. The werewolves had made Valcrum mad just like the vampires, but the werewolves took things too far. Valcrum was going to let their species become extinct, which is crazy.

      “You heard him. Go.” Maximus watched as his men left the office and shut the door behind them.

      “Both of you listen because I’m only going to say this once. From this day forward, we have a treaty in place, which means for the safety of our races, we will not kill one another.”

      “When we find out who the other species is that betrayed us, we have proof that voids the treaty right?” My heart slammed against my chest.

      “No. I decide whether the treaty has been violated and I decide who will exact justice.  I can tell you now it is not either of you,” said Liam.

      “I volunteer now to take the responsibility to see justice is done.” My eyes never left Maximus. He needed to know that I intend to kill him.

      “You want to kill me bad. I bet you fantasize about it. You actually think you’re better than me,” said Maximus. He chuckled.

      “Request denied permanently. Do not ask me again, or I will see it as a challenge to my authority.”

      I clenched my jaw tight. Challenging Liam’s authority was an automatic fight to the death, and over two thousand centuries no one had won that fight. I’m not sure why they wanted all the responsibility that he has, but I don’t. He’s robbed me of my vengeance.

      How could he do this to me? This is the most I’ve ever spoken out and I’m ready to go. We need to display strength at a time like this and Liam has forged a pact with the mangy werewolves.

      “Whoever breaks this pact will be killed immediately, without questions,” said Liam.

      “I will gather everyone together to sign the treaty, and I’m willing to sign it now in good faith. Corey was a mess but I really liked him. A happy drunk never deserves to be murdered.”

      “Someone is poisoning blood. Cade will leave tonight to try and find out who is doing this. For now, we keep our eyes open and don’t associate or make any new friends,” said Liam. He walked over to the desk and rolled out the gold and cream parchment. When he finished writing he pulled out his official seal and stamped it.

      My teeth ached from grinding them. The walls seemed to be closing in on me. Sweat beaded on my forehead and dripped down the side of my face. Maximus stood there looking smug and bored. I’m hoping that he too is bristling inside that we can’t fight to the death. Why should I be the only one upset?

      “Come sign the treaty.” Liam held the pen in his hand as he watched both of us walk over to his desk.

      “Can I see your pen,” asked Maximus.

      Liam shook his head. “Everyone who signs the treaty will sign with their blood.”

      Maximus stared at his fingers until his claws extended from his skin. He then ranked his long-curved claw across his wrist, and his blood spilled on the paper.

      When Maximus finished, I had my blood ready. He nodded to Liam and left.

      I watched it drip on the parchment feeling sick. I signed my name. It could be worse. I could be standing here looking into Maximus’s cocky face. Heading to the steps, I heard Liam clear his throat. For once in my life, I didn’t want to hear anything he had to say.

      “I know you’re upset but I have to keep everyone safe. One day, maybe soon, I will tell you about Letoya. We all have our secrets, Cade.”

      Turning slowly, I grabbed the banister to steady myself. The water flooding my eyes overwhelmed me. Blinking rapidly, I held back the tears. I’m not crying in front of no man.

      “Don’t bother.” I flew up the stairs and kicked the basement door shut. I’m way past the age to be kicking doors shut but I can’t look at Liam anymore. His betrayal sliced through my heart. Closing his office door, I stormed down the hall. This has been one of the worse days of my life.

      “Cade. You’ll need this” said Liam. He prowled toward me with a tattered brown cardboard box. He dumped the box in my hands.

      “It’s time.” Liam walked back toward his office.

      “I don’t need this.” The box smelled old. Whatever was in here had been there for a very long time. Glancing down, I saw the address scribbled on the yellow sticky note. Yanking it off the box I crumpled it and placed it in my pocket. This is one address that I know too well. There isn’t a chance that I would ever forget it.

      “You desperately seek the truth and I will not stop you from seeing it.”

      He closed the door to his office. It was like Corey hadn’t died. No one would know just how messed up this day has been for Liam. For all of us. I try to have the same composure but I don’t. I had dreams of being half the man Liam is but I know I never will.

      Closing my bedroom door, I placed the box down on the desk. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I swiftly turned around. Maximus stepped out from the shadows. He looked at the box.

      “I never thought I’d live to see this day. Now you know the truth.” Maximus walked past me and placed the sterling silver heart-shaped locket on the desk.

      How did he get her locket? Letoya never took it from around her neck.

      “The question is. What are you going to do about it?” He left out of my window.
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      Pain shot through my chest. The hard-compact dirt felt like granite. I wiped the grit from my eyes. Why did Victoria save me? The water smelled of salt and looked inviting. There was no sign of Victoria but I know she’s watching me. I was sure she would kill me but I’m grateful that she spared my life. Lily and I can now be together forever and get over the wedge that has been between us.

      Darkness had fallen so the day is gone. I ran southwest toward the city of Captona, where Lily lives. Captona was a beautiful peninsula surrounded by impressive mountains. I never wandered through Captona. I avoided it like the plague. The people that lived there seemed to be dreamers living in another universe. Most of the time they were overly optimistic and never inquisitive.

      The weather here in Captona feels like a fiery furnace. The dry heat feels like it bakes your flesh straight off your bones. It hardly ever rains in this city, yet the land is covered with lush green foliage. Valcrum takes care of all things everywhere. Many complain that Valcrum splits his time from Xunder to the other planets, and wish he was here on Xundar more frequently than he is. I’m grateful that Valcrum isn’t here often or Victoria would be the least of my worries.

      Passing the mountains, I reached the outskirts of the city. The city had a rustic feel with each home built like a Caribbean mansion. Lily’s home was no different. It was crazy how sweat trickled down my brow. I should not be nervous but I am. This is the first time I have been to Lily’s house. There are many times I came to spy on her missing her presence, but those times do not count. She never knew I followed her closer than her shadow. She loves me and I love her. What could go wrong?

      There were no lights on. Every window that I looked at had shadows crawling on the walls. I forced my lower limbs to move closer to the red door. I was not greeted with her lovely melodic voice. This is not right. Something is wrong. Ignoring the uneasiness that caused my stomach to rock I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. A leather-bound brown journal was on a table.

      Peeping around the corners I rushed to the journal. I have not read Lily’s mind, and now that she admitted she loves me, I have no reason to. I’m drawn to the journal despite the million reasons floating through my mind. Leaning over the edge of the table I see the bold script clearly.

      I told Trevor I loved him. It happened like a speeding bullet. There must be something wrong with my brain. How do you love someone that caused your death? It shouldn’t matter that he did it so we’d be together. He is not the perfect person, but he fills a void I never knew I had. I’m drawn to him. He sacrificed his life for mine. Why? What makes me different from any other woman’s he’s met before? I will never know.

      I was planning to live my life without him. Those very words have tumbled from my mouth often, yet I sit here dazed, lost, and utterly confused at the thought of never seeing him again. How can I exist knowing he died for me?

      If I have ever doubted her feelings, there is no way I can now. Where is she? The rose garden at night does not seem smart. Dashing out of the door, I headed down the rocky path behind the house toward the rose garden. There were no footprints. Valcrum has not gifted her with any powers yet, so she is prey even here in Xundar. The wind blew the pink petals across the path and the flowery scent drifted across my nose as I neared the entrance.

      Rushing inside, I took the path to the left, which led, deeper into the garden maze. It is the path that I would take if I wanted to be alone. I reached the end but Lily was not there. The whirl of the wind was grating my nerves. I dodged the prickly parts as I crawled through to the other side. The scent of salt made me stop dead in my tracks. Victoria would not go after Lily. Why, when she spared my life? Shaking my head, I cleared my thoughts as footsteps drew closer.

      Looking around there wasn’t much time. This area of the maze had one way in and one way out. I climbed in the middle section concealing myself in the thick bushes of roses. Thousands of thorns dug into my flesh as I held myself in place. A petite black-haired woman came into view. Her striking green eyes were like oval seafoam, exotic stones. She drew near and the scent of saltwater clung to her skin.

      Is she a nymph? Victoria can’t be trusted and I have never seen her before. Instead of appreciating the roses she was more interested in looking around. Who is she? I have never seen her before. I would remember. Anyone blessed with eyesight would recall meeting her. Ten minutes passed and one moon descended. She turned and headed toward the path on the right leading to the other side of the garden.

      Lily might be in danger. Victoria never gives up. She must be up to something. Why let me live? Crawling from the brush I crept to the entrance. Passing by Lily’s house I see a shadow on the wall. Whoever it was in the house was much taller than Lily and the black-haired nymph I spotted in the rose garden.

      Thoughts of where she went when she was avoiding me exploded in my mind of, she must be at The Realm of Reflection. It was the only place that Lily would be. My body vibrated as pure energy shot through me, and I teleported there. Teleportation drains you of all your energy, but I needed to find Lily now. Blinking I looked around the city.

      “Where have you been,” asked Dylan. He floated over to me and slapped me on the back.

      “It’s a long story but I am here now. Have you seen Lily?” I turned and glanced toward the crowd that was forming in the center of the street.

      “There were whispers that she went to see Valcrum,” said Dylan. He shrugged.

      “Why?” Lily should be at home. Did someone do something to her? My fingers dug into my palm. It could be worse. Valcrum wouldn’t let anything happen to her so that is a plus.

      Pushing myself through the crowd, I spotted a group of girls. All of them were huddled into a tight circle and I could not make out anything that was said. I hate gossiping hags, but I’m desperate to know what happened to Lily. I knew Beth would know. Beth gets all the details of everything that happens here.

      “Ladies, what’s going on here?” Tapping Beth on the shoulder I stepped back giving her my most dazzling smile.

      “Right now, nothing much. Lily fell upon her knees and begged Valcrum to end her sorrow,” said Beth.

      “Why was she in so much pain?” A part of me did not want to ask but I didn’t have any choice. I was helpless to save myself the pain I knew was coming.

      “You almost got yourself killed and she could not bear your death on her conscience,” said Beth.

      “Valcrum killed her,” Thalia said. Her black hair blew in the breeze.

      Fuzzy spots floated behind my eyes. Everything went black. I could hear them but I could not see them. She can’t be dead. Lily was supposed to live. Lily loves me but she would not sacrifice herself knowing I am dead. Did she think we would be together in death?

      “How do you know that Thalia? I never heard that,” asked Beth? She tossed her red hair over her shoulder and adjusted her glasses.

      “Valcrum nodded and she disappeared before my eyes,” said Thalia. She walked away from the circle of ladies.

      My crimson life force seeped from my eyes while sharp pains stabbed through the center of my chest. Emotions swirled around in my head like an unbalanced wash machine. Tipping my head back, a roar ripped from my diaphragm. I need to gain control over myself before I annihilate myself by internal combustion, but I just can’t. Opening my eyes, I held my hands in front of me, as my spirit began to break into small particles and fade away.

      I felt weightless. Great. I am here at the tree of reflection. Why does Valcrum torture me so? Just let me die already. He would probably allow my spirit to drift in a maze for all eternity never finding Lily’s spirit. He can mess with my life but not Lily’s.

      Valcrum will pay for killing her. He does not care about us. He only cares about himself and his control over everyone. He should have told Lily to think about her request not just grant it arbitrarily. Valcrum only cares about the thousand-year peace treaty used to keep peace everywhere. Leaning against the tree I push off to float back and forth in the dark space. I have got it. I will destroy the only thing Valcrum cares about.  He will feel what I feel right now. I smiled until my teeth pierce into my skin, dripping mercury substance down my chin.

      Five years pass slowly. The two moons go down and I am once again in darkness. There is no weather here on this realm. This place is a place of solitude and reflection. I have reflected and now I am biding my time. I am cold inside. I am empty like a carved-out coconut there is nothing on the inside. A light flashed across the sky. The amber hues casting unwanted heat over me, and I basked in the awkwardness. My emotions scatter in my head, my powers ignited all at once, and my feet turn into small particles as I disperse in the wind.

      Opening my eyes, I am faced down on the ground in Xundar. Floating I head to Sanctar. Dylan always needs quiet and answers to stay centered, so he goes to the Sanctar, where he is guided on how to live his life. Why would anyone want someone else to decide how they should live? I do not want anyone sifting through my memories and deciding which ones make me a better spiritual being.

      It hurt to walk this slow. Passing through the heavy door, I slowed my pace when several people lifted their heads. It was very hard creeping through a temple of worship. I don’t think there’s a quieter place in all the universe. There is nothing wrong with praying and humbling yourself but I don’t want to do it all day. Who wants to pray all day?

      Turning right, I headed down the narrow hallway leading to the back cellarium. The cellarium was the most beautiful thing about this place. It was all encased in glass and overlooked the water. It’s something about the water rushing against the rocks and the gentle breeze that flowed, which invoked a calming atmosphere. Dylan was facing the water kneeling on his knees.  His head pressed against the marble floor. He’s been in Xundar for over a hundred years, and he still has not settled in. How much confusion can one mind have?

      “Are you done praying?” I tapped him on the shoulder until he lifted his head. Rolling my eyes, I stepped back.

      “I was not done, but I can’t seek answers from Valcrum while you’re here. Your energy is too chaotic for a sense of center in here.” Dylan stood to his feet.

      “Why do you need to seek answers from him anyway? You need to trust that the answer lies within you.” It dawned on me, that Dylan was not going to join me in defying Valcrum unless he does not know what we are doing. He is loyal to a fault. His comment about my energy rubbed me wrong but I didn’t tell him so.

      “When was the last time that you visited Earth?” I allowed my voice to elevate and it echoed off the walls.

      “What are you doing?” asked Dylan. He pushed me into the hallway facing the wall. He leaned up against the wall holding his chest. Once he exhaled, he peeped around the corner checking the hallways.

      “We vowed never to speak of that night. What were you thinking?” He ran his hands through his long blonde locks.

      “Do not be so afraid. Who would hear us talking here?” My heart pounded as he looked like he would faint. I hated to cause him so much worry but I needed him.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Dylan started pacing back and forth rubbing his temples.

      “Valcrum knows that we went to Earth. He is coming to destroy us. We have one chance to save ourselves.”

      “We can’t protect ourselves from Valcrum. Are you crazy?” asked Dylan. He turned away and walked down the hall.

      Rolling my eyes, I caught up with him. “What are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know what you’re going to do,” said Dylan. He tossed my hands off his shoulders.

      “I did not go to Earth by myself and I did not make you come.” I’m still surprised that Dylan disobeyed Valcrum and followed me down there. I never thought he would do it. A part of me is glad he has not asked how Valcrum knows we went to earth.

      “I’m going to fall to my knees and beg for mercy. Valcrum may destroy me but it ends here. I can’t undo what I have already done, so I must face the consequences. What other choice do I have?” asked Dylan.

      “Valcrum is not as powerful as he appears to be. We can hurt him and save ourselves.” I did not expect Dylan to be ready to die. I still have more warriors to recruit and a revolt to start. If he wants to live under Valcrum’s rule like a slave, he will do it alone.

      I don’t have time for this. Time is never on our side, and it is like a noose around our neck. I am not giving Valcrum the opportunity to punish me for my crimes. He has done enough when he killed Lily. I turned the corner, my strides confident as I headed out toward the door. I am weary of trying to save him when he wants to live on his knees. Why would I live on my knees when I am meant to live like a king?

      “You’ve lost your mind. How can we hurt Valcrum?” Dylan yanked me around to face him.

      Shaking off his hands, I flung the door open. My heart pounded loudly in my ear as my pulse leaped at the base of my neck. I could feel my anger swarming inside me, heating my inner core until my eyes glowed with restraint.

      “Trevor. Answer me. How are we going to hurt him?” Dylan pulled me around to face him. I gave up attempting to reach Dylan, and yet I reached him anyway. The determination I saw in his dark blue eyes made my lips curve. Dylan does have a backbone somewhere in his spineless body.

      “Valcrum only cares about the thousand years of peace between all beings because he draws his power from all of us. Once we destroy that peace, all our true powers will manifest and we can save ourselves.”

      “You’re crazy. If we break the thousand-year peace treaty between all life forms there will be death everywhere.  Nothing will ever be the same,” said Dylan. He brought his hand up to forehead massaging his temples.

      “If you want to die fine. You owe me. I need you to gather everyone that wants to reach their full power potential to meet me back here in an hour.” I needed to stack the odds in our favor and I know just how to do it.

      Turning away from him, I headed back toward the way I came. I needed all my strength for what I was bout to do. I would sacrifice all to make Valcrum pay, even my life. I have never feared death and I am not going to start now. My footsteps halted when I heard his question shouted at my back.

      “What are you going to do while I am doing that,” asked Dylan?

      I turned him. A smile curved my lips. “I’m going to even out our odds for success.” I headed toward Victoria. My plan was either ludicrous or ingenious, and I was about to find out.

      I floated to the Waters of Serenity. The water was beautiful and the sight magical. The water lily leaves are spread throughout the water. The crystal blue water rushes against the tall evergreens. A flock of black crows hover in groups on the nearby tree branches. There is something different about this place. I am not sure what it is. For some reason there is a darkness that lurks around here.

      This was the place where I lost everything.  I’m not sure I can face Victoria and not try to kill her. It’s a battle I will not win, but that does not matter to me. I have nothing to live for anymore. Sinking to my knees in the patchy grass, I allow my sorrow to overtake me. My crimson life force slides down my eyes and my pride will not bear to have Victoria know how devastatingly broken I am.

      A huge splash echoed through the water. Peeping through the grass, I watch. Several giant waves of water crash against the rocks but there was no sign of Victoria. I’m not sure why I am hiding since I am seeking her. Then I see her. It is the black-haired goddess that was in the maze that night. She was the one who saw Valcrum murder my Lily.

      I knew she was a nymph. Could Lily be alive? An orange glow surrounded me as a kernel of hope swirled around my heart. I just want her here, but I should not ignore that Lily asked Valcrum to end her suffering.  He is not cruel. Shaking my head, I snuck closer to the water.

      She swam toward the rocks and walked out of the water. A few minutes later, Victoria walked out of the water.

      “What happened? Did you kill her,” asked Victoria? She crossed her arms over her chest. The pink flowers were dispersed through her red hair as the water dripped for her naked skin.

      “That girl was stupid. She went to Valcrum, so I couldn’t kill her, but I did something much better,” said Thalia.

      “Thalia what have you done? The only thing better would be if you had brought her to me to kill. You don’t make decisions you follow directions,” said Victoria. Her lips thinned as she balled her fist at her side.

      “Just hear me out. I told Trevor that she’s dead and he believed me. There is talk that he plans to revolt against Valcrum,” said Thalia.

      “I want her dead not him. I have to undo what you have done,” said Victoria.

      Victoria’s body had a sandstone glow as her eyes blazed red. Her hair turned a fiery reddish honey hew as she opened her mouth, and a silver ball of energy blasted into Thalia.

      Thalia screamed. An ear-piercing sound shook the trees scaring the crows. A flash of light came down from the sky and Thalia’s body exploded into tiny pieces.

      Victoria spat on Thalia’s roasted carcass before heading back into the water. The water turned aqua blue as she descended further down into it. The lily pads floated on top of the water shielding patches of the water from view. The ground shook and in the center of the water formed a whirlpool. Thalia’s body lifted off the ground and flew inside the whirlpool.

      Lily might not be dead. Thalia and Victoria played me. If Lily is not dead the safest place for her to be is with Valcrum. I still need to stack the odds in our favor. Valcrum holds everything in his hands, but he is not as powerful as he thinks. He needs us. If he did not, why would he create us? Victoria’s powers are diverse and limitless, which are two qualities we need right now. I need her on my side. Once I defeat Valcrum and get Lily back, I’ll deal with Victoria.

      Once the whirlpool in the water ceased, I waited ten minutes. When I couldn’t wait any longer, I stood to my feet. Time was passing and I knew that the end was coming. I needed to make my move. Valcrum is distracted with managing all life forms everywhere, but he is not stupid.

      “Victoria. Come to me.” My booming voiced caused the sparrows in the trees to take flight and soar through the sky. I feet stepped over the warm spot where Thalia’s body was just a few moments ago. I continued walking until the water was too deep to stand, and I swam further out. The temperature was pleasantly warm. When I swam to the center the temperature turned cold, and the water went from clear to murky. Something strong wrapped around my leg. It was rubbery and slick as I fought to get the octopus off my leg.

      “You dare to show your face here! Do you want to die Trevor,” said Victoria?

      She had not surfaced, and I could not see her through the water. Her voice vibrated through the tree branches. It was impossible to pinpoint her location. I had forgotten how she liked to play games. It was just one of the reasons I hated her.

      “You allowed me to live. I do not have time for your games. I need you.” I lunged to my left, but she was not there. Flinging a fish away from me, I gritted my teeth.

      “Do you want me to beg?” I have never begged in my life. I’m not sure I know how it is done.

      Her head popped up. “When I’m done with you, you’ll do a whole lot more.”

      “What do you want from me?” I kicked my legs, treading water in place. The current was getting stronger. That or this freeloading thing on my leg was getting heavier.

      “Everything. You will give me everything I want from you. You know what your problem is Trevor?” She dipped under the water and came back up floating on her back.

      “No, but I am sure you are going to tell me.” I concentrated all my energy and blasted at the octopus on my leg. Its tentacles loosened but it didn’t fall from my leg. Digging my nails into its black slippery flesh, I pried it from my leg and threw it far away from me. My life force seeped from my body from the four punctured holes in my right leg.

      “You want everything your way, and you don’t want to sacrifice anything to get it. You don’t care about anything but yourself.” She picked up a floating flower and picked the pink petals off tossing them around her.

      “Victoria, you and I are a lot alike. We both want what we want and will stop at nothing to get it. I care about other people besides myself.” I cared about Lily. I will always care about her. That is at least one person. To me that’s progress.

      “You cared about that woman and look what happened. Your caring killed her.”

      “Find me when you want to talk, and if I still want to deal with you then I will.” I have had enough. This place hurts my soul and Victoria’s lies irritate me like cancer. I must have been crazy to think she would help anyway. I swam toward the rocks, but something pulled me under the water. The water stung my eyes, so I closed them.

      The black octopus wrapped one tentacle around my neck and one around my leg. It squirted something into my wound. It dragged me further underneath the water. I concentrated and shot a bolt of lightning through it. The tentacles unwrapped and it fell toward the bottom. Swimming back up, my head broke through the water. A sense of weakness circulated through my body, and I shivered despite its warmth. I crawled to the rocks and rolled myself on my back.

      My chest heaved as I struggled to breath. I lifted my head to look at my right leg. It had turned black. There was a black substance circulating through my veins. I closed my eyes.

      “Why would you go and tangle with a black Mobuka? You are so self-destructive,” said Victoria. She walked out of the water and crawled over my body.

      When she opened her mouth, her split pink tongue licked my earlobe. Her salty, wet skin dripped more water on me as she settles on top of me. An aroma of lilies traveled to my nose. When a nymph wanted intimacy, they secreted a scent, and the scent would lure men to them. Victoria’s scent smelled like lilies. It should smell like decay because she killed without prejudice. Everything that smells good to you is not good for you.

      “Do not play coy with me Victoria. I know you summoned that monster on me.” I tried to sit up but pain shot through my chest. My breath came out in short bursts as my head dropped back down to the ground.

      “Do you know what a Black Mobuka is? It is a tiny monster that is usually harmless but when angry will squirt a thick purple substance that blinds and burns the eyes,” said Victoria. She rubbed my hair away from my face.

      “Woman, get off of me.” I rocked trying to move her off me. I gritted my teeth as she stretched out on top of me.

      “The substance is fatal in thirty minutes. It must be injected into the skin, so as long as you are not wounded anywhere, you’re safe.”

      “Get off me. I do not have time for this.” I tried to shake her off me but her legs tightened around my waist.

      My blood felt like it was boiling. I was hot from the inside out, and every part of me hurt. I have never thought much about my death. This is not the end for me. I am so close. Victoria never meant to spare my life. I underestimated her. She was only bidding her time until she could cause me the most suffering before ending my miserable life.

      “Let me die in peace woman.” I turned away from her. I allowed my mind to drift back to when I first laid eyes on Lily.

      “I have the power to save you. All you have to do is be mine.”

      I snorted. Her body stiffened against mine. “I intend to kill Valcrum. One way or another this ends for me. It does not matter whether it is here, on this bank or in front of Valcrum.”

      “If I allow you to live long enough to battle against Valcrum you will be mine.”

      “If I agree you must promise never to hurt or kill Lily.” My mind was made up and I intend to protect Lily even in death. I promised her no harm.  For once, I intended to keep my word.

      “You’re in no position to bargain. You forfeited a life with her when you betrayed Valcrum.”

      “Your word Victoria or no deal.” I tried to wiggle my toes. There was no feeling in my lower limbs.

      The vein in my head throbbed against my temples. I am out of time. I could not keep my eyes open anymore. Pain wracked my body as my heart slowed and the last of my strength faded. Darkness came from below the soil. When terrible people die dark spirits came from below the earth and carry them away. It would not be long when the dark spirits would come for me. I surrendered to my fate.
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