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  In the darkness I fall, 

  In the dark I shall stay, 

  My heart knows nothing more than the silence that awaits. 

  She is there before me with a welcoming embrace, 

  She whispers my destiny 

  A destiny … 

  I’ll fight it till my very end. 

 
  
 The Dark Elf 

 
   

 
 C. C. Morgen 

 
     Book Title Copyright © 2017 by Author Name. All Rights Reserved.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 

Cover designed by Cover Designer 



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

Author Name
Visit my website at www.AuthorName.com 

  


 
    
 CONTENTS 



  CONTENTS 
  CHAPTER 1 
  CHAPTER 2 
  CHAPTER 3 
  CHAPTER 4 
  CHAPTER 5 
  CHAPTER 6 
  CHAPTER 7 
  CHAPTER 8 
  CHAPTER 9 
  CHAPTER 10 
  CHAPTER 11 
  CHAPTER 12 
  CHAPTER 13 
  CHAPTER 14 
  CHAPTER 15 
  CHAPTER 16 
  CHAPTER 17 
  CHAPTER 18 
  CHAPTER 19 
  CHAPTER 20 
  CHAPTER 21 
  CHAPTER 22 
  CHAPTER 23 
  CHAPTER 24 
  CHAPTER 25 
  CHAPTER 26 
  CHAPTER 27 
  CHAPTER 28 
  CHAPTER 29 
  CHAPTER 30 


  
 
  
 CHAPTER 1 
 
 Ali 
 
NIGHTMARES HAUNT ME AS I DREAM of my father's death some ages ago.  The wolves tackle my child-self to the ground with sheer force. I shout in panic as I watch the crimson-haired pack leader, in human form, plunge the blade of his dagger into my father's chest.  I observe in shock as my father's body collapsed from high in the branches of the sacred tree. His black hair flutters in the bitter winds before he strikes the ground.  The leader known as Edon stands above my father as he takes his last breath in this world. His gray eyes pierce mine from high in the tree. The expression he shows me declares it all; he’s someone who craves for more death. He soars into the air as the werewolves crowded around and claw at my body. 
  My eyes shot open, and I panted in turmoil because the dream was so vivid in my mind. I still felt the phantom sensations of the lacerations that scarred me long ago.  Even though I was now an adult, I constantly have the anguish etched just beneath my skin along with the dread and the urge to slay the wolf with my bare fists. 
  All these years, I’ve ached to avenge my father, yet I nevertheless feared my own nightmares, never getting a proper night's rest, being sensitive to the past. Tears dripped down my face and sweat soaked the blankets on the bed. I touched the scar on the left side of my face and traced down to my neck to my bared breast.  The servants' courtiers appeared empty as I peered around, catching my breath. My sight was obscure and in a sleepless daze while I sat up. Workers had already awoken before the break of dawn to prepare for the long day. Down the passageways, souls moaned intensely from being tormented in the dungeons which stank of rotting feces. 
  Beneath the castle of Greyholt was like a mausoleum with shackles and bones scattered on the floor from the captives kept here after being conquered by the Demon army.  I sent those who opposed the council or broke the laws established by the king to this hell before their untimely death by execution. I have brought many to their death in these dungeons, yet I lived here anyway to separate myself from the higher classes and the royals above in the upper levels of the castle. 
  This was my home away from my mother and the clan on the isle of Sanctuary, where I spent most of my childhood training to surpass all who oppose me. Luna and my best friend Phyla raised me to be who I am now. It was an ambition to develop into a warrior worthy of my father’s name, who was formerly the General of the Dark Elf army.  I had not seen them since my mother exiled me and I found battles to fight in the Underworld ruled by Lord Hades. I found causes to live for, working for the Demon Empire. Although, not even war could appease the fury that erupted in my soul.  It established more desire for death and destruction. 
  No longer capable of sleep in the courtiers, I dressed in black slacks and wore a black leather vest, cut and tailored to fit my curved frame. The neckline covered most of the scar on my chest, but my neck and face; I hid it with a hood that buttoned to my shoulder harnesses.  I kept my pointy ears covered most occasions out of reverence since all Elven people fled the Demon citadel during the Demon wars under the former empire. Now, King Balthazar rules the Demons from the new faction of lords that took over society. 
  I slid on my black leather boots, which moved up to my shins.   The Dark Elf clan gave many presents when I visited my ancestor's home years ago to pay tribute to the shrine, created for my father after his passing. My people honored his reign as general. Although, no one knew having me was his finest victory above all the battles he won. To show their gratitude, they offered me his sword, Valora.  It meant I was now of age to obtain the sovereignty of my ancestors.  The inscriptions in the blade represented the lineage of its powers.  To either defend or bring death. 
 They also gave me his Elven bow, preserved for my return and an extra sword along with Dark Elf leathers and lightweight armor, enchanted to be resistant to arrowheads, fire, and minor sword attacks.  Dark Elf armor was flexible and kept me agile during my crusade into the Underworld. That’s when I ended up joining a regiment of warriors. They were mercenaries, and then subsequently became defenders of the kingdom. 
  After fully clothing myself, I made my way down the bleak hallways.  The walls moaned; the torches mounted on the arches flickered as I crossed through each section of the dreary corridors.  At the east edge of the dungeon, the armory's fire was at full blaze.  The smoldering heat burned like hellfire and the laborers were hammering iron, molding swords, and sharpening arrowheads. 
  The blacksmith, Yeager, had already prepared my bow and sharpened a stockpile of arrows like those that he produced every morning before dawn's early light.  His black, singed beard smelled like soot and coal as I approached him. Everyone here knew my routine like clockwork.  Yeager and the others knew precisely the hour of day I would show up for my things.  The arrows, he assembled together in a leather quiver; I belted it on my back and carried my bow over my shoulder. I thanked him as always with my right fist over my heart like how my father used to acknowledge people. After that, I went above to the surface. 
  I didn't recall much about the Dark Elven ways, but I remembered my father's habits as if it was yesterday. His dignified demeanor helped me realize it’s how you carry yourself as a Dark Elf that establishes an honorable warrior. I recall him lecturing me to have a pleasant manner, be trustworthy to the ones you cherish, battle with the heart to protect and my legacy will not matter, even if I am my mother's successor to the dark clan. My mother the Dark Princess struck fear in the Underworld, so I kept private and kept to myself about my origin. Only a handful knew my true stature, but to others I'm just the lonely Dark Elf, who spilled blood and slay Demon hordes. 
  The castle was like a maze. Large with many chambers and hallways that could make someone lost for weeks.   The spiral staircase was ahead leading up to a gate that went out into the courtyard.  Once outside, the blackness of the night still cloaked the region before daybreak. I followed the cobble-stoned path that led into the Enchanted Gardens on the east edge of the estate. 
  The trees sparkled yellows and oranges from the wings of Fairies.  They enchanted the petals of the cherry blossoms with their tiny bodies, marking the season of spring beginning. With the magic of the Fairies and Pixies, restoring the flowers and greenery, the luminous colors gleamed in the garden.  Its elegance and extraordinary colors were the reason they gave it the name the Enchanted Gardens by Persephone, the wife of Hades. She was the reason beauty lives in the Underworld. Her gardens, this sanctuary was a place of pure serenity away from the brutality that the Demon world raged in the castle. 
  At the river near, three long-haired water nymphs with shining fair skin, danced nude in peace on the riverbank. They splashed water at each other playfully and laughed in joy. Their magic, as maidens of the water, made the river glow a fluorescent green and blue, shifting its color like a pearl on the surface of the water.  The full moon shuns its light on their skin, glittering like diamonds in the night as they expressed their love for nature.  One saw me in the clearing and they quickly fled the river and disappeared into the dark forest. 
  The moon was nearing its resolution at the separate end of the night sky while the sun across from it peeked over the horizon.  Colors emerged out of the darkness when the warm light swept over the land.   I watched briefly as the sun met the moon's gaze in the shared the sky as if they were lovers, saying farewell before one laid to rest. 
  In a matter of minutes, the moment ended, and the sun was alone once again in the infinite sky.  The sun's warmth gave me energy to keep moving even though I’d showed signs I'd been getting weaker from exhaustion. My eyes tried to focus as I carved a target on the thick bark of an old oak tree in the center of the rose garden, down the river, near the borders of the dark forest. Red roses bloomed in the light of the sun of the new day.  A slight breeze from the north cooled the air, giving me a sensation of tranquility after making the mark clear on the tree, so I could see it from a distance. 
 I shuffled backwards until the target was as faint as a speck in my vision.  I took a single arrow from my bag, set it firmly between my fingers while setting it on the string, laying the base of the arrow on the bow. I stretched the string back using the muscles in my shoulders to pull as hard as I could until it could stretch no further. 
  The air was calm with silence.  The wind had finally stopped blowing long enough for me to focus on the target ahead. I took a deep breath when my arrowhead found the mark.  Then, in the blink of an eye, I released the string.  The arrow cut through the air and hit the center point as it pierced the tree.  I breathed normally again and relaxed my body to the sight of my good aim. 
  Suddenly, I heard clapping from behind. The distraction immediately caught my attention, and I turned my head to see a dark-haired woman in a black skirt with high-heeled leather boots that raised to her knees.  Her curly locks dangled over her white blouse, her breasts lifted firmly from a tight corset around her waist. Her curved body caught my attention as she stood defiantly, watching me with her dark eyes, biting her bottom lip deviously.  The thick silver necklace around her neck glistened in the sunlight with a locket that laid nestled in her cleavage, accentuating her fair skin. It was obvious that she was from a high-class family. 
  "Angelica…" I spoke her name in surprise. "I expected no one else to be out in the garden at this hour." 
  Angelica's silky red lips grinned in a way that appeared disastrous. With a flick of her wrist, she sent an exploding wind in my direction as an attack. I quickly reacted by raising my arm, now creating a barrier shield to block the magic from lacerating my skin. The force of the wind was so strong it flung back my hood, exposing my short black hair to the chills of magic.  Then in a split second, she dashed behind me and wrapped her slender arms around my chest, gently kissing the back of my neck. Her lips felt smooth and exotic on my skin, sending a sensation of heat around my body. 
  "You lose," she whispered as her lips grazed my pointy ears, sending goosebumps down my back. She held me close to her chest where the softness of her breasts presses against me. Her nose traced down my neck, smelling me while adrenaline pumped through my veins. The mere touch of her made my blood boil with sexual tension. "Your life energy is so tempting to take right now."  She moaned as it turned her on to smell my scent.  "I just want a taste." When she was distracted, I grabbed her arm and tossed her over my shoulders until she lied flat on her back.  I firmly pinned her down at the wrist and laid my weight on her. "I like this position much better." She said, excited about me being on top of her. I gazed into her eyes, gripping her tight so she couldn't move.  She slipped one arm free, grasped the back of my neck, and pulled me close until I was a breath away from her lips. The look in her eyes spoke desire as if she wanted to kiss me.   "Ok! I give up." She relaxed under me, submissively. "You can have your way with me." She smiled playfully and kissed my cheek. 
  The blood rush to my face making me flushed as I hurried off her, trying to fight the feeling of excitement. "Your idea of fun is beyond me," I said, feeling a bit embarrassed that she took me off guard. 
  "You're so shy," she giggled slightly to my reaction. "I will not bite—much."  She reached her hand out. "Now, be kind and help a lady up." 
  I did as she asked and helped her to her feet once again. 
  She brushed her clothes free of any dirt or bug that got on her while she was on the ground before meeting my gaze. "That was fun." She smiled with more radiance than before. "I enjoyed that more than I should." 
 "For a second there, I thought you were going to send me to my death." I felt relieved that I could block her attack on time. “There was more magic in that attack than usual." 
  "I knew you could handle it." She fixed my spiky hair to look decent again, purposely keeping close to my face, trying to gain my attention with her beauty.  She was taller than I was, and her chest was nearly at eye level, where I could smell the scent of sweet oils on her skin, which intoxicated my senses.  "We're linked remember. I would know right away if you weren't ready." 
  "I see ..." I stepped away from her, getting too aroused.  Angelica had a way of making me lose my composure and become overwhelmed with passionate feelings when I needed to stay focused on my rage towards my mother and avenging my father.  However, she had that ability to break me from my torment. "Your mind always amazes me," I answered with sarcasm. 
  "You're fighting techniques are flawless, but your awareness is not here today." She stated in concern since I normally had better performance with her during training. "I watched you for a good while and still you didn't detect me.  I could have killed you instantly. Have you forgotten what I taught you?" 
  "I haven't forgotten," I sighed from exhaustion. "Use my powers to enhance my senses—to see what cannot be seen—I know." My mood shifted into a gloom-like state and my face a void of emotion. 
  "I feel you're distracted by something." Angelica caring for my well-being touched my face and stared into my eyes. 
  I grasped her wrist and pushed it away, knowing she was peering into my mind. She found what tormented me, locked away in my thoughts.  Her invading my privacy enraged me. 
  "You're having nightmares again," she said.  "It's about the past.  It still haunts you." 
  "Angelica—why…?" My rage took over until my eyes turned black from the darkness that infected me. 
  She noticed the strength of my rage with the roaring winds that formed around us. "I'm sorry."  She grabbed my hand to calm the situation. "I know you don't like it when I invade your mind without permission.  I am sorry.  I don't know what possessed me to do so." 
  The warm touch of her hand eased my anger. Soon enough, my eyes went back to normal, and the darkness didn't course through my veins anymore.  "It's fine—no need to apologize," I said feeling like my normal self again. "It shouldn't bother me. You are my friend and I trust you. I should show less insecurity since your only trying to help. I am sorry for reacting badly.  The rage, it's hard to control sometimes." 
  "I worry for you," she said while pulling me closer. "Yes, I care about you. I'm glad you know after all this time." 
  "I do, thank you. I'm grateful for what you've done for me." 
  "I feel that you're still in so much pain even though you hide it well from the others," Angelica answered with concern in her eyes. "I can feel your rage in my mind like it's a part of me, but I know you can overcome it. You're better than this.  You are not your mother's daughter." 
  I kissed her hand to comfort her. "You shouldn't worry too much about me. I'm stronger now than I was then. I will not cry under this old oak again. Not unless my heart breaks." 
  "I would cherish the day when you finally feel something more than just anger and pain." 
  "There's no point in pursuing other feelings," I sighed to my answer, lying to her. "I'm a warrior just like my father and his father before him." 
 "I wish I could understand why you are doing this to yourself. What changed in you after all this time? You're so different now. I understand you're struggling with this pursuit to become like your father. However, you're also the descendent of Celaeno, Queen of the Harpys. Your mother is Alphard; the cold-hearted Dark Princess that sends her hellhounds to bring the Underworld to its knees.  You are destined to be something more than just a warrior.  You're meant to be a Harpy, an Immortal, like me. I've accepted now you cannot be just an Elf. I will care about you regardless if you transitioned.  I realized after all this time, you barely possess the full strength of a Dark Elf, by not accepting who you are, I fear of losing you one day. I rather you gain your title than see anything happen to you." 
  "I lack the need to become what I should be or what I’m destined," I answered, trying to not get angry. "I want to be my own being, not what I'm meant to be based on my family. I want to continue being who I am now.  The warrior of this kingdom that’s what matters." 
  "If so why do you have to protect the princess,” she said out of spite, hating that I worked under the royal family with my regimen. "Am I the one who matters to you more than her? You could serve and protect my family. Where I can make sure you are safe by my side always." 
  "I sense a tad of jealousy coming from you," I laid my forehead on her shoulder in exhaustion. "Do you think I don't cherish what we have more than Armenia? You mean more to me than anyone… More than you can ever imagine." 
  "You vowed your life to her.  Death is what you chose by pledging to protect her. Many warriors have died fighting for that forsaken family." Tears fell from Angelica’s face, which was the first time I'd ever seen her cry. "I teach you magic hoping that you do not get killed in this world.  I wanted you to have more of an advantage to live amongst the creatures that want to rip you apart." 
  I didn't understand why she was so upset. However, I embraced her in my arms and held her tight. "Enough," I whispered faintly to calm the tears running down her face. She wrapped her arms around my neck, trying to regain her composure. She ended up laying her head on my shoulder where she could hear my heart, beating against my chest. 
  "I don't know what I’ll do if this ever stopped beating," she said unexpectedly. "If anything happened to you, I don't know what I'll do." 
  "My heart won't stop unless I let it," I answered her concerns with my ego.  I didn't fear death, but I knew I would not let myself die anytime soon.  Not while that Werewolf is still alive, wandering the worlds to avoid being found.  I will find him one day.  Then, after that, my life can end by any means. 
  "You can't stop death, silly girl," she laughed, and her spirits lifted. 
  "I can try." I gave her smirk to reassure her I would be fine. 
  "I am going to always remember those words," she responded with less sadness. "You know how to make me truly smile. Don't make me cry over you again." 
  "You have my word." I had my fist over my heart. "I'll try not to be distracted by my past any longer. I promise." 
  "Silly girl." Angelica pushed me away playfully. "You lack room for promises to such a lady. Now, escort me back to the castle, warrior. You should never let a beautiful woman walk by herself." 
  "As you wish, milady." I bowed with my fist over my heart and she intertwined her arm with mine as we walked back to the castle. 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
 Angelica 
 
ALI ESCORTED ME back to the stone castle along the cobblestone pathway. Her young, slender body felt firm next to mine. She gripped me with care as if she perceived my heels would slide on the rock’s sleek surface. I never planned to meet up with her at the garden, but I sensed something was wrong last night that didn't allow me to sleep peacefully.  Now, I realize she has been restless lately.  It's extraordinary, we are so close with our bond and all, even though she has become further distant from me than usual. 
  She has been tensing around me since the last full moon. Even her smell is becoming more tarnished by the dark magic she practices when I'm not watching her closely, making certain she doesn't overuse her energy.  Something has been preoccupying her from the inside that hasn't shed light yet.  Ali never seems to be open with me as often I preferred her to share whatever burden troubling her. However, this morning was peculiar, she smelled more aroused by me when we touched.  Maybe she feels the same way I do with the sensual tension growing between us. 
  I miss the sensation of her lips and the embrace we had so long ago that caught us both off-guard. Me being born into one of the high four families, left me at a disadvantage to ever fall in love with someone who lacks status in the Demon world.  Although, now, I do not care about hierarchy and determining status over my heart. She has earned her place in my thoughts ever since we met and over time, I've fallen in-love. It had its difficulty early on, dealing with these emotions for someone whose focus was everywhere except on romance. That's when I learned patience would be a unique challenge in my life.  Being around her, watching her eyes catch glimpses of me, but never acting on those long gazes, constantly teased me. 
  She works hard to ward off the desire between us at all costs, but she knows I've wanted her for three years since the day she arrived with those barbarous warriors here in the kingdom.  She and Eric were the honorable ones with secrecy to them.  Ali the shy reserved one that charged in to battle to save a life.  Eric her best friend was the charmer. Brilliant with the ladies, even winning the love of my sister, Claudia, and the Princess Armenia.  Ali differed from the others.  She was the romantic soul of the select bunch, and I could understand it in her golden hazel eyes, she wished to convey love and now I can perceive it in her spirit; she wants to. 
  She struggles hard to avoid what she wants. Produces excuses not to settle for too long and storms off into the battleground or on assignment for the king to the extent of being emotionally removed from our bond. Maybe it's about her mother, maybe that’s why she was just so much out of reach. Her mother has left behind a filthy taste in the mouths of the sex Demons, massacring many for sport and not out of hunger.  She never discussed why her mother kills with no dignity.  All she usually answered was; the rage runs in the tribe as if it's some joke, my queries.  Nevertheless, I could identify after a while she was bothered about becoming her mother, even though there's no dominant strand to be a full Succubus. Afterward, I realized not that it troubled her about the transition, but more about the urge to succumb to the darkness that fueled her family's turmoil. 
  The temptation of choosing to develop into a Harpy weighed heavy on her mind. Ali believed her mother wouldn't stay away for a long even though she was offered the opportunity to leave.  Something shifted and forced her think otherwise. I never understood what transpired so long ago for her to be on edge.   I stole peeks at her hazy eyes as she kept me close. 
  My body felt exhausted as we kept drifting back towards the castle and my perception became fixated on her neck.  The starvation was setting in, letting me know I required to feed soon.  Ali never has to worry about being hungry.  Not like me where I need to feed on energy every day to survive. 
 I love the smell of her.  She intoxicates me more than others produce.  Her taste is as sweet as chocolate. Divine and delicious she is ... makes me lust for her more. As considerable as I'm patient with her, I hope I don't lose her anytime soon while she's on this grand crusade with Eric, preserving the stability in the Empire. I absolutely hated Princess Armenia and her allegiances to Ali.  I may be jealous, but I long yearned to have my feelings returned.  Then, my insecurities might vanish and then maybe I’ll have her all to myself.  However, it might not arise even if I wish that dream to come true. 
  She and I stood at the iron gate of the garden, near the courtyard, leading to the front gate. While looking up at the castle walls at an arched window, my sister Claudia glanced at us with her stern dark gaze as if the sight of us walking so familiar together annoyed her.  I at once let go of Ali's arm and stepped aside.  Before I could separate further under my sisters' observant eye, she snatched my hand and kissed the palm. Ali’s lips felt pleasant on my delicate skin, firing a tingling sensation up my arm. My mind became shameful, considering it would have been much better if she kissed my lips instead, but I could tell my sister huffed at the sight of it and tramped off into the corridors of the noble hall. 
  Once the moment passed between us, we had to go back to whom we were. The champion and the Dark lord. Every minute we spent together made it further challenging to let her go. However, I had my position as the second daughter of the high council representative and my sister's aid.  Ali would have to return as the soldier who serves the king and princess. 
  My time would constitute of lectures with my tutors and accompanying my sister everywhere. She will have me attend her all day until nightfall. That's when she meets up with her fiancé, Eric, to settle in for the night. Eric was Ali's best friend.  He has treated our family well since we accepted him and Claudia's engagement.  The news disturbed the empire at first with the attitudes of the other lords, being malicious about the mingling and tainting the pure bloodline. However, words died down, and it turned into a blessing, because he was one of the Seven Warriors of Blackhaven. Named after we saved the kingdom from the Demon Lord Castilian. When he eventually marries Claudia, it will be a reprieve on me. The day she receives our mother's place on the council seat, is the day I'll certainly be free of her and will no longer have to do what she wants anymore. 
  Claudia was the eldest, and the most worshipped by our parents.  She will have her devoted spouse and have her own family one day. Later on, I will choose my suitor and live my life the way I see fit.   I don't have to anguish about receiving the council seat because the reign extends to the first heir and thus their kin.  Doesn't matter if you were a man or woman. Whoever is born first gets the seat. Although, our household will never get the throne.  We are fourth in line if the other families don't have an heir to assume the throne. 
  Princess Armenia of the Sataneo family was later to be Queen of the Demon Empire. If she didn't accept the throne, then next would be Tobias under the Erebus Family. Then, the Mortem Family, which would be Derex.  The Nigrum family, would be Claudia. Tobias on the other hand hasn't conceived an heir based on my knowledge, so Derex would take over the throne in the event of Armenia and Balthazar’s death. 
  As I went passed the gate to the central staircase, Claudia waited for me, leaning against the rail. Her long, black silk dress shimmered in the light that glared through the stained-glass windows above the stairwell.   The arched window shone in a rainbow of colors onto the white marble floors and the white-washed walls. 
  "Good morning, sister," she approached with a wide smirk. "I missed you this early in the morning." 
 "Morning sister," I responded back and bowed. "I apologize if I worried you.  I simply needed fresh air in the gardens." 
  "Fresh air—right." Claudia approached me with devious eyes that discomforted me. "I saw you with that Dark Elf again. Does your fresh air need to have her at your side? Or are you enjoying the company of our fair creature that has captivated the kingdom?” 
  "You should only worry about your wedding," I retorted. "Not about me who ran in to Ali in the gardens." 
  "Touché," Claudia laughed. "I take it she's not sleeping well again. Eric mentioned she has nightmares." 
  "I wouldn't know—we are not that intimate in discussions." I glanced around. "Where's your soon to be husband?" 
  "Your guess is as good as mine," she shrugged her shoulders. "I wake up this morning and he was gone.  I looked for my sister, but she was gone as well." She leaned into me for a hug. "You both have a habit of leaving me all alone. Such cruelty." 
  "Oh Claudia," I held her as she wanted. "You haven't changed since we were children." 
  "Can I enjoy the affection of my dear sister as often as I please?" 
  "You may," I let out a dry laugh. "Sometimes, you can be adorable. But only sometimes." 
  "Just try not to be so obvious with Ali.  I don't want you to be the victim of vicious gossip like the one I endured with Eric.  Besides, I don't think she's good enough for you even though she's Eric's comrade and friend. Although, that doesn't change the fact that I don't care for her much. I merely have to tolerate her from now on out of the respect for Eric." 
  "That's not for something to concern you with—sister. Demons will spread gossip regardless of the matter."  I understood why she was concerned.  "I can tolerate snobby. What I do in my life is for myself ... I will be careful though if you're worried.  I remember the hardship you endured.  Mother cried for weeks when she found out you accepted the proposal of a mere warrior.  But now you have everyone's full support, including mine." 
  "Oh, I love you dear sister." Claudia hugged me tighter than before.  "Your positive attitude makes my day." She intertwined her arm with mine. "Shall we?”  We strolled down the hall, looking at the red and azure glass of the stained-glass windows that depicted images of the Demon Empire, falling under the rule of one king. The image had depictions of the Erebus family as the supreme bloodline to the throne.  The hooded Demon that resembled the grim reaper, holding a tight bound book and the Wraiths as the guardians of the gate of souls were the first ruling class that haunted the Underworld. It branded its history upon this castle as the first citadel of the Demon faction.  Each window, we passed told the story of our kingdom and the oil paintings on the walls were portraits of the new lords that ruled Greyholt.  "I miss the old paintings that used to hang in these halls." 
  "You mean the old portraits of the exiled Demon lords." 
  "They were beautiful to look at sometimes. Remembering the old days before King Balthazar." 
  "I prefer not to remember the past," I answered. "Isn't it better to keep looking ahead at the future? I much prefer something different." 
  We had been like this since we were children, walking these corridors and admiring the art, and gothic architecture. The arched hallways extended far with tall ceilings and white marble floors.  I was the youngest and freer minded.  Claudia more reserved and pleased our mother more by being strict on our status.   I always had to follow my sister's example in becoming a prominent lady.  I studied magic young and practiced the dark arts the moment my powers awakened inside me as an energy vampire.  I didn't drink blood as much as a true vampire; however, I did drain energy through my bite.  Claudia is a Vampire and a Succubus.  She could either feed by draining the blood of a victim or take their life force through engaging in sex. She loved sex as much as she loved Eric.  That poor man had probably needed to visit the healers after too many nights in bed with her. 
 I on the other hand, I haven't had sex in nearly three years.  For some reason, I wanted no one else except Ali.  It took only one time with her to realize sex with someone I genuinely love was more satisfying and more intimate.  Claudia doesn't know the truth that Ali and I shared a night together in a brief romance, and she will never know as long as it remains a secret what happened three years ago. 
 
 CHAPTER 3 
 
 Ali 
 
AFTER SEEING ANGELICA BACK to the castle safely, I entered the highest floor where all the council members stayed when they were not in the assembly area, debating matters of the empire. The soldiers patrolled the corridors, armed with protection spells written along the walls and floor of the chambers, to establish an impenetrable barrier. They saluted me as I wandered by, arriving at a remote hallway that headed into Princess Armenia's personal rooms.  I discovered faint voices of a conversation in the environment, coming from her chamber.  The double doors slightly cracked open as I approached and peeped inside. Through the opening I saw Eric, standing with the princess.  I identified him as my brother with his buzzed black crew cut and slim look, being the sixth warrior of Blackhaven. At first, their voices were too low to learn anything, so I listened in closely to what they were saying. 
  "Eric—please be vigilant around Claudia." The princess took his hand in concern.  Her long, blonde, curly locks caught my attention. However, not before I noticed her eyes moistening as if she were about to cry. 
  "I will, my princess." He bowed down on one knee and then departed the room.  He bounced in shock at the sight of me, relaxing my back against the wall.  "Alucard ..." 
  "Eric…” I smirked coolly, letting him realize I heard the whole matter. 
  "When did you appear?" He cleared his throat. 
  "Not very long ago," I replied with a loose grin. 
  Suddenly, a voice echoed loud in the silence. "Eric!" A black-haired woman called out to him from the distant side of the hallway. As she approached us, her dark seductive eyes were fixated on him like a predator in excitement.  Her hair coiled and properly maintained, she dressed like nobility with the finest black dress and heels, displaying a massive diamond necklace and an enormous cobalt diamond pendent rare as her beauty laid nestled between her full firm breasts.  The torso of the trim was low cut, reminding me of my grandmother's style in dresses; anything but modest; exotic and courageous as she strolled towards Eric with Angelica close by her side. 
  "Claudia—my love," Eric stumbled on his words as if he didn't plan to see her. "I was just on my way to meet you." He pecked her filled red lips. Such a con artist, I nodded, assuming he rather bed the princess now than Claudia. 
  Angelica glanced at me with a twisted grin as if she wished to kiss me the same.  Then she looked away before her sister could detect the stare. Claudia side-glanced me, which revealed that this morning we weren’t discreet enough as she kissed Eric once again, but with more passion, which somehow made it unsettling. "The bed was cold without you this morning." 
  "I'm sorry, milady," he showed his usual mock sadness with puppy-dog eyes to con forgiveness out of her. "I had business this morning." 
  "Did you tell her?" Claudia demanded. 
  "Yes, I did," He cradled her hand. "It's done. I requested to step down as the sixth warrior after our wedding." She smiled at his answer. I had forgotten that Eric had decided to put in his resignation and looking at them both happy was a blessing regardless of losing a comrade on the field. "Alucard!" The princess called out for me when she noticed I was outside her chamber. 
  I entered at her invitation and sealed the double doors behind me. Princess Armenia stood on the terrace in a white fitted dress that glittered in the sunlight.  Her eyes gazed into the horizon as if she was in deep thought while the sun ascended higher in the clear blue sky. 
  "You summoned me, your highness?" I bowed with my fist over my heart. 
  "No need for formalities," she responded. “We are both friends here." 
 I stood straight with my hands behind my rear. "Thank you for acknowledging me as your friend." 
  The princess exhaled in stress. "I need a friend right now." 
  "What disturbs you, miss?” I recognized something was awry from the hopelessness in her expression. 
  "Do you think it’s appropriate for Eric to be engaged to Claudia?" She sought in a worried tone, evading her head in dishonor from asking such an intimate question. 
  "What do you mean?" 
  "Don't play naïve, we both know how she is. She's deceitful and conniving—to point out the jealousy she has over Eric and I being friends." 
  I burst out laughing, thinking of how Angelica herself had acted jealous about the princess and I being friends not too long ago. 
  "Why are you laughing?" Armenia groaned. "I'm being serious about this." 
  "Does she have a reason to be jealous?" I eventually asked still snickering. 
  "No—we are just friends, that's all." She had serious eyes. "He loves her greatly. He would never abandon his commitment to her—I just worry for him." 
  "Eric is a formidable soldier," I explained. "He has never made a bad choice about his life and he can handle himself well." 
  "There's one thing I don't understand.” She got closer. "I've known Eric for a long time before Claudia fell in-love with him a few months ago, and never once he has declared his feelings through a love letter.  He never indeed had a romantic bone in his body—yet Claudia falls in love with him after reading a note delivered to her signed by him. From what I discovered, it was the most passionate, love-fluttering letter written yet for a Demon with the darkest of soul! The content sealed and left behind for her in a basket; full of crimson rose petals outside her room with a single lit candle. That doesn't sound like our Eric now, does it? To be sincere, he doesn’t acquire the wits needed to figure out such an idea." 
  "Maybe you underestimated him," I redirected my eyes, as if someone has caught me. 
  "True—but only a complex soul could conjure something as romantic as that." She touched my shoulder, making it known she knew I was the one who helped Eric plant the love seed between him and the stubborn Claudia. "Eric has an incredible friend looking out for him.  I've known for a long time now you are the passionate one out of the seven warriors. You have done an exceptional job keeping it a secret, but not from me.  You're quite the charmer under that hood of yours.  Doesn't matter about the scars on your face and if those eyes have only experienced misery, someone can love you just as everybody else.   And the women here glance at you regardless of your race and status. Besides, Eric told me you troubled the dreams of that poor author." 
  "He did, huh?" I'm not surprised that he would spill my secrets to a friend. "I simply provided him a concept.  It was his idea to give the poor man an enormous nose. The work was composed fairly well, actually." 
  "You're a valuable friend," Armenia stated with no sign she was insincere. "Few would be as helpful with someone else's love life." 
  "I have nothing to lose by supporting him, princess." 
  "To create what you wrote to Claudia, you must seek something—maybe to be loved as well." 
  "I have no desire for matters like that in my life," I shut her down. 
  "Oh Ali—you are sincerely in denial," she shrugged and rolled her eyes. "What's life without love? And speaking of love what's the story with you and—Angelica?" 
  "Don't know what you're talking about," I grunted. 
 “Good-heavens, I’m not naïve, Ali. These eyes are not blind when I've seen you two many occasions together. I observed you from the terrace this morning and I'm sure Claudia noticed too.  Have you even acknowledged the way she looks at you?  She gazes at you in a lover’s daze when you are not looking. Believe me—she's in-love with you." 
  "She's just a close friend, nothing more," I announced, feeling the lie within myself. 
  "I know she has been teaching you magic for three years now," she declared. "You know—she does it to win your attention." 
  "I suppose that's her reason for being so nice." 
  Armenia looked elsewhere in a sentimental longing. "It must be unpleasant for her." Her words struck my heart like a rock to wake me up. "To not have your complete attention. Not to mention, constantly bearing the attempts to maintain the connection.  Keeping your honest feelings locked away so you will not run in the other direction.  To repel the feelings that rise.  It's painful after a long time." She snapped out of her trance and forced a smile. "But then again, she hasn't truly accepted you, since she still hides your friendship from everyone, even her family.  I've known Angelica long before you. She will never ruin her status and the respect of her family over love. I'm afraid that's one of her many flaws along with Claudia and how they were raised, being the fourth highest bloodline. It can be a cursed responsibility to bear. Then again, you both have your flaws, so I can see she will make a fair companion for you if you so choose.  I'll support you no matter your lover or your status." 
  "It's not my intention to cause her pain." Sadness rushed into me. "I can't give her what she wants right now. It tears my heart, and it sways in directions hard to control.  The sword is the only balance I have." I clenched my fist. 
  "You need to open your heart more and take the risk. Love cannot be controlled… It's meant to spin out and go crazy. It is love." 
  "That doesn't change a thing. I am a warrior chosen by your father to protect you, his only first-born heir to the throne. Furthermore, I've seen the pain widows and widowers experience, losing their companion in battle.  I don't wish that on anyone. To carry that kind of burden of losing me one day is not what I want my lover to experience while I'm still weak like this, not being an immortal being." 
  "You are noble, Alucard," Armenia complimented. "Now, I know why Angelica gives me the evil eye. You should consider giving her the opportunity of being with you.  It's her decision to choose what burden she wants to carry, because regret is the hardest thing to heal from Ali.  Not fulfilling her love is painful than losing you in death.  It aches me to say this—since time is precious and it may end for you any day now, serving my family, you should at least live your life to its fullest. Enjoy the pleasures of things offered to you. Angelica is beautiful and powerful, who has eyes only for you! What does that tell you?" 
  "Maybe you're right," I admitted in defeat. 
  "I know you care about her. Otherwise, I wouldn't have insisted on this matter." 
  "I'll take it into consideration," I answered. "Thank you!" 
  "You are so stubborn," Armenia rolled her eyes again at me. 
  "I appreciate the advice, princess," I bowed my head. "I regret to end this conversation early, but I promised Lord Derex I would meet him in the dining hall this morning." 
  "The Mortem family Lord Derex." She appeared surprised. "I didn't know you were associated with him. Since when?" 
  "He and I have a mutual understanding of things.” 
 "Well—I bid you farewell for now," she hugged me goodbye. "Please stop by whenever you can. I missed you. We haven't spoken like this in a long time." 
  "I apologize, your highness. I will see you again soon. You have my word." 
  "I'll hold you to that promise,” she said, bowing her head. 
  I bowed my head once again and then went over to the door.  "Thank you again, your highness—for the talk.  Maybe you're right. I need something more than what I have right now.  I appreciate your friendship." 
  "No, Ali—thank you. We'll talk later." 
  After that moment of comfort with the princess, I left the room and made my way down to the dining hall on the lower floor.  Derex waited for my arrival at our usual table in the corner of the room, which already had a bowl of assorted fruits and a plate with cheeses, and chalices of wine set and ready to drink.  His blonde hair, slicked back as always, wearing the finest black attire offered to a higher hierarchy of Demons, and on his left middle finger, a silver ring with an eye engraved on it; in the center a rare black diamond forged from the pits of hell.  His ring was the key to pyramid gates to the place of torment.  His emerald eyes met mine at the end of the room as I walked towards him. 
  "I was thinking you forgot about me," he greeted with a charming smile like always.  He stood up like a gentle-demon and waited for me to sit across from him.  Then, he sat back down, getting comfortable again with his wine in hand. 
  "It has been a busy morning." 
  "Couldn't sleep again, I see," Derex read my tired face like an open book. "Your eyes look drained." 
  "As always. The story of my life." I picked up a grape from the bowl and ate it.  The juice was sweet in my mouth. "They're ripe today." 
  "Fresh pickings as always my dear." He tried one after I did. "Never liked them sour. The sweeter the better." 
  "We are not talking about your collection of lovers, my dear friend." 
  "Ouch." He pretended to act hurt by my words. "You know I have to have my varieties." 
  "Haha—love your collection as much as you want," I picked another grape from the bowl.  "But I prefer the fruits." 
  "I'm glad to see your spirit is better," he laughed. "It takes time to ease your emotions after so many disasters." He pours more wine into his chalice from the pitcher on the table and then into mine. 
  "Emotions are nothing but a distraction.  You know this well." I had a sip of the sweet wine that blended well with the sweetness of the grapes. 
  "Ah—Angelica tested you again." He figured out my morning discouragement. "You failed, didn't you?" 
  "I didn't see her coming." I ate a piece of cheese and washed it down with more wine. 
  "Don't worry too much about it. The power will come to you naturally soon enough," he assured me that learning magic requires patience. "You can't rush magic, or you'll just end up being sloppy.  To allow sloppiness is to allow mistakes.  When you make a mistake, it can cost you your life—especially with black magic." He sipped the wine from his chalice. "Mmmm—this is an excellent year." He smelled the aroma, swayed the chalice around to stir the liquid, and then took another sip to enjoy. "It takes years to master that kind of power—and not being immortal it takes a toll on your physical body. When you are too frail, it becomes difficult to learn the dark arts and handle the energy. If you remained as you are, there is no need to master the craft.  You will die if you try." 
 "That doesn't scare me," I didn’t care if I lived or died. "I don't fear death." 
  "You have so much potential my friend," he said. "You could become an immortal any time you choose. Your mother still awaits your return, am I right?” 
  I guzzled the wine. "As much as you think it's necessary, I'm not ready for my mother." The rage built up in me, turning my eyes black with anger. 
  "Ah... I see you still hate her," Derex noticed my blackened eyes. 
  "That never changes." 
  "As your most trusted friend here in the Demon faction, I can only tell you this." His tone became softer, yet serious. "Having this much hate and anger is not healthy.  You need to balance your emotions to focus on the goal at hand.  I need you to be at your full potential soon. After that—we all get what we want." 
  "Don't worry—when the time comes, I will be strong. Just remember our deal." 
  "I haven't forgotten," He crossed his arms on the table, leaning closer.  "What you want, I'll have real soon—and the other thing you were worried about, it's taken care of the moment you fulfill your end of the bargain." 
  "You are too kind," I said. 
  He laughed. "You would make a radiant Harpy. Attitude and all." 
  "Keep your voice down about that." 
  "Oh, my dear. My kind doesn't care you are an heir to the Harpy Clan. The stronger my ally the better." 
  Then, my attention reverted to Eric strolling into the dining area, escorting Claudia by the arm.  Derex grinned in amusement as he watched them catch all the attention of the room. "You are honestly letting him have that gorgeous woman." 
  "He wanted her," I stated, forcing my attention back onto the food and wine. 
  "You are too kind." Derex watched them kiss at the table across the room. "Claudia is supposed to be yours.  Why haven't you taken her?" 
  "I don't want her," I answered bluntly. She caught my sight once again, giving all her attention to Eric. 
  "But she's your twin flame," he pointed out in disappointment. "You two were meant to live side by side. Why else go through all this… You have been there for them for three years now, and nothing to take in return? She is divine." 
  "She's spoiled." I glanced at Claudia again as she and Eric locked lips, making it seem uncomfortable to be around them. "Eric likes spoiled women." 
  "Do you know how rare this is ... To come across your twin in the same lifetime and you honestly don't want her?" 
  "That's right," I answered again in a blunt lifeless tone. "Anyway, she's too self-centered to notice me as her twin. I only know this because I'm sensitive to energy.  If she hasn't noticed me by now, I won't acknowledge her. Anyway, she will be happier with Eric." 
  "Oh, but why?" Derex pouted over a missed opportunity to bed Claudia. "She's every immortals dream—she has broken more hearts than I could ever break. As of right now, Damien wants her, Tobias, and Poseidon. I pity them all for trying. Especially now she's marrying a mere warrior." Derex noticed Angelica gazing at me from a distance.  She quickly turned her eyes away when he caught her. "Oh, I see now. You want the younger sister." His voice became too loud and embarrassing to where I blushed and hid my face under my hood. "Oh my, it embarrasses you." He laughed hysterically. "We are all matured beings here. No need to be shy about it." 
  I remained silent and focused hard on eating cheese and drinking wine. 
 "I see now," Derex calmed down. "Angelica is your type of mate." He glanced at her, looking off to the side, trying not to look this way. "She's avoiding eye contact. Why didn't I see this before? My-my—I have to admit she is a stunning sight." 
  While listening to his admiration towards the sister, I lifted my head to look at Angelica, leaning against the wall near Claudia and Eric.  "She's the most beautiful woman in the Underworld."  I gasped at her lustrous curved body more alluring than ever in her tight clothes.  It only took a split second for her eyes to capture me with the seductive glare every time she entered my thoughts.  Our eyes met for a brief moment and I knew without delay what my mother went through when she fell in-love with Amphis.  The irresistible sensation to love and lust over the woman that captured our hearts. "My mother lost her heart to a woman like Angelica. She loved her so much and then betrayed so crudely. Her heart turned black—and her spirit became dark as the darkness itself.  My mother if given the power would most likely kill Poseidon. He always cheats on Amphis and always wants another woman like the princess or Claudia; it's no wonder why my mother had so much rage.  Betrayal in my family is a common curse with the women we love. I fear the same betrayal my mother endured.  Therefore, I hold back from loving anyone, because I'm just insecure.  I'll fall into darkness just like her and become consumed by the rage that follows." 
  "Ah ... Poseidon's wife is the sole cause of your family's turmoil," he asked. 
  "I don't think so," I answered. "I love Amphis as a second mother.  She has been there for my mother in the shadows, watching over her and me.  When my father died, she was there to hold me when my mother could not.  She even did what I wanted.  To heal me but leave these scars. These marks have given me motivation to become stronger.  To avenge my father.  That was my journey some time ago, now everything has changed." Then I glanced again at Angelica, staring at me. 
  "Well then, I guess I have to warn the other Demons she's hands off," he peaked at Angelica again and she quickly shied away. 
  "I'm sure she has many suitors wanting her hand." 
  "Believe me, I have a few friends that had already asked," he admitted. "She denied all. I can see now why—she only has eyes for you.  You have graced her too much with your charms." 
  "I’m considering, asking her." 
  "Are you thinking of making her your bride?" 
  "She and I are linked already, mind, and heart—why not make it official?" 
  "Well, my friend—don't hold off too long," he suggested. "She might just forget about you and move on." 
  On a sheer whim I stood up. 
  'Whoa-whoa—where are you going?" 
  "What do you think," I replied with a side grin. 
  "Don't tell me you will write her a love letter." 
  "It's the only way I know how to express myself," I answered. 
  "Oh, I don't care too much for sappy love letters," he crossed his arms, not happy that I was leaving. 
  "And what's wrong with letters," I said. "My twin over there seemed to enjoy what I wrote." 
  "Yes, that's true. However, the trouble with that is—she thinks Eric wrote it." 
  "Ugh—I'll catch up with you another time, Derex," I said while walking off. "Enjoy more of your wine before midday." 
  "Fine! Get going, Shakespeare—woo her with your words then," he said. "I'll be intoxicated before midday just so everyone knows," he said louder for the room to hear. "Thank you for your audience." 
 Words exploded in my mind of what I wanted to say.  The memories of us rushed to the pace of my legs. What should I say with this love I feel? 
 
 CHAPTER 4 
 
 Angelica 
 
ALI LEFT THE DINING HALL while Derex made a scene, being obnoxious so he could be the center of attention.  I foresaw nothing less from the lord of Hell. It's disconcerting that he spotted me peering at Ali. He glanced my way once again and winked one eye at me and raised his chalice, flashing a devious grin as if he were insinuating something. Even so, Ali seemed to act weird earlier.  I wonder if he had everything to do with it. 
  Claudia acted less fixated on Eric and her attention strayed to Derex, gulping his wine alone, and leaning off to the side in boredom. She rose up abruptly. "Pardon me, my love. Sister! I have business to discuss with Derex for the moment. Don't enjoy too much without me." She left us at the breakfast table and strolled over to him. He stood up and bowed like a nobleman as my sister took her seat where Ali just sat, across from him. 
  I seated on the other side of the table to confront Eric, puzzled over why Claudia needed to chat with a lothario like Derex. "That's odd," I exclaimed. "I've never known my sister to speak with Lord Derex, she positively hates him!" 
  "Claudia has a business arrangement with him," Eric answered while gnawing on a hunk of bread. "Lord Hell over there has been expanding his roots to most of the high lords here in the citadel." 
  "What do you mean?" I requested, leaning closer to talk further in secret. 
  "Derex has been doing favors for a favor for quite some time, doing deals," Eric said in a moderate tone so our voices remained unheard.  "He's been making shady deals here and there.  Small stuff regularly, nothing substantial for the king to learn about. I heard whatever you need; he seems to follow through well." 
  "I don't know why Ali associates herself with him," I responded.  "I don't admire how he carries himself, toying with individuals like they’re pieces to a perverse game. In addition, his acquaintances are the old-world Demons.  The groups who believe we should not abide by the treaty required to safeguard the rights of man. They demanded to be the prevailing race in the mundane world. Of course, the plan was to decimate humanity altogether and even obliterate the third realm from existence.  Demons like I regarded the conclusion of such actions a radical idea. That's why our hierarchy was established in the first place.  The reign of our king has contributed to unity and sealed away the ancient ways.  A lot has evolved since the dark ages, Eric." 
  "Claudia once mentioned something about the old-world Demons," Eric responded.  "I never realized how rough those times were.  She plays it off sometimes like she worshipped the ancient ways." 
  "Actually, when we were younger, she was a devotee in the ancient ways," I agreed. "Our mother had to re-educate her to shift her point-of-view after the Harpys invaded the Underworld. However, you know my sister, so you've realized she can be stubborn as a mule.   I suppose being the next heir to the council seat has encouraged her to outgrow the phase, considerably. Seeing her with Derex reminds me of that part of her, the part that seeks power. I wonder if Ali knows." 
  "Ali knows everything," Eric declared. "I've never known her to be naïve, she sometimes terrifies me with how much she knows and the secrets she keeps from us. Besides, she and Derex have been friends for quite some time.  Mostly because he's doing something for her." 
  "They have an arrangement?” I became even more curious than before over their friendship. 
  "Not quite," Eric answered seemingly uncertain whether he should reveal anything.  "I brought it up to her one occasion since she hasn't been herself lately.  She simply answered, he's finding someone for her.  Knowing Ali for so long, the sole person she would want to find is the wolf that murdered her father." 
 "She never mentioned it," I replied, staring over at their table. "Here I was assuming we were becoming closer." 
  "Don't worry Angelica," he grasped my hand swiftly. "She's just used to keeping everything private. It has nothing to do with your friendship." 
  "You've known all this time she and I are friends." I sighed in relief with how consoling it was to hear his response. 
  “Angelica. You two are more than obvious," Eric chuckled. "The men and I have noticed for a long time now you two had forged a bond and were meeting up discreetly. We realized it after Ali used magic while being out on duties.  She had never used magic before until we arrived here three years ago.  It was straightforward enough when you aided us on the mission in the south. No other Demon agreed to help us navigate the Underworld, but you did. I've never seen Ali so protective of someone as often as she did with you. Let alone connect with someone so genuinely.  Even though you handled yourself well in battle, she never left your side. To be sincere, we guessed you two would have become lovers by now.  Or even married." Eric rubbed his head and crouched down. "I think you two are perfect for each other." 
  "Really now?" I responded, feeling my heart sink, thinking Ali has not considered us being together in that way.  Eric was right though.  We've had a unique relationship since traveling together in the Underworld. Those times had become memories I cherished.  My fingertips automatically gripped the silver pendant around my neck where all my memories of her were locked away inside. "You realize I love Ali very much. I'm glad you both arrived here.  You’ve been wonderful to my sister. Better than I imagined. Besides, she has changed so much being with you.  I genuinely do support your marriage." 
  "Thank you, soon to be sister-in-law," Eric winked. "It would be great to call Ali a sister as well. Be one big happy family." 
  I threw a grape at him. "Not helping." 
  "She will come around someday," he explained.  "Just be patient for a while longer.  Ali has a lot going on right now, but I’m positive she recognizes you are one of the positive things in her life.  Believe me she hasn't had that in a long time, not with the history she has." 
  "She really just wants the guy who killed her father," I understood her motives by using Derex’s resources.  "Do you know who he is by any chance? Ali hardly said enough about it. And I've only had a glimpse of him in Ali's mind." 
  "As you might already realize, the scars on her body is from that day.  Her father was best friends with the wolf that killed him.  It's quite tragic really, the way she told me about it.  They were all friends of her mother.  Edon was his name.  The eldest descendant of the supreme alpha of all the packs.  Kind of like a prince, you would say.  A conflict emerged when Ali's mother chose General Alucard to conceive a child with. That enraged Edon since he was in-love with Alphard as well. He separated from his pack along with admirers who didn't want to follow the laws anymore, so he had his very own pack of vicious wolves to support his bitterness.  That's when it took place. When Alphard found out you can simply imagine the controversy. Her only child almost slain by her best friend.  Not to mention Edon was literally the child of the Dark Queen’s Hellhound.  That hound was Ali's teacher.  The very individual who trained her to be capable enough to challenge her son in a duel. I've learned over time he is a powerful adversary.  He can most likely kill her if they fight to the death.  Ali must feel ready now if she's seeking to find him." 
  "Perhaps, that's the reason the nightmares have become worse," I suggested. "She’s concerned about whether she’s capable of avenging her father." 
 "There's no doubt she fears him, Angelica," Eric responded. "Ali has engaged in countless foes but dealing with her past we all know it frightens her.  She will have to fight the wolf who defeated her father. I discovered he was a skilled warrior himself. General Alucard! Honored by his people by being the most agile with a sword since the original general led the tribe into victory in the troll wars.  Ali has to match up to his title and even more if she is to defeat Edon." 
  "I wonder if she will find peace by succeeding in her revenge," I sighed. "We both know revenge never truly erases the pain." 
  "Ali might come to her senses one day," he assured me. "I don't want to lose my best friend anytime soon over revenge. But all we can do is support her." 
  I picked up my chalice. "To Ali." Eric picked up his pint of ale and we toasted. "May she find happiness?" 
  "To her long-awaited happiness," he said while tapping the edge of my chalice. 
  "What do we have here?" Claudia interrupted before we could sip our drinks. "You two have been getting cozy over here. What did I miss?" 
  I laughed. "Nothing sister. We were just gossiping about you." 
  Claudia grasped my chin and kissed my cheek. "I love you sister; you’re such a good liar." She grinned and then kissed Eric on the lips before she sat back down next to him.  "I love you both. But sister you need to find a proper suitor, so you can stop cozying up to my fiancé." 
  Eric laughed. "You should focus more of your attention on me and let your sweet sister be." He laid his arm on her shoulder and held her close while whispering something in her ear.  She blushed bright red and kissed the back of his neck. His eyes turned to me and I mouthed, `thank you.' 
  Eric tried his best to distract my sister, so she could leave me alone.  That's why I considered him a nice addition to our family.  He cared about my happiness and me.  Sometimes, I thought he was too good for my sister, with her being so stuck up like most of the noble class. Then later, I despised after realizing there's more to life than just fancy attire and social events. Ali showed me what it's like to be myself.  In return, I will become more open with our relationship and not fear the consequences of loving a Dark Elf who is also the daughter of our sworn enemy, the Harpy. 
 
 CHAPTER 5 
 
 Ali 
 
 THREE YEARS EARLIER... 
    
 
TIME HAD PASSED SINCE LEAVING Sanctuary to pursue my eagerness for blood.  The Underworld differed from what I imagined, including vast greenery of woodlands with towering trees that stood as high as the sky.  The province was fertile with fields of blossoms and evergreen. I was in reverence while walking with six other fighters with the same passion to find and engage in battles. We were mercenaries looking for steady jobs in each village who'd provide us a chance to practice our skills. I craved formidable adversaries who could test me in a fight. 
  We crossed through long regions of deserts and through cold icy peaks.  The ruins of the north were the most magnificent sight at the crest of what was formerly the castle of the Ice king. He was a great white Dragon with diamond crystal scales who created chilling winds with its breathing, turning all into ice. The Dragon had a remarkable ability for creating enchanted metals that blacksmiths wanted to exploit by forging magical weapons. However, after the violent rise in the Demon population, the Dragon King abandoned the castle to reside in another realm. The fortress was left unoccupied after being invaded by hordes of uncontrollable Ghouls who destroyed practically everything centuries ago. 
  To the south was a treacherous place we didn't dare to venture. It was a land engulfed in fire, where volcanoes erupted spewing molten magma that formed a lake of flames, circulating around an obsidian castle. We discovered it was built with stone bridges to withstand the intensity to pass over into the palace. The mountain itself was ruled by a higher being that could wield the fire at will.  The heat alone sufficed to keep us away from the lord of fire and brimstone. 
  My companions were a rare bunch.  They were once warriors in the mundane world before their lives resulted in death. Leonidas, Achilles, Ethos, Romulus, Gabriel, and Eric had turned into my comrades and brothers in arms through my journey. 
  They showed up to the Underworld instead of reincarnating back into the third realm. In a sense, I figured out why. Things that are further compelling were in this world to encounter. Such as Dragons, Demons, Monsters, graceful maidens that had capabilities to produce wonders.  Something the mundane world lacked. Magic! 
  Out of all the members in our group, I associated the most with Eric. He was a Viking from the north were my mother and father came from.  He helped pillage coastal villages with his men and toured the high sea.   It took a moment for him to become used to being so far inland away from the ocean when he arrived in the Underworld with us. 
  Eric kept his hair buzzed and his face shaved, which differed from everyone else in our company who had facial hair to maintain a masculine image.  He was lean and thin unlike the others who were robust and tall. 
  He and I were the odd ones in the group.  Both small, but agile in battle.  I was quick on my feet and so was Eric.  I was the archer and Eric wielded an axe. We paired in the heat of battle against our foe when they were overwhelming.  He watched my rear while I shot our opponents from afar. My aim was always precise with every unlucky soul who received my arrowhead. 
  I trusted Eric the most in the group and we became best buddies.  Unlike the rest, I opened about my life to him. Shared my past and turmoil of what happened. He empathized with my rage, knowing I wanted to avenge my father someday.  It's a matter of being strong enough to defeat my opponent. 
  I learned Eric was the biggest charmer and loved to seduce beautiful women in the villages we visited.  The men would always find a place to drink the best wine and have the finest ladies except for Gabriel. He preferred beautiful, lean cut men. His beautiful long streams of golden blonde hair and deep blue eyes caught the eyes of men in the whorehouses.   Like Eric, he likes to sleep with the company of a warm body. Unfortunately, I didn't share the same urge to indulge in bodily pleasures like the men. While they had fun, I kept to myself, thinking and drinking wine. I took it upon myself to be away from their loud demeanor when they were drunk and indulging both men and women. The sounds alone were ear shattering since I was fortunate enough to have inherited a heightened sense of hearing. 
 Being away from the villages and forced to rest outdoors, they would gossip about their long nights of sex and go into the detail that forced me to leave the premises where I could no longer hear their conversations. Eric had always kept me company when I wanted to be away from the others. 
  We had made camp at the outskirts of a castle between large peaks. It appeared secluded from the outer wings of the Dark Forest.   However, the forest wasn't a safe place to venture at night. There were rumors of poor careless souls losing their minds as they wandered too deep into the thickness of the trees.  Anyone who dared to enter would become lost and never found again.  In the distance, I could see the stone path written in magical spells to protect travelers as they wandered through to prevent them from perishing. The embedded cobblestones gave protection from the forests and whatever awaited within the sinister silence; to gobble up anybody who'd dare to act reckless in its domain. 
  The castle was the citadel of the Demon society. We learned from other villages that Demon lords and the king lived within the castle known as Greyholt. It looked like a promising place from a distance.  They had a vast courtyard and a magnificent garden that stretched all the way to the edge of the Dark Forest. It appeared calm to glance at from the top of the cliff which overlooked the kingdom.  Eric and I sat at the peak viewing the soldier's outpost just below the summit.  We expected the kingdom to be more guarded, yet there was barely anyone on duty. 
  "Eric! Don’t you think it's a little too quiet for a kingdom harboring royals?" 
  "Maybe," he acknowledged. "I’ve never known a castle so unguarded in my days. They probably have something going on that's occupying their soldiers." 
  "It's beautiful though—the Demon Citadel," I declared while appreciating the view. 
  "So, Ali! Why haven't you indulged in someone?” He nudged my side. "Are you still a virgin? Is that it?" 
  I scolded him. "Ugh! Why would you ask me that?" 
  "I'm curious," he laughed. "You're such a beautiful Elven woman. Are you self-conscious about your scars? Is that it? I noticed you consistently keep your hood up when we are around others." 
  "I don't care about all that," I shrugged my shoulders. "My scar has nothing to do with it.  It's appalling to stare at, but I don't have such sentiments towards anyone." 
  "How can that be,” he urged. "There are so many lovely creatures out there. I can't refuse any of them." 
  "You would worship the island my family raised me on," I smirked. "My grandmother's kingdom has nothing but beautiful creatures.  The servants are all breathtaking. My mother is half Succubus, so I'm used to witnessing things by accident that appear in the shadows of the hallways.  The women are sexually open on the isle.  I somewhat just shunned away from it all and concentrated on training.  But I'm not a virgin." 
  "Really now," he seems astonished. "I thought all this time you were. 
  "No," I responded. "I'm just not open about it." 
  "Can you please share?" He nudged my arm again with his.  "Come on. Let me hear all about it." 
  "If I explain, will you demand nothing like this ever again?  These types of questions embarrass me." 
  "All right," Eric agreed. "I forgot Dark Elves are private creatures." 
  "Ok. Since my mother is half demon.  There was a probability I could inherit the traits of a Succubus.  The hunger.  The pheromones.  The skin change.  Since I'm only quarter demon, I needed to make certain I would not be a matured Succubus and have to survive off of sexual energy.  The reason it concerned me at the time was that my mother already had so many victims under her since the day she matured, so it worried me.  I had my best friend Phyla seduce me.  It seemed awkward at first since she is a lot older than I am by centuries and I was only eighteen. She was a lot more experienced in those type of things, already having many mates.  After feeling her lips kiss me that night, I eased into it. She held me in a way that just didn't make it feel so bad. I was so nervous at first. By the way, Phyla's good at kissing.  Her lips were soft like velvet and the feel of her hand caressing my skin—it was gentle.  She kissed my scars, making me feel comfortable being unclothed in front of her.  And you're right.  I'm actually self-conscious about my scars.  Just not with her at that time.  She knew my insecurities, and she took all the fear away when her lips kissed places that made my blood hot." I felt the heat in my face from blushing. "We locked to each other all night until the next morning. When I didn't become a mature Succubus after being with her in that way; I knew I would not be like my mother.  Phyla and I left it at that. Then, it was shortly after, I had to leave home. For a long time, I was sad about leaving her behind. I was attached to her and her to me whether it was a friend or lover." 
 "Thank the ninth heavens!" Eric chanted. "To think I assumed wrong. You had sex with your best friend! Does that mean I'm next?" He winked, joking around. 
  I punched him in the arm. "Not happening brother." I laughed until a tall blaze of fire erupted from the east end of the castle.   "What was that?" I stood up to the sound of screams, carrying with the wind. "Eric, what's going on?" The voices became louder with the soldiers yelling on the move. 
  "I don't know," he answered. "They might be under attack." 
  The screams continued to echo up the cliff, and more fire exploded throughout the castle.  Near the edge of the Dark Forest, a horde of Ghoul Demons scurried on all fours, charging towards the castle.  Increasingly exited the forest in large groups, attacking the soldiers in the fields. 
  "We need to help them." I ran to camp and grabbed my swords and strapped them on my back with my quiver of arrows.  Then, I rushed to grab my bow that was laid against the base of the tree and sprinted down the mountain as fast as my legs could run. 
  Eric screamed behind me to the men. "Follow her. The castle is under siege!" 
  It made no difference if I were fighting for money or saving people, the screams were enough to motivate me to run faster into the courtyard where soldiers struggled to fight off the Ghoul horde, invading the grounds. They had bald, burnt, bodies heavy enough to tackle their victims to the ground and ripped them apart in a ghastly instant. Their faces were twisted and disfigured with the fangs of a lion, ripping through the armor and flesh of the soldiers. 
  I unsheathed the ordinary Elven sword behind my back to fight the horde, attacking me from the side. Eric's axe flew passed, and the blade cracked into the skull of a Ghoul. It combusted to ashes into thin air in the moment of death. I had never fought off this many Ghouls since arriving in the Underworld.  They were easy to kill, and they didn't leave bodies behind to trip over in battle, so I could move through them as they turned to dust. 
  The blade of my sword sliced into them one by one as I twirled in a circle.  My Elven sword was so sharp it could cut through flesh like butter; even bone didn’t prove a challenge for my blade.  I could wield it with either one hand or both, it had a long handle suited for whatever fighting style I preferred. 
  Ghouls exploded into ashes around us in fives, between Eric and I, fighting back to back. His axe ramming them to their deaths, and my sword slicing through three bodies in one graceful swoop. 
  Leonidas slammed against them with his shield and thrusted the blade of his spear into them with Achilles as his partner to aid him.  Gabriel took out his fiery sword and set them ablaze around him.  Ethos and Romulus sent Ghouls flying by lifting them with their shields and spearing them in midair until their bodies turned to ashes, falling like dark snow over us. 
  The fight was getting too intense in other parts of the kingdom with the Ghouls stampeding in deathly packs and spreading in a way that seemed like they were on a search instead of killing all the soldiers in the courtyard.  They acted with a purpose unusual for such tactless entities. 
  After defeating most of the horde at the front gate, Eric and I moved to the west side of the castle where I saw the fire blaze from the cliffs. The bodies of soldiers laid injured all around us.  Others that could hold their swords still tried to fight off the Ghouls that had subdued them by the numbers. 
  In the corner of the castle, a group of guards huddled oddly that showed they were shielding someone. They struggled to fend off their heavy bodied foes, colliding against them to get through.  When I realized they needed help, I ran over, lunged my sword at the Ghouls, and slashed through as quickly as possible to aid them. 
 Eric helped the other soldiers trying to slay a massive group stampeding our way.  I grabbed three arrows and shot them all at once, each one striking down a Ghoul. The soldiers in the corner killed the rest by smashing into them. I noticed they were protecting a woman dressed in fine attire and shiny jewelry, holding her unconscious partner. It didn't seem like she was just any random Demon here in the citadel with how many guards were at her side. 
  She cried out, catching me in her gaze. "Please help my daughters." She pleaded. 
  I ran to her and the soldiers knocked into me not letting me get closer to her. "Where are your daughters?" 
  "By the south barracks. That way." she points with her eyes the direction I needed to go.  "They are held up inside. The whole area is swarmed with Ghouls right now.  I don't know how long they have before the barrier breaks, protecting them. Please save them.  I'll give you anything." 
  I didn't stay to listen to more of her fearful rants. My legs sprinted in the direction she pointed out without hesitation, leaving Eric behind with the other soldiers that needed his help to hold back the horde. I ran faster and faster, Eric yelling my name in the background. The Ghouls kept running in by the numbers and the soldiers tried to hold them off as they came from the east of the Dark Forest.  I cut through many, running to the barracks south of the castle. The herd grew larger the closer I was. 
  In the distance, they covered a wooden structure that glowed red along the solid planks, keeping them from breaking through.  I grabbed ahold of the grip of Valora that was strapped tight in its scabbard.  The essence of touching her sent chills up my arm as I pulled her out. 
  The energy of the sword was like static in my hand, sending electricity throughout my body.  We are now one. The sword glowed blue on the engravings and vibrated in my hand.  "Valora ...," I yelled. "Guide me to victory." The blade radiated a blue light as I attack the mass horde in the way of getting to the barrack. A shock wave burst from my sword and knocked over the Ghouls.  The power of the shockwave was so strong it stunned them long enough for me to slice into them. I danced to the resonance of the blade, slaying the enemy like a song playing in my head. My father's spirit flowing through me with the skill of our ancestors giving me strength with every cut. 
  I will not stop. Not until they are all dead. 
 
 CHAPTER 6 
 
 Angelica 
 
THE HORDES OF GHOUL SCREECHED outside the walls, making them crack with their bulky bodies colliding against the timber. Claudia strengthened the barriers within the foundation of the barrack to shelter us from the herd that banged and shoved to get in.  The ceiling was creaking with the weight of them scurrying on top and dust particles fell on the floor as I struggled to continue sending my magic into the floor that streamed through the boards up the walls to the roof. Claudia huffed, trying to focus on the limited magic she had left to keep us secure.  It was rapidly depleting our stamina, forcing us to accept our magic was not enough to keep the barriers up for much longer. 
  “Claudia, stay focused for a little longer!” I yelled since the energy was vanishing in the gleaming red lines. 
  “Forsake the ninth heavens, sister, I’m nearly at my end,” she panted. “There are too many of them... I don’t think I can carry on much longer.”  Sweat dripped from her face as she suffered to meet my gaze. “I’m sorry.” 
  “I’m sorry too,” I repeated. “This is absolutely awful. One second we were strolling together with mother and father, suddenly fires flared and all hell came out of nowhere ... I don’t know why this is happening now.” 
  “Ha,” Claudia blurted out. “We have our king to praise for this.” 
  “This is not the moment to shed blame, Claudia, we are at our limits here...  I wish we could see mother and father one last time.” I recalled their faces before the assault begun and we divided in the fires and the stampede of Ghouls.  “If only I foresaw this... I honestly thought we would be safe here.” 
  “There’s a war outside, sister.” She glanced at me with mournful eyes, practically in tears. “I never wanted this to happen either.  But I’m glad we get to be together in the end.” It became clear we might not celebrate our next birthday nor see our family again.  Claudia looked defeated and exhausted, and I knew she wanted to devote her last moments holding on to me as we did when we were children, when she had become anxious over silly things. Today it wasn’t silly for us to be kids again, terrified of what was about to occur. 
  “Claudia… Come here,” I told her finally giving up.  “I’ll hold the barrier up long enough.”  She snapped out of her focus and seated behind me. Her arms folded around me in a tense embrace; her chin rested on my shoulders, exhaling into my ear. I inhaled deep trying not to cry since it will soon be our end. 
  “I love you, Angelica,” she mumbled. “You can let go whenever you’re ready.” 
  The tears dripped from my eyes and down my cheek.  The strength drained out of me and the magic slowly disappeared along the floorboards and walls; the lines fading. It merely took a moment for the horde to realize the barrier was gone and they smashed harder. The barracks shook, and the roof began to cave in. 
  All of a sudden, a peculiar sound caught my attention outside the walls. It was the echo of a blade singing in the wind, which resonated heavenly in my ears until the floor vibrated below us. It was like a shock wave that expanded in through the barricades. 
  In a split second, the door crashed to the floor with Ghouls tumbling in along with a hooded figure, soaring over them with a sword that shone blue patterns on the blade. The sight of it was breathtaking as it cut through their bodies with ease unlike any weapon I’ve experienced before. Its wielder, moving like the wind itself, collided in front of us before the horde could swipe at me.  They charged vigorously, stretching out to claw Claudia. The warrior blocked them, using his own body to thrust them back. 
  Who is this warrior?  The attire was not from our region with hardly any armor. The figure was slim and curved as a woman.  Then it became unmistakable. It was undoubtedly a woman protecting us, swinging her weapon and blocking them from casting their grips on us. 
 Claudia pulled me backwards against the wall, holding me tighter, trying to keep me away from the Ghouls trying to claw at me.  If it weren’t for the hooded warrior and her sword, they would have dug their pointed nails into my flesh by now. She swung her sword at the sight of them, struggling to get close. She shoved back into us, preventing the hands from seeking to take ahold of Claudia and me once again. 
  In that fearless act, one Ghoul grabbed her exposed arm and scorched the surface of her skin.  She wavered in agony but kept her grasp on the sword as it pulsated in her hand. It generated a shock wave in the barracks, knocking back the Ghouls that charged in. 
  Suddenly, a horn blew outside, and the noise echoed across the land from the south.  The hordes raced outside the door in numbers, withdrawing to whoever summoned them.  The hooded warrior wasted no time cutting down the bodies, lying unconscious in the room. 
  She moved swiftly as if she was dancing with the sword, and ashes exploded in the air as Claudia and I watched her fight. Her hood lifted slightly, and I caught a glimpse of the scar along her pale face. The moment she turned to look at me, I realized her eyes were golden hazel. She stared straight into my eyes where I could feel the intensity in my chest as my heart skipped a beat at how valiant she looked. However, she appeared to be struggling to breathe. The warrior panted with exhaustion until I realized the poison had finally seeped into her skin. 
  The Ghoul that burned her arm, the poison had taken effect with the symptom of paralyses, making her collapse to her knees.  I rushed to her before she laid out on the floor.  Her head fell on my lap as I caught her.  She was lean and firm as a soldier, yet she seemed frail in my arms. 
  “Claudia!” I yelled for my sister. “The poison is spreading. Quick!” The girl’s arm turned black as it quickly infected her body. 
  Claudia knelt down next to us and held the warrior’s arm in her hands.  “Come on, warrior.  You need to stay with us,” she said to the girl as her life faded on my lap. Claudia closed her eyes and focused on sending black healing energy to push out the poison from the girl’s skin.  In doing so, a black mist formed over her arm, dissipating in the air.  “Almost there.  Just a little more for me.” The girl’s eyes rolled back until she passed out in shock. 
  “Claudia—is she all right now?” I asked in fear, trembling from the trauma of watching the girl fight the horde with no help. 
  “She will live.” Claudia lifted her hood where we saw the scars on her face.  Her skin covered in ash and sweat from the residue of Ghouls. “The claws of a Werewolf made these scars.” She caressed her face.  “What a curious one she is.”  The girl’s eyes opened to the sight of us.  “You will be fine soon.” My sister comforted her by stroking her cheek. Their eyes met, and it was the first time I’ve seen Claudia show such compassion for someone. 
  “Thank you,” I said right away to the wounded warrior, feeling relieved that she was still alive. “Thank the ninth heavens.” My words were soft as a whisper when the tears dripped from my eyes.  At the sight of me, she reached out her hand, to touch my face before falling back to sleep. 
  A man was yelling frantically outside before he barged in. “Ali.” He yelled her name.  When his dark eyes fell upon the girl on the floor, he shoved Claudia aside to look at her.  His face read he was close to this girl. He lifted her unconscious body into his arms and didn’t hesitate to carry her outside, away from us like he trusted no one with her. I heard another unfamiliar voice yell in the distance. 
  “Eric!” A golden hair warrior called out to him as he carried the hooded warrior named Ali. “Is she alive?” He didn’t let go of her and a group of men, not recognized among the kingdom, crowded around her in concern. I knew they were trying to see if she was ok as they fussed about not knowing what to do. They must be her comrades, to be so involved with her. 
 “I can feel her breathing, Gabriel,” Eric responded. “She’s alive.... Thank the ninth heavens.” 
  I rushed out after him. “Excuse me,” I hollered. “She needs to see the healer.  The poison of a Ghoul can exhaust the body if she’s not treated properly.” Eric looked at her arm where the Ghoul had touched it. “Please—she saved me and my sister’s life.  Follow me to the healer if you want to see her well again.” 
  The strange group of men nudged and ordered him to go. He nodded and then followed us into the castle.  I brought them to our family’s private healer in the western corridors.  “Agnes,” I summoned her.  She was in the atrium collecting items to aid the soldiers injured outside. 
  “Milady,” She recognized me right away. 
  “Please, Agnes.  She has suffered the touch of the Ghoul.” 
  Eric laid Ali’s body on the table in the center of the atrium, while Agnus quickly gathered potions and herbs.  She mixed them together and lathered it on Ali’s arm.  The smell of the concoction alone made me gag in disgust. 
  “She needs rest,” Agnes said. “Her life energy is low.” Claudia handed Agnus the sword. “My-my, what is this?” 
  “That’s Ali’s sword,” Eric responded the moment he saw it. 
  Agnes removed Ali’s hood, exposing her Elven ears. “Oh, my word.  A Dark Elf this one.” She held the sword near her unconscious body and the blade shimmered, making a ringing sound. “The sword responds to its master.  This is a magical weapon,” she handed me the sword. “This girl used her life energy to wield its power.” 
  I held the blade against my forehead, feeling the energy surge in the enchanted metal.  “I’ve never felt such power before.  Where did she acquire such a thing?” 
  Eric approached me. “Please be careful with that. That’s the only thing she has left of her father.” 
  “Then her father was the general to the Dark Elf army I see,” Agnes interrupted. “It’s only obvious she didn’t steal it. That sword was forged here in the Underworld many millennia ago, long before the Demon wars. I recognize the metal from the frost dragons from the freezing northern mountains.” She tapped the blade with a tiny dagger already set on the table. “The blade sings the name Valora. Only given to worthy warriors. She must be brave to gain acceptance of this blade.  The sword is only loyal to this master till the end of her life.” 
  “I owe this Dark Elf my life,” I said in worry while touching Ali’s scars. The feel of the old wound against my fingertips was warm, and I sensed the magic pulse through her veins.  She has magic in her blood. “Make sure she is well again for me to thank her.” I laid the sword next to her where it belonged. By its noble master. “Are you her comrade?” I asked, turning to Eric. 
  “Yes, milady,” he answered. “And her friend.” 
  I bowed my head. “Thank you for all your help in aiding the castle.” 
  “The king will surely reward you and the Dark Elf for your efforts,” Claudia blurted out as she looked at Ali. “Her ears are smaller than a Dark Elf’s, don’t you think.” 
  “That’s because she’s only half,” Agnes pointed out. “Her skin is not as pale either.  I sense the mild essence of a Demon in her as well.” 
  “So, she belongs here,” Claudia stated. “What an intriguing mix.” She kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you, young one,” she whispered. “You will feel better soon.” 
  Then our mother strolled in frantically. “Claudia! Angelica.” She embraced me first then Claudia. “Thank the ninth heavens you both are alive. I feared the worst when you were not found.” She paused, trying to take a breath.  “I thought we were all dead until these seven warriors aided us in battle.”  My mother saw Ali on the table.  “That girl.” She drifted over to her to get a closer look.  “I pleaded to this young girl for help.” 
 “The warrior found us just-in-time mother,” I spoke about Ali’s efforts. “She fought off the horde on her own at the barracks. She even shielded us from the hands of the Ghouls, but not without sustaining injuries herself.” 
  “What a brave one.” My mother touched the Elven sword.  “She’s a Dark Elf!” 
  “Only half,” Agnes blurted out to correct her. 
  “Is there something wrong with her being a Dark Elf?” Eric asked in concern since everyone seemed focused on her race. 
  “We haven’t had a Dark Elf near our kingdom since the Demon Wars,” I finally answered. “She’s the first Dark Elf we’ve seen in a few centuries.” 
  “I apologize if we sound rude,” my mother composed herself. “It’s just fascinating to see one after so long. I’m sure it will please the king to know the warrior who saved my daughters is a Dark Elf.” 
  “Only half,” Agnes corrected. 
  “Yes Agnes, thank you,” my mother replied in annoyance. “When she awakes Angelica, let me know. We still have many casualties. And I need to meet with the council to figure out who invoked an act of war against this empire.” 
  “Please be careful, mother,” Claudia spoke in worry. Our mother nodded her head and exited the atrium. 
  “Eric you should find your comrades,” I suggested. “Try to rest. I’ll take care of Ali.” 
  “I don’t know if I should leave her,” he hesitated. 
  “She will be fine with us,” I assured him.  “She might be asleep for a while.  Her energy needs to regenerate.” 
  He bowed his head “Thank you.” Then he left to find the other men I saw back in the courtyard. 
  “Are you sure it was ok for him to leave?” Claudia asked, not being serious. “What if she wakes up delirious and waves that sword around?” 
  “Not the best way to joke about our savior, Claudia,” I sighed, while sitting in the chair next to Ali. “That was amazing what she did.  She had no fear in her eyes.” 
  “That sword is quite powerful,” Claudia stated. 
  “A sword is only good as its wielder,” I retorted. “She must have understood the consequences of activating the power of a magical weapon.” 
  “The situation was dire.” Claudia leaned against the wall. “Why not use the sword?” 
  “Her body doesn’t look like it's strong enough to handle large strains of magic,” I concluded. “Only being half Dark Elf, she can’t regenerate her life force quick as a full-blooded Elf.  Agnes said she’s part Demon, but what is she really?” 
  “Oh, sister you bore me with your questions.” Claudia rolled her eyes. “We just survived an attack and you're this curious.” 
  “I know you’re angry about what happened today. It has all of us on edge.” 
  “What does it matter about this girl if she’s part Demon and Elven? Once she’s well, I’m sure her and her band of mercenaries will leave as fast as they arrived. Until then, I have to support our mother in this matter.  The king will answer for this.”  My sister became agitated and left the atrium.  Everyone had left, and I was finally alone with Ali. 
  She doesn’t look dangerous. Her face relaxed and at peace while asleep.  The scar on her face didn’t seem revolting.  It actually made her appear more mysterious since it was from a Werewolf. What has this young girl seen in her lifetime?  She’s definitely not an immortal, so her aura looked like someone that’s still fresh in the world. 
  When she awakes, I’ll make sure she's safe. Ali… 
 
 CHAPTER 7 
 
 Ali 
 
IN THE DARKNESS I FALL, in the dark I shall stay.  The words chanted in whispers in the night's silence. The sea reflected the full moon above in the starlit sky.  I was back on the shore of Sanctuary, squatting in the sand of my family’s home. The waves plunge against the rocks of the stone arch that showed the way to my grandmother’s cliff-side castle. Even the air smelled like the salt from the sea just as I recalled before taking off on my crusade. 
  How am I here? Wasn’t I in battle not too long ago?  I inhaled in deeply.  It’s so calm here like a dream I’ve missed for so long. 
  In the darkness I fall, 
  In the dark I shall stay, 
  My heart knows nothing more than the silence that awaits. 
  I wonder if this is how it was after death.  No further suffering. My grief had faded.  Can I just be here longer before fleeing back to the existence of the Underworld? 
  The dream soon concluded with my eyes opening to a faint candlelight. The moon gleamed through the glass of the window ceiling that appeared to be a spiral-shaped dome. It stank of soil and wilted flowers with jars and plants around the den. 
  Next to me was the youthful lady I aided in the garrisons. I noticed her black coiled hair. Her eyes dark as the midnight, and mysterious as I recall her mourning over me before entering the blackness. Her face presented an expression of relief when my eyesight became focused once again.  Is she glad to see me awake? She flicked back her hair before picking up my hand into hers, which was like silk against my dry skin.  Come to think of it, she doesn’t look like a lower-class Demon. Her clean image and smooth skin appeared to be someone of royalty.  The sense of her touch soothed the shock, overwhelming my body like a wave that smacked me into the rocks. This time, using Valora had collected too much of an offering for her services.  However, the battle was now over, I nevertheless had the charge of the fight in my veins, pulsing with impatience. 
  Valora was near my arm where it glimmered to my desires. My heart raced to the sensation of the sword, vibrating next to me. She was just as restless to be in use once again. 
  “How do you feel?” the woman pleaded with concern on her face. “You’ve been asleep for most of the evening.” 
  “Where am I?” I asked faintly in confusion. 
  “This is the castle atrium,” she explained. “Our healer treated your wounds.  A Ghoul poisoned you.” 
  “Poisoned,” I sought, not figuring out what she meant. 
  “You’re apparently not familiar with the touch of a Ghoul. The burn on your arm is from when it grabbed you… It discharged a toxin into your skin,” she clarified.  “Not treated quickly enough it spreads fast, infecting the body, until death.  It causes your skin to turn black. That’s how you identify that the poison has seeped in.” 
  “It was painful,” I exclaimed, reliving the pain. “Are you and the other girl ok?” 
  “Yes… my sister Claudia is well,” she said, which gave me peace of mind. 
  “I’m glad,” I exhaled in content. “I didn’t think I could keep them back.” 
  “I’m sorry you fought them on your own,” she apologized with sorrowful eyes. “Claudia and I…” 
  “I’m sure it was hard to keep the barrier up,” I interrupted, acknowledging her guilt. “You and your sister must have felt exhausted. When I sensed the energy fade in the barrier I knew I had to do anything possible to help you. To be honest, I remember little about what happened.  I get into a blood haze sometimes during battle and forget things.” 
  The young woman giggled and her face as radiant as the sun while grinning.  She was more lovely than any of the women I’ve seen in my lifetime; other than that lady, she called her sister. 
 “You were incredible,” she added. “I think no one has defended me and my sister with such diligence before. We are both so intimidating to the others—so, we rarely receive much help to begin with.” 
  “Everybody needs help once in a while,” I replied. 
  “I think you kind of impressed my sister. She didn’t hesitate to help extract the poison from your arm. I assume she was just as stunned as I was when you gave out after everything. I’ve never seen her act like that before, willing to aid someone.  You must have made a sincere impact on her, shielding us.” 
  “So, you two saved my life,” I said. “Thank you.” 
  “I’m the one who should be thanking you, silly.” She leaned over and kissed my forehead.  “You were brave.  I’m sorry you used up a lot of your life-force in activating the magical sword.” I spotted her referring to Valora. “You must not use it often because of the cost.” 
  “You caught that, didn’t you?” I answered.  “You’re perceptive.” 
  “I study the dark arts,” she revealed. “All magical items require payment. Whether it’s life-force or blood. Otherwise, it will not serve without a sacrifice.” 
  “I know—I can’t use it often,” I confessed. “I just use it when it’s needed most. I have to admit the power of the sword is a blessing and a curse. I don’t think I’ll ever be strong enough to wield her. But I’m glad I could protect you and your sister as long as I did.” 
  “You’re stronger than you think.” The woman had a straight face, looking at me with an intense stare that made me quiver to the bone.  Why was she looking at me like I’m some gem? My heart pumped harder as the blood rushed to my head until the tip of my ears felt like they were burning.  Was this the feeling men succumb to when they’re mesmerized by a beautiful creature?  She grazed her hand over the scar on my face and traced her finger down my neck. I held my breath as my heartbeat uncontrollably fast. 
  Then Eric and the rest of my brothers stomped in loudly, making a ruckus like they usually do. “Ali!” Eric rushed over to me and gave me a bear hug, crushing my back.  The rest hurried over, standing around me, pushing the woman back from the table and blocked her from seeing me. 
  “Well done Alucard,” Achilles had his fist over his heart. His dirty blonde hair had chunks of ash that made it look gray.  The thick leather chest gear he wore had large gashes from the claws of the Ghouls he fought off.  “You fought like a true warrior today and not like a mercenary. We are all heroes now because of you.” 
  “Eric told us you raced off to save the council members daughters,” Gabriel stated. His fair skin covered in dirt, making his blue eyes glow unnaturally. 
  “What daughters?” I asked in confusion. My memory was still hazy from Valora absorbing too much of my energy. 
  “Oh, the Demon council is honoring us for our help,” Ethos announced. 
  “That councilwoman you helped mentioned your bravery, and that you fought off an entire horde of Ghoul to save her precious daughters,” Romulus recited from what gossip he heard in the corridors. 
  “Valora really shined today in battle.” Eric gripped the handle of the sword tightly in my hand. “The soul of a Dark Elf has led us into victory today, Ali.  Your father would be proud.” At his kind words, my eyes watered, thinking of my father and the way he made an impact to his people with his valor and strength. Even the best warriors couldn’t live up to his name. How can I live up to his name? A name that is only half of the warrior he was. 
  “Ali—the king wants to hold a ceremony tomorrow in our honor,” Leonidas mentioned changing the subject, realizing the sadness that swept over me.  “He wants to see the Dark Elf that has returned to this land.” 
 “Yes... the council members were talking about it all day. Your race hasn’t set foot here in centuries,” Eric answered. 
  I noticed through the open space of the men, the dark-haired woman who kindly helped me with such care, exited the room, not saying a word.  At the sight of her leaving, sadness fell in my heart when she disappeared from my sight.  I didn’t know her name, only that she was the daughter of a council member and that she was considerate enough to stay by my side, and never left me alone. 
  “Eric, did you catch the name of the daughters?” I suddenly asked over the other men talking. 
  “I remember them calling each other Claudia and Angelica,” Eric answered having to think about it for a moment. “The one that stayed with you all this time was Angelica.  She actually insisted on bringing you to the healer. Seemed like she’s a nice caring girl, but I wouldn’t trust a Demon lord either way.  They are beautiful though. Especially Claudia, the older sister.  Gorgeous body.” 
  I nodded my head. “Ugh, I need rest from you all.”  All the men laughed. 
  “That’s our Alucard,” said Gabriel. “The same as always.” 
  “That’s why we are your brothers.” Eric touched my shoulder.  “We are now and forever family in this world.” All the men placed their hand on my shoulders, being serious about his words.  “You are one of us. We are the seven. None shall harm you sister. We will be there to give them hell.” 
  My family of brothers were the craziest of them all, but I believed their words. No matter what, they will follow me to the end.  I never knew such loyalty existed in this world until I found them. 
  Rumors spread about us throughout the kingdom within a single night. We became known as the Seven Warriors and not the mercenaries they once judged us. The men stayed with me drinking ale and wine, given to us by the servants. 
  It made me happy to see myself a part of a family that wanted nothing from me, but my skills in war. With them, I didn’t have a destiny to hold me back from my true desires. I wanted to become strong enough to face anything, willing to oppose me. 
  Through the night, I thought about Angelica. She didn’t stop by to see me for the entire time.  I wonder if she was uncomfortable seeing me with my men.  They are a barbaric bunch, but they mean well.  They sang old songs from when they were alive in the third realm that echoed in the space. 
  After a while, Ethos and Romulus passed out in the corner, holding their shields over their chest like a blanket from the draft that came in through the windows. Eric sat with Leonidas and Achilles, talking about what happened today in soft tones, so the rest of us could sleep. Their voices were clear about, treading carefully while being around so many Demons.  They didn’t trust them too much, which it was understandable since their past is bloody and full of disaster. However, I didn’t see that in the women who took care of me. 
  When I thought about Claudia, I realized I hadn’t seen her either. I wanted to thank her for removing the poison from my arm. Although, it doesn’t seem like either of the sisters would visit me tonight. 
  It was strange what happened in the barracks when Claudia met my gaze.  Something about her dark eyes drew in my soul to connect with hers, but it didn’t stay connected. It was like a burning flame that pushed me back.  Amphis mentioned a similar feeling when she talked about what happened between her and my mother.  Their souls aligned without a drawback, because they were both emotionally connected with one heart.  They loved each other before they fell in love, which was complicated to understand. However, when I ponder on it, Claudia might actually be my twin. When it became clear, I knew I had the worst luck possible since I didn’t want to dive into the same mess that ruined my mother. Having a full connection with a twin, meant sharing feelings and the same physical sensations, sometimes thoughts when fully embraced.  It scared me more than death. Death was easier to handle than love.  The battlefield was my place of solace and escape from my past. 
 Then the image of my father entered my thoughts.  His face saddened, looking straight at me with Valora as if he didn’t like my decisions. The sword is a blessing and a curse.  The curse is every time I use Valora; my father’s energy locked in the blade would seep into my mind. Rekindling the memories of him, reminding me that what I love the most—is gone. Tears ran down my face and the sadness filled my heart. 
  I cannot sleep tonight. The nightmares alone will haunt me if my eyes stayed shut.  I sneaked out of the atrium where the men passed out on the floor, snoring loudly.  The dark corridors reminded me of home with the tall ceilings and long hallways. I found Guards positioned all throughout the castle, so it was difficult to leave without their eyes following me.  I ran near a window left open, down the hall, and I jumped out, landing in the grass. 
  The guards had switched locations every minute as I watched in the shadows. I noticed a gate that led into the huge garden I saw from the top of the cliff earlier.  The grass glowed, and the trees filled with Fairies, twinkling like fireflies. Colors of the rainbow lit the garden as I made my way down a cobblestone path.  It reminded me of the forest in Sanctuary when I visited the Pixies and Fairies.  The night graced with song and colors that gave me joy.  I wanted to be free from pain when I was in the presence of Fae. The soothing happiness when the nymphs sang to the river shined a heavenly light on the dark world of blood and angels. 
  My mother, the darkest angel of them all, left behind no hope to have the love I desired from her after losing my father. Only Amphis showed me what kindness was and what it meant to love with the heart.  The only nice thing my mother ever did for me was to give me the choice her mother never gave.  The free will to become a Harpy.  She gave me the option, and I fled without looking back. My friends and family I had to leave them behind, because of how much I despised what my mother had become.   I will never truly become her daughter, the heir to the dark throne. 
 
 CHAPTER 8 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
    
 
TODAY’S CONFLICT WEIGHED HEAVILY ON MY MIND as the blood moon rose high in the dark sky.  There was no way I could sleep with my thoughts racing to every vivid detail of the attack.  Next to me in bed, Claudia slept peacefully, not wanting to be alone for the evening.  She was scared just as I was about nearly losing our lives to the Ghouls. We came too close to being ripped apart this time by the mistakes of this empire.  The king was losing his control over the other Demons who desperately want to break free from the laws that prevented them from causing disasters again.  We most likely need a new ruler, but Armenia will take the throne after Balthazar. Bringing more chaos into the Underworld just like her father who refused to understand that more changes needed to happen by a stronger ruler. 
  My sister believed in the old world, because it didn’t oppress the Demon lords nor prevent them from using their full power over humanity.  I believe in a new world above all this. A world where we didn’t have to enslave or destroy to become a higher race.  I just want our kind to receive respect by all the realms and not judged as these loathly creatures that roam the night, bringing harm to all.   Our ways needed to change once again to find peace among the other races and the nine realms. However, we could all perish before that ever happens if these attacks keep happening unannounced. The Ghouls are such terrible creatures made by the old world; even I wished someone erased them from existence, since the Sataneo family lost control over them. 
  During my worries, Ali still lingered on my mind even in the dead of night.  I didn’t know how to approach her again, after experiencing the late trauma, overwhelming my sanity. My hands trembled from the thought of death. I realized she was so gallant today that just imagining her knocking down the door gave me butterflies.  It was like a dark knight rescued the damsels in distress as in fairytales.  The look in her eyes made me wonder if she’s the type to be insecure about her abilities.  When she mentioned strength and not being strong enough, it made me think she’s suffers from a lot of inner turmoil. Such emotions are delicious to a creature like me. She even smelled tasty, when I sat so close to her in the atrium. 
  I should have visited her again, but now it’s too late. She might be asleep with the rest of her comrades who were drinking throughout the evening. The servants said they were loud like a bunch of oafs, singing without regard or respect of the dead today.  They must have a different perspective on honoring the dead, being mercenaries.   She needs to recover from her injuries.  I hope they don’t disturb her all night with their celebrations. 
  Since I couldn’t sleep, I figured I might as well take a walk in the gardens.  The peaceful colors of the Fairies always relaxes me after a long, stressful day.  My muscles were too awake to lay next to my sister who moaned from her dreams.  I kissed her cheek and covered her with the thick blanket.  Claudia is so precious when she’s asleep, just not when she’s awake and being arrogant with the other lords. 
  I left the chambers in a long clean black nightgown with a black shawl around my shoulders to keep me warm from the chilling breeze that blew down the corridors.  It was dark and silent as I made my way outside. The night was cool while exiting the castle and I strolled passed the guards in the courtyard who were wide-awake, and more aware than usual.  They nodded their heads as I kept walking towards the iron gates of the garden.  The cobblestone path was slipperier than usual as if it drizzled earlier; creating a mist of steam that rose up from the ground. 
 Something seemed off when I walked further into the rose garden, far beyond the entrance. I heard sniffling like there was someone other than me here.  The sound was coming from near the old oak tree in the center of the flower garden. 
  It was too dark for me to see whom it was, so I crept silently while listening close to the sound of a girl’s cry. My hand touched the base of the tree, feeling the gritty bark as I braced myself, leaning to the side to see a hooded figure, sitting on the ground with her back against the trunk.  It was Ali with tears streaming down her face. What was she doing here? 
  “Ali.” My voice startled her, where she slid away from the tree and stood fast to her feet. “Calm yourself.  It’s just me.” I stepped out to be more visible. Tears swelled her eyes and cheeks flushed red.  “Why are you crying?” She looked at me in silence. 
  Suddenly, she began to breathe uneasy and had trouble taking a breath.  I pulled her by the arm and sat with her on the ground.  Her body trembled as she fought my grip and gasped, trying to take in the air. I held her close to my chest where I sensed the stress on her heart.  It thumped erratically from whatever anxiety she was under.  The more she held her cries the more trouble she had breathing. 
  “Cry as much as you need,” I said in a comforting tone. “It’s just me and you here.” 
  Her body quivered and tightened until she let herself go, giving into my arms.  The wetness of her tears dripped down my skin as she sobbed profusely.  I said no more and just let her release all the stress through her emotional sobs.  I held her as tight as I could, rocking her back and forth like I would a child. She was suffering so much that I never realized, how vulnerable she really was, even though Dark Elves are strong-willed against raging emotions.  She differed from what I heard about. Maybe she’s more Demon than what Agnes claimed her to be. 
  “Ali—I’m sorry you’re in pain,” I said while having her head on my chest.  “If you so desire, I can do something that can comfort you right now.” She nodded her head under my chin.  “Please keep still, it might sting a little.” I unbuttoned the hood, attached to her shoulder strap and removed it.  I exposed the back of her neck, and the skin was clean looking to feed on.  My lips grazed the surface, tasting the essence of her soul.  I sensed a black energy within her that was giving her anxiety.  My top incisor grew longer as I pierced the skin on the back of her neck and tasted the blood in my mouth.  She was sweet as a ripe strawberry.  The purity of her energy was delicious unlike any I’ve ever tasted.  I sucked out the black energy with one slurp that tastes like bitter dark chocolate flowing into my body. 
  The memories of an Elven man that died flashed before my eyes. I could see it like it was my memory; so vivid and painful.  I saw the wolves that gave Ali her scars; and that red-haired man whose grin engraved itself in my mind as he enjoyed the kill. 
  At the sight of it all, I couldn’t help but shed a tear for a girl who had endured so much. She slid down my arms and fell asleep on my lap. Her body relaxed to her lungs breathing normally again and her heart had slowed and become a steady beat.   She had finally stopped crying with her face at peace, but still flushed red.  Her ears were even bright red as the blood on my lips.  My fingers grazed the tip of her pointed ear and she made a slight moan. 
  “A sensitive spot I see,” I whispered, having a smile after hearing her cute, childlike voice. I licked my lips. The leftover taste in my mouth was familiar.  Like a Succubus with the exotic pheromone, laced in her skin.  “Half Dark Elf and a sex Demon.  My sister was right—that’s an intriguing mix.” 
 Ali woke up to my voice. “What’s intriguing?” She sat up in a haze. “What did you do to me?” 
  “Nothing much—I just swallowed the energy that was making you sad,” I answered. “It’s only a temporary relief for right now. All the emotional pain will grow back, eventually. So, I hope you feel better than before.” 
  “I do, actually,” she touched the back of her neck. “Thank you.” 
  “Sorry,” I apologized. “I’m an energy vampire, so I tried to be gentle since I do bite.” 
  “That sounded too sexual,” she laid back on the grass. “I feel great right now though.” 
  “Sorry for that too. I discharge a venom that gives my victims a momentary bliss while I feed.” 
  Ali glanced at me. “You remind me of someone.” 
  “Really—anyone as beautiful as me?” I asked, joking around. 
  “She’s beautiful,” she returned with honesty as her eyes side-glanced me. 
  “Oh, how do she and I compare then?” I gave her a devious look this kingdom has known me for, flirting intensely by laying on my side next to her, grazing her neck with my fingertips.  I wanted to play with her some more like this, since the horrible day seemed to disappear within her soft toned voice. 
  “She has a gift that gives a similar euphoria as you do. It has an aftereffect that causes people to be quite tranquil,” she answered, setting her gaze upon the flowers in the dark, as if she was wandering off into a memory. 
  “Oh...So this isn’t your first time,” I urged. “… Experiencing ecstasy from a charming creature.” 
  “I’m afraid not.” She pointed to her scars.  “She’s a water healer.  It wasn’t the best of times back then, but she healed me after being saved from a pack of Werewolves. They attacked my father and I in the cold northern mountains. She wanted to heal the marks fully to make them disappear, but I begged her as a child to leave me with the scars.” 
  “Why?” I was curious about her story since the visions still played in my mind about the wolves and the pain of their claws. 
  “The marks on me—I wanted them there. They were deep at first, but not too bad.  My body matured well with training over the years, so they now look less revolting. The marks help me survive, knowing I was once a defenseless child. I’m stronger now than I was back then.” 
  My attitude quickly changed from playful to serious. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that.  I hope you forgive me for this.  Sometimes when I feed off a specific energy in someone’s body, I can see the source behind it. You suffered from a lot of emotional trauma from your father’s death.  I saw flashes of your memory for a moment while feeding.” 
  She glared at me with stern eyes. “Well, it can’t be helped, I guess. You helped me twice already. Just don’t pry anymore unless I give you permission to do so. Do we have a deal?” 
  “Deal...You seem very relaxed now,” I giggled. “I appreciate you accepting me so well especially since now you know I’m a Demon lord. It’s rarely I have casual conversations like this unless it’s with Claudia.” Her eyes appeared confused by my words.  “You probably know little about the Demon Empire. Therefore, I might as well tell you before anything else happens tomorrow. I don’t want you to feel discouraged, because I owe you my life.  Dark Elves and Demons stopped associating with each other a long time ago because of our old ways. We enslaved Fae and did awful things during our expansion in the Underworld.  Some things still cannot be forgotten.  All Elves have a grudge against us.   Many actually stopped associating themselves with the Demon race entirely.  In return, we became prideful creatures under a refined hierarchy. We actually don’t consort with lower beings, because of the amount of influence and control we have over the Demon population.  Demons like Claudia and I... would be looked down upon if we befriend or love someone of non-equal level to our status here.  Therefore, I don’t want it to surprise you if the other lords treat you poorly.  It wouldn’t matter if you save the entire kingdom, they’ll still just see you as someone below them.” I suddenly see the disappointment on her face. “Don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy this right now; and I don’t want you to think differently after hearing this and knowing I’m an energy Vampire.  I’m glad you’re not bothered by me biting you and taking your energy.” 
 “My mother is half Demon,” she answered.  “Being around her and her habits for so long there’s nothing that bothers me about you. At least you didn’t try to kill me. As for the hierarchy and how I might be treated, it doesn’t bother me.  Lord, royal or average, you all have no comparison to how my mother is and how many she has killed based on her privileges.” 
  “I don’t kill my victims,” I said to break the assumption she was brewing. “I’ve killed no one for my needs.  Only on the battlefield or to protect myself. Never while feeding. Does your mother kill all her victims?” 
  “Kill is not a good enough word—more like a massacre,” she answered with anger in her tone. “She had drained an entire village in one night before she conceived me. It’s a hunt with no satisfaction when she goes out to feed. I know what she does to her victims.  She takes lives even when she is not hungry. You...I will be honest. After everything that happened today, you are actually a relief compared to what I’m used to. The kindness you have shown me tonight is precious to me.  Thank you.  I’m sure you will not be like this tomorrow if you need to keep up appearances. It’s just a relief to find out not all Demons are like my mother.  And they can be as caring as you.” 
  “Who is your mother?” The thought was revolting by the heartless Demon her mother seemed to be. “Do we know her?” 
  “I’m afraid not,” she answered. “My mother doesn’t live in the Underworld.” 
  “She doesn’t come here?” 
  “Not at all,” Ali had a look in her eyes that said the questions bothered her. “You would know if she was here.” She answered vaguely in a way as if her mother might be someone well-known. Although, I didn’t want to get any further into it. 
  From the corner of my eyes, a blue glow radiated from the roses in the garden.  The glittering sparkles took shape around us and floated upward.  Ali’s eyes widened at the sight of the blue sparkles forming into butterflies, fluttering their wings.  They flew around us, sprinkling diamond dust on the petals of the flowers, and up into the night sky. 
  “Moon Butterflies,” I uttered. 
  “Beautiful!” Ali watched them fly away like moving stars across the land, spreading in all directions. 
  “I forgot they are in season.” I stated. “They only come out every three years to roam the Underworld and bless the coming future with good fortune.” I glanced at her as her eyes found mine once again. “You are here in good time. Not everyone gets to witness such a sight.” The blue lights dimmed, and it was dark once again in the garden where only the moonlight allowed us to continue to see each other’s face and her golden eyes that shimmered before me. 
  In the end of the event, Ali stood to her feet and reached out her hand. “Well milady, it’s too late in the evening to be out here on your own.  Let me escort you back safely.” 
  I gripped her hand as she helped me up. “Why thank you honorable warrior.” I kissed her cheek where she blushed.  “Please do take care of me well.”  She extended her arm, and I intertwined it with mine as we made our way back to the castle. 
  The night air was different now with Ali walking back with me. It was more refreshing with the breeze brushing through my long hair. She appeared less depressed and wore a crooked smile, glimpsing at me here and there.  I would see from the corner of my eye, her glancing at me when she thought I wasn’t looking.  She never once tried to look anywhere else but at my eyes.  To think this might be our last time together this close.  She would eventually leave our kingdom and most likely forget about me. Didn’t seem like the mercenaries she traveled with would stay in one place for too long.  I wonder if she would stay if I asked her to.  We have only just met, but it seemed like I’ve known her forever.  This comforting calmness around her, it’s something I haven’t experienced before.  Even the sound of her voice makes me happy.  Will this be farewell, Ali? 
 We stopped near the front gate of the garden. She took my hand and kissed the palm. “Milady.  This is where we part ways.” 
  “It seems so,” I answered not wanting the night to end. “I hope you find peace in your dreams tonight. If you need anything, come and find me.” 
  “I’ll be fine, milady—thank you for the offer,” she said. “I don’t want to trouble you much anymore.  After the ceremony tomorrow, I would like to see you again.  If you don’t mind?” 
  “Of course, my savior.” I curtseyed. “It would be an honor.” I readjusted her hood and tugged it over her head.  “Good luck sneaking back in.” 
  “Not even a challenge,” she answered with pride to her stealth skills. 
  “I forgot Dark Elves are quiet on their feet,” I said sarcastically. “Just don’t fall scaling the side of the castle.” 
  “Yes, milady,” She bowed her head.  “I’ll try not to break a bone.” 
  “You better be in one piece tomorrow,” I snickered. “Get going.” 
  Ali met my gaze one last time then disappeared in the shadows before the guards could spot her.  What made it interesting, watching her, was that our defenses were poor if she could slip by without difficulty.  I will have to report this to my mother in the morning.  The castle cannot be that easy for her to sneak around. 
  I walked back into my chambers where Claudia sat up in the bed waiting for me. Her eyes bloodshot and sweat dripping down her face.  She had a tinge of fear in her eyes as if a night terror haunted her sleep. 
  “Sister—where have you been?” she asked in worry. “When I awoke, you weren’t here... I got scared. 
  I sat next to her and pushed her down into the bed. “Everything is all right Claudia. I just couldn’t calm down after today.” I caressed her face and kissed her forehead. “You need to go back to sleep. I’m not going anywhere for the rest of the night.” 
  She grabbed onto my arm and hugged it.  “Please, don’t leave me like that again.” 
  “I won’t,” I said to assure her. “I’m not going anywhere. I promise.” Then I thought about how Ali described her mother. “Claudia.” 
  “Huh,” she moaned with her eyes closed, snuggling into me. 
  “Do you know of a Succubus who has killed many in one night? Possibly, have taken the lives of an entire village? Has there been any rumors of a Demon like that?” 
  “Only one, sister,” Claudia answered half asleep. “The Dark Princess. The Harpy Queen’s daughter. The entire kingdom fears her, including the king. I’m surprised you didn’t know that, silly… You should pay more attention to other realm affairs.” She moaned and fell asleep again. 
  The shock of her answer sent a wave of sickness in the pit of my stomach.  Ali’s mother is a Harpy.  The very creature we fear above all. 
  The happiness of our night faded into the darkness with the thought of her standing with the Harpy clan. The image of her smile disappeared into the blackness as my rage grew.  I hated the Harpys more than anything did, which now meant I have to hate Ali just as much. 
  Our friendship was now over before it had even begun. 
  You are my enemy, Alucard… 
 
 CHAPTER 9 
 
 Ali 
    
 
THE EVENING ENDED WHILE WATCHING the sun peek over the horizon of the mountainous peaks.  A slight chill from the north cooled the morning with frost on the trees.  The Fairies flew around the garden, opening up the flower buds to the morning light.  They bloomed shades of purples and blues in contrast with greens along the cobblestone path, leading to a rose garden. 
  In the old oak tree, the Fairies sang in motion along the leaves, sprinkling diamond dust above me. “Excuse me,” I called out to them. “Can you help me?” I’d hope they would, even though it was a busy morning to wake up the plant life in the garden. 
  A blue Fairy approached close to my face with a welcoming smile, lips dark blue like a blueberry.  The form of her body was thin and had long flowing hair that glowed a bright neon blue, wings flapping as fast as a firefly.  “I apologize for disturbing all your hard work.  I was hoping to give a gift to a special person today. Can you please create me an everlasting rose? It would mean a lot if you can help me thank the lady with the prettiest rose in the garden.” 
  The Fairy nodded its head and then flew into the field.  Her magical dust sprinkled over the petals, blooming all the roses. One particular rose stuck out from the rest.  It formed beautiful and big at the touch of her hand.  She sprinkled more enchanted dust over the entire flower until it shimmered a light that created diamond dust, releasing from the petals. She plucked the rose, by snapping the stem and flew it over to me.  The everlasting rose sparkled in the palm of my hand as she handed it over. 
  “Beautiful, “I said admiring its serene beauty.  “Thank you for your help.” I bowed with my fist over my heart.   She nodded her head then flew back into the trees with the rest of her family, preparing for the day.  “I can’t wait to give this to her,” I said aloud in the garden.  As much as I didn’t want to admit to myself, it was as if I finally found a friend here in the Underworld other than the men that snore in the atrium after arriving back to the musty scent of dirt and sweaty body odor. 
  Eric sat in the corner by the entrance, sharpening his axe while waiting for the rest to wake up.  “Where did you go this early in the morning?” he asked, sliding the blade on the whetstone. “Don’t you ever sleep?” 
  “If I could live without sleep, I would,” I answered with a wide grin on my face. “I’m rested enough, Eric.” 
  “Someone is overly excited this morning.” He noticed the change in my mood. “Did something good happen that I don’t know about?” 
  “Nothing really, just wanted to get some fresh air before the day started.” I hid the rose in my quiver of arrows. 
  Suddenly, our stomachs rumbled at the same time. 
  “We should try to find something to eat before anything else happens,” Eric held his stomach from making any more noise. “The kitchen is at the other end of the castle. Should we raid it?” 
  My stomach churned louder. “Yes. That’s the best idea you’ve ever had in that lewd mind of yours.” I pulled the hood on my back over my head to cover my scar and ears before we left the atrium. 
  We walked down the long corridors into a large ballroom that had a skylight in the ceiling and stained-glass windows.  It was beautiful with the colors of the rainbow reflecting on the white marble floors. Eric appeared mesmerized gazing around the room. 
  “Now, this is the life Ali,” he said in amazement. “Who would ever want to leave this place?” He looked at me. “This should remind you of home… Am I right?  Right here can be your second home.” 
 “It is beautiful,” I complimented the pointed arches in the halls and the gothic feel of the large space, and the beautiful white marbled gargoyles built into the high wall. “My family doesn’t have such frightening statues though.  Beautiful women are my grandmother’s favorite things to decorate her palace with.” 
  Eric pointed his axe at me. “Don’t make me jealous of your life.” 
  “Whoa there! It’s not my life anymore, remember?” 
  We continued to walk the long halls without the guards giving us trouble as we passed them by.  They huddled together in large groups in a spacious dining area with multiple chairs and tables placed throughout the room.  They set food on an enormous table for the soldiers to get their fill.  It amazed Eric and me with the wide selection of fruits, cheeses, and meats organized so everyone can get what they want and bring it to any of the smaller tables.   There was ale, wine, milk, and water served along with the heavy meals. 
  “This is the life.” Eric salivated at the mouth. “Should we intrude?” He whispered, not sure, if outsiders could eat with the rest of the soldiers. 
  Then a blonde-haired man, sitting at the corner bench caught our attention.  “You there,” he called out. His attire appeared too refined to be a soldier.  The silver ring on his hand, led me to believe he was of a higher status.  His black polished leather boots clacked while approaching us. His eyes green as emeralds, catching my gaze, while bowing his head in a formal curtsy.  “I’m lord Derex. You two must be the warriors that aided us during that terrible invasion from the enemy.” He glanced at me directly and avoided Eric. “You must be the Dark Elf the lords have been gossiping about. You have become the talk of the Empire.” 
  “I’m Alucard,” I bowed my head in return. “I wasn’t aware that I had much attention.” 
  “Oh, but you are quite popular,” he answered. “You saved the daughters of our dear council member from the horde—Injured in the heat of it. Now you are here and standing before me, well and rested.” He circled around, evaluating me. “I do apologize; I’ve never seen your kind before.  This is quite exciting. Intriguing… You are so thin, but strong enough to strike down a Ghoul.” 
  “Ali is a fine warrior,” Eric said. “Her skill with the bow and sword is better than any soldier here.” 
  “That’s absolutely possible,” Derex admitted, still staring at me in amazement. “She sure is more skilled than our guards. The king is looking forward to finally meeting you at the ceremony, including the Princess Armenia.” 
  “The Princess?” It puzzled me why would the Princess want to meet me. “Is it really that rare to see a Dark Elf? It’s hard to believe that I have this much attention just wanting to help.” 
  “By saving the next heir to the council seat was your greatest gift.” Derex laid his arm on my shoulders, guiding me to the food. “We welcome you with open arms.  The rewards will be tasteful and satisfying, I assure you.  You can have whatever you want. There is plenty of gold and jewels to carry.  Endless food and drink; a warm roof over your head, comfortable beds, with whoever you want to lie with you. No one will deny if you ask.” 
  “Are you serious?” Eric eyes wide as a child, being offered sweets. 
  “Of course,” Derex answered. “My father and the other council members have set it all into motion.” He had his finger over his lip. “Just act surprise when the decree is made at the ceremony.  I wasn’t supposed to spill out the surprise.” 
  “Lord Derex! Do you know why a horde of Ghouls attacked in the first place,” I asked, being curious.  It seemed like the Ghouls were relentless to get ahold of Claudia and Angelica more than me. I noticed they even tried to get to the council member, surrounded by the soldiers. 
 “It’s not for certain why the attack happened in the first place, especially in broad daylight, during our weakest hours,” he answered.  “However, we have our suspicions, but it hasn’t been confirmed yet.” 
  “… Weakest hours?” I asked, wanting to know what he meant by that statement. 
  “Demons are at their weakest during the daytime,” he answered. “We are defenseless since we can’t use our full power.  During the evening hours, the horde would have never made it near the castle. You haven’t yet to witness the full strength of a Demon in the night.   Claudia and Angelica are not weak damsels in distress either.  They must have been overwhelmed to be saved from death for the first time. Surely they were embarrassed.” 
  “That’s great they are that strong,” I said. “I’m not really the knight and shining armor kind of warrior, anyway.”  An image of last night with Angelica, holding me in her arms flashed in my mind. “Besides, we all have our moments of weakness.” 
  “I kinda like a confident woman that can protect herself,” Eric added. 
  Derex laughed. “You two will fit in perfectly here. You have a personality I like.” 
  “Eric has the personality,” I said. “I stay far-far away.” 
  “Ha-ha.” Eric gave me the evil glare. 
  Derex gestured to the entire food table. “Enough silly conversation. Enjoy all the delicious food.  Just so you know, the cooks are fabulous here.” He backed away from us. “I have to get back to the grand council room and prepare for today.” He bowed his head. “I bid you two farewell for now.” Then he exited the dining hall with a group of guards walking ten paces behind. 
  “What a strange individual,” Eric suddenly blurted out. 
  “He seemed nice and well mannered,” I said. 
  “Something about that lord feels off,” he added. “Maybe it’s my imagination.” 
  I glanced back at Derex, disappearing down the long-stretched halls. “He has a darkness that lingers around him. Reminds me of someone.” 
  “Reminds you of who?” Eric asked bewildered by my response. “Nothing. I’m just ranting.” However, the truth was he reminded me of me, and the hate that stirred inside myself.  The dark embrace of rage towards the man I want to kill. I can recognize that intent in anyone.  Who do you want dead, Lord Derex? 
  “Are you alright, Ali?” Eric noticed me mentally wandering off. 
  The trance over me broke, and I grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl and chomped on it.  “I’m fine. Let’s eat before they demolish everything when our brothers awake.” 
  The morning was loud when the five awoke and devoured every ounce of food in the dining hall, drinking more ale and wine to ease their hangovers. Eric and I explored the castle under the watchful eyes of curious Demons. We found the bathhouse at the south end of the castle and took rest by getting cleaned up.  The inside was a steam room with burning rocks under a fire.  The servant threw water on it, creating a hot steam that was soothing on my skin. 
    
  My muscle relaxed to the strong scent of oils mixed in with the mist. Sweat dripped from my naked body next to Eric.  I learned a long time ago to bathe nude with the men.  It no longer seemed to bother me to be unclothed in front of them. 
  Eric leaned back against the wall, staring at the nude servant girl, in charge of throwing water on the rocks. Her dark hair long down her back nearly reaching the curved shape of her behind that looked firm enough to grasp. “I can enjoy a life like this,” he basked in content. His cock became fully erect at the sight of the girl, standing in front of us.  Her eyes dark and mysterious as the night, staring our direction. 
  “Ugh, you’re thinking about fucking her aren’t you?” I said. 
 He winked at me. “You know me well sister.” 
  “There’s a hot spring outside,” I said noticing some were heading out into a garden and another pool of water near a waterfall.  I could hear it splashing against the rocks in the background. “I leave you to do your thing. Don’t scare her too much with that large thing. Monstrous.” I grinned. 
  “You know you dream of this,” he winked. 
  I stood up and left the room, catching in the corner of my eye, Eric walking up to the girl, making sure his stiffness caught her attention.  I laughed to myself and made my way to the hot spring.  Maybe my body is broken, because such sensations and thoughts never cross my mind. I haven’t even had sex with another since Phyla.  Makes it feel lonely now seeing most enjoying the company of a lover. 
  The warm water of the steaming pool was relaxing against my pale skin.  Demons were in the water got out at the sight of me.  They stared awkwardly at either my pointy ears or the scars on my body.   I laid my head back against a rock at the edge of the hot spring, trying not to take notice to their curious glares as I closed my eyes.  The sound of the waterfall splashing against the rocks drifted my mind off, deep into my memories. 
  Ali? My mother’s voice entered the dream of being in the throne room. The dark throne right before my eyes with Phyla and Pharah in their hound form sitting beside each other. Their fur black and gray ash that stank like cinder burning in a hell fire.  The twisted black chair was as I remembered with the wings of the Harpy carved at the top with crimson black colors of the feathers, which brought fear to all realms. And sitting in the chair was my grandmother with worry in her hazel eyes as she tapped her long fingernails on the wooden arm. Her legs crossed in a refined stance in her long black silk dress that glimmered in the light from the arched windows in the throne room. 
  “Ali?” The mother I loved called out to me. “Ali. You remind me so much of your father it’s like he’s never truly gone.” She snapped her fingers once.  Phyla and Pharah move to sit next to the throne near my grandmother, where she sat silent, casting her eyes to the side.  Luna leaned against the back of the throne, not looking at me to show her true expression. My mother waited for my response, tying back her dark wavy hair with my father’s silver bracelet into a ponytail. 
  “I’m leaving, mother,” I finally announced. 
  “I see,” she had a glare of disappointment. “I already knew you wanted to leave the moment I gave you the choice.  You are free to live your life as you please.  Just as your father wanted.” 
  “You know where he is—please mother.” 
  Luna gasped fearfully to my plea, knowing whom I referred to. My grandmother grabbed her hand through the gap of the chair tightly. 
  “What makes you think I want to lose my only daughter to unnecessary revenge?” My mother turned her back towards me. “Do I look like I want a dead daughter after losing a dear friend?” 
  “What does it matter mother?” I asked.  “I’ve chosen not to join the family. I’ll not be reborn into a Harpy. Let me have this.” 
  “Spoiled are we now,” she sneered at me. “Luna has spoiled you too much. I said no—and that’s final on the matter.” 
  “Why?” I asked.  “Why deny me my revenge? Did you ever love my father at all? Doesn’t it anger you at all what happened?” 
  “The only thing that angered me is that scar you kept instead of letting Amphis fully heal you. Because of your decisions, it has reminded me every day that my only daughter nearly died at the hands of my friend. That’s the only thing that sent me into a rage, not your father’s death.  Your father died honorably protecting you. Damn me to the pits of hell if his honor is soiled with vengeance. I respect him enough to let it be.” She took a breath and shook her head in annoyance. “You are not ready to fight him. You fear your own nightmares.  What makes you think you’re strong enough to fight the man that was stronger than your father was?  Luna knew this, yet still, she indulged your fantasy…  Vowing to train you until you are strong enough to kill her own son.  Luna can still love.   That’s why she cannot look at you right now.  She doesn’t want you to die at the hands of him.  He will not hesitate to kill you—it doesn’t matter if you are my daughter. Alucard resides inside you. That’s enough reason to end your life.” My mother’s last words was, “You need to let go of all the pain before it ends in vain.” 
 I awoke still in the water that was making my skin wrinkle. My lineage ends in vain perusing the cure to my fears.  The nightmares will never stop at this point. I can never let go of my past. 
  The thought of my mother’s words lingered on my mind at the ceremony in the great hall.  Streams of gold silk were hanging from the tall ceiling. They had laid a black runner out across the white marble with gold flakes on the floor as the men and I followed the rug to the king. 
  He sat on a dark-painted throne made from human skulls, welded together to make the shape of a chair. His hair black and long, with black eyes that terrified me to glance at them for too long.  Everyone was in all black attire, in leathers and expensive silk and linens. The women in alluring long dresses, low cut at the chest with gold and diamond jewelry that sparkled in the light beaming in from the large arched windows.   Next to the king was a beautiful young girl with hair yellow as the golden dress she wore to stand out from the ladies in the room.  Her attire glimmered against the dark contrast of the black flags she stood against. She bowed her head at us along with everyone.  The king stood to his feet as we knelt before him. 
  “Welcome my dear friends,” the king greeted the audience.  “We have all suffered a great tragedy.  Someone has sent the act of war upon us.  In our most vulnerable hour, these warriors, standing before me, helped defend the castle and protected our own from the heavy force.  The Ghouls have multiplied rapidly during the years.  Whoever has rallied them together will be sorted soon enough.  The lives lost yesterday will be answered for.” The king glared straight at me. “My dearest friend and council member nearly suffered the loss of her own daughters.  The Horde trapped them in the west barracks with an army of Ghouls at their door.  A warrior came to their aid on her own and took on the horde.  Protected the girls with her own life at stake.  She succeeded. Our dear Claudia and Angelica can continue to live their lives, marry, and have children of their own. Because of this good fortune, and thanks to the Dark Elf, we lost no lord yesterday.  The first we have ever seen in this region for over a century. You there,” He pointed at me. “Step forward.” 
  Eric shoved me forward.  The crowd’s eyes widen to the sight of me, which made me tug my hood more, to cover my scarred face.  My legs trembled as I walked to the king. The nerves in my body made it hard to take a single step.  Even my heart was pounding hard, making me lose my focus. 
  I stood about five paces away from the king and didn’t get any closer.  I was so scared my hand shook when he looked at me with his dark eyes.  Skin pale, his fingernails black.  Dark veins streaked around his eyelids, down his cheek, lips nearly white as his skin. 
  “No need to fear my child,” He comforted, noticing how nervous I was.  His incisors were long as he talked, like that of a vampire. “You are in a safe place.  No one will harm you here.  Not without my orders.” 
  “Remove your hood,” Eric whispered loudly for me to hear. 
  I took a deep breath and pushed back the hood to reveal my ears. The audience gasped at the sight of me and faint voices echoed in the crowd, and then went silent at the sight of the king glaring at them. 
  “What’s your name warrior?” he asked. 
  “Alucard, your majesty,” I answered. “My name is Alucard.  Only heir to the Dark Elf general, Alucard. 
  He clapped his hands together once in excitement. “You have the bloodline of the war generals. This is quite fascinating.  It’s only luck you would arrive at our door.” 
 “I was only doing what was right, your majesty,” I answered, looking at him with no longer any fear.  “I’m only glad I could help.” 
  The king bowed before me. “You have mine and the entire council’s humble gratitude for your sheer courage.  My daughter Princess Armenia, the council, and I have allowed you to enjoy our hospitality here in the kingdom.  You and your brothers at arms may enjoy everything we offer.  Anything you so desire—you shall have at my decree. Stay as long as you wish.  No one will deny you here.” 
  “Thank you, your majesty.” I bowed my head once again. 
  The king then after dismissed everyone to drink, eat, and mourn for the loss.  The men had rushed off to find wine and ale. However, I sneaked off with the rose behind my back, looking for Angelica in the crowd.  When my eyes found her.  She had her long dark hair tied back in a high ponytail. Her long dress fit the curves of her body, which mesmerized me.  The eyeliner darkened her eyes, when I saw her in the distance. Her lips painted red like the rose I wanted to give her.   My hand naturally went to my chest as if I was trying to grasp my heart that leaped out of control. 
  Angelica met my gaze for a second then she avoided it and walked away, into the halls.  I darted after her, trying to follow her.  Suddenly, Claudia leaped in front of me. 
  “Where are you going, Elven girl?”  She blocked me from catching up to Angelica. 
  “Excuse me, milady,” I said politely trying to get by. 
  “What’s the rush?” she said. “I never got to thank you properly.” Claudia glanced at her sister disappearing in the corridor. 
  “There’s really no need to thank me,” I answered, eager to have her move away. She pressed against me with her body. “You’re in no hurry, are you?”  She pinned me to the wall, leaning hard against me to the point of me feeling her breasts. “Why are you being rude right now?” Her voice didn’t sound serious, yet she was keeping me from Angelica on purpose. “Don’t you see a lady wants your full attention?” 
  “My apologies, Claudia,” I said. “So, we finally meet formally.” 
  “Indeed, we are.” She pressed her lips against mine. “Umm, you taste sweet.” Her lips tried to meet mine again, but I turned my face away, kissing my cheek instead. “Don’t you find me attractive?” 
  “You’re beautiful,” I said, avoiding her eyes.  The beat of my heart moved to hers, feeling the connection between twin flames.  She caressed my face with her hand and guided it back towards her. “Please don’t,” I begged. 
  “But why?” Claudia kissed my lips again.  “I’ll allow you an evening with me.” She kissed my neck, over my scar.  “You make my mind go crazy you know.  Ever since our eyes met for the brief second.” She whispered in my ear.  “Don’t you want to become intoxicated by me?” 
  “Are you teasing me?” 
  She banged my head hard against the wall and it stung as she gripped my chin. “Do you think I’m blind? What do you want from my sister?” 
  “I just want to talk to her,” I said. 
  “Well, I’ll be the bearer of bad news—she doesn’t want to speak to you.  She told me herself this morning.  She wants nothing to do with you while you’re here.” Claudia’s playful looked changed to something evil. “You go near my sister, I don’t care if you are under the protection of the king—I’ll make you disappear. Does that sound clear enough for you?” 
  I didn’t understand what was going on.  She shoved me against the wall and then walked off as if nothing happened.  What did she mean Angelica wanted nothing to do with me?  We were just together last night. 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
 Angelica 
 
AVOIDING ALI WAS THE HARDEST TO ENDURE. I thought I wouldn’t feel bad knowing who she is.  However, my heart ached slightly, because we connected last night and that I promised to see her today. To go back on my word, hammered me with regret. 
  I knew she was looking for me after the ceremony, so Claudia agreed to help keep her away.  Anything related to me, she is more than willing to unleash her dark side, threatening whoever gets close to me.   My sister was always better at being cruel than me.  It left me powerless for rejecting someone who wanted to get close as either a friend or lover. 
  I entered my chambers sighing in relief I escaped in the crowd unnoticed. Ali shouldn’t be able to find me since I live in a restricted area of the castle, hallways heavily guarded by my family’s soldiers. All I had to do was to keep avoiding her until she left the empire. 
  A sick feeling grew stronger when the image of her sad eyes found its way into my thoughts.  The feeling of her vulnerable body etched on my skin last night. She was so frail compared to a Harpy.  It felt bad to treat my savior like my enemy, after she fought so valiantly for my life, not even knowing who I am. 
  Was I being too harsh? Nevertheless, she will become a Harpy, regardless how I think now. If I get too close, I would risk my family name for a young Dark Elf.  Whose family killed countless of my kind during the Demon wars and even murdered some previous lords under contracts. Knowing all of this, there is no reason to feel bad about rejecting her now. She will forget about me and move on. I’m sure of it.  It was just one night. 
  Suddenly, there was a thud at the balcony window.  I jerked my head, standing in a defensive stance, manifesting a black energy ball, ready to attack the intruder.  It was Ali, opening the window and stepping inside.  As I met her golden eyes, the energy ball extinguish in my hand. 
  “Ali!” I became frantic at the sight of her. “What are you doing here? This is a restricted part of the castle.” 
  “I apologize for the intrusion,” she stepped closer. “I knew none other way to see you. You avoided me after the ceremony.” 
  I created another ball and threw it at her feet.  Her eyes didn’t flinch nor blinked.  She just stood there looking at me with confusion that made my heart swell to my decision. 
  “You need to leave,” I ordered. “Now!” 
  “I don’t understand what’s going on.  Can you please talk to me,” she begged with her sad eyes, stepping closer without fear. 
  “Stay where you are,” I ordered in a sterner tone. “Any closer or I’ll summon the guards.” Oh, please the ninth heaven make her not come any closer.  I don’t want to hurt her in that way, but she’s giving me no choice. 
  “Do you think I deserve an answer for this,” she asked. “I thought…” 
  “You thought what?” I interrupted her. “That we could be friends—is that it? I’m a Demon lord.  My status doesn’t associate with warriors and the lower class.  Besides, I absolutely cannot be friends with a Harpy heir.” Ali’s eyes widened to my response. “Your mother is Alphard am I right?  The Princess of the Harpy clan.” 
  “How did you find out?” she asked casting her eyes away from mine. 
  “Unfortunately, there’s only one Demon that is a ripper.  It just happens to be your mother,” I answered. “The faction knows that your mother is half Demon even though she’s the Dark Princess.  That makes you the second princess that succeeds after her.” 
  “I was right,” she uttered.  “You are beautiful and smart.  I didn’t take you as naïve.  You are the type that notices details.  I just don’t understand, what does my mother and my family have to do with me? Why do you have to treat me like I’m your enemy? I shouldn’t have to share who I am with anyone nor plea my heart to my friends.  No one should judge me when I’ve been exiled from my home.” She paused at the sight of my face tensing in shock. 
 “They exiled you?” The words fell out of my mouth unintentionally, in the thought of her being this vulnerable in a room with only me.  She was hurt, and I was the one that inflicted the wound on her soul that turned a shade of black before my eyes. 
  “Since we are being honest, I will tell you this to ease your mind.  They gave the choice to me; I chose to not be reborn as my mother and grandmother.  I left them all behind, Angelica. My destiny ended the day I walked away from my family, my birthright.  Do you know what it’s like to be a Harpy? Do you understand they are hated, because they have lost their love to become as powerful as they are?  To stay with my family, I had to sacrifice that. A Demon can still love. You are a powerful race, but you can love your partner equally and more. You don’t have to feel the pain from losing the one you love, because of a curse bestowed on you since birth. Your companion can stay with you as long as it pleases both of you.  Do you think I want to lose my ability to love to become a Harpy? Do you really see me as them, when I am this now?  I’m Alucard the next general of the Dark Elf army if I so please.  I am not the heir to any dark throne. My life is mine, while I still breathe as a Dark Elf raging into battle. Don’t you see—this is my freedom.” 
  Ali walked over to my nightstand by the bed.  She then laid a rose on the stained wooden surface, sparkling like diamonds. The pedals were bright red as the roses in the rose garden that the Fairies protected. 
  “Ali,” I called out to her when she stepped onto the balcony. She didn’t bother to look at me. “I am thankful you saved me and my sister.  Please enjoy what the king offered during your stay.  I have told no one who you are.  So just, be with your men.  This will be the last time we speak in this way.  Do we have an understanding?” 
  She didn’t bother to answer my words and just leaped over the balcony. The tight feeling in my chest grew into heartache after listening to her story.  They exiled her for her choice.  That means she was truly alone in this world, only intending to fight until another formidable opponent is strong enough to end her life. 
  I kept Alucard’s intrusion a secret when Claudia barged in worried as always. “Are you ok, sister?” she asked. “Why are you barricaded in here?” 
  “I needed rest,” I answered, lying through my teeth. If she knew the truth, she would kill Ali without a second thought. My sister is one lord that kills on impulse. The dramatic lord is the last thing I need to worry about. “Events like this are too much to endure.” 
  “You should drink with me.” Claudia sat in the armchair by the vanity near the balcony.  “There will be plenty to play with—maybe a potential suitor for you.” 
  “No sister,” I answered. “I’m not in the mood today for anyone. I just want to lay here quietly and sort my thoughts about everything that’s happened.” More like I needed to reflect on my cruel judgement towards Ali. The look of her disappointment etched in my mind, making my heart sore with regret. 
  “What do you think about that friend of Alucard’s? — Eric is his name I believe.” 
  “What about him?” I answered with another question. “He’s like a Casanova. Enjoys the company of beautiful women to gaze upon.” 
  “He’s been staring at me a lot like he’s in heat.” She glanced at herself in the mirror. “Am I really this beautiful enough to attract so many mindless puppies? Will they ever just look at me for me, not my beauty or my lineage? By the way, I played with Alucard a bit earlier.  She is quite the bashful one.” Claudia’s fingertip grazed her lips.   “It was refreshing to kiss someone so innocent.” 
 “You kissed her?” Suddenly, jealousy overwhelmed my thoughts with her confession. “Why did you do that?” 
  “Why not?” she answered. “She’s not half bad looking, and she actually didn’t look at me like how everyone else does.  She looks me in the eye, and I feel strange, like I’m looking at myself. She didn’t take advantage at all when I flirted with her and I told her I would let her have me for the evening.  Actually, she seemed more persistent to find you. What spell have you cast on her to have her ignore me?” 
  “I can’t believe you kissed her, Claudia,” I said in anger. “You told her it was ok to have a night with you. Are you really that in need of attention?” 
  “Why are you so upset sister?” She asked. “I haven’t seen you this angry before. Did you have an urge as well to have a taste of that innocent Dark Elf? Her life force smells delicious like sweet chocolate and strawberries. My favorite flavors on a mortal.” 
  “I just didn’t ask you to take it that far.” The jealousy grew stronger.  I couldn’t believe how jealous of my sister I was over Ali. The anger made my blood boil until I could feel my ears flushed. 
  “What does it matter, my dear sister—she will most likely depart this empire within a week.  Warriors like her itch for blood on a battlefield,” Claudia pointed out with good reason.  “Sister, are you sure you were not into that girl? You seemed to care a lot about her yesterday.  Then today you wanted nothing to do with her.” 
  “I have my reasons,” I answered vaguely.  “I just don’t want to lose respect over a Dark Elf. Like you said—she and those barbaric warriors will leave eventually and that will be it. No point in dealing with unnecessary associations. It’s a waste of time where it can be spent elsewhere.” 
  “You sound like a good actor, sister,” She grinned seeing through my lies. “Your lies are sounding real.  Maybe you will believe them yourself.” 
  Claudia didn’t give me any more ease than Alucard finally keeping her distance from me. There was something about her that wavered in my heart and the choice gave no comfort, just regret. 
  Until a summons interrupted my racing thoughts by the king for all lords and the council members to meet in the war room. We haven’t met up there like this since the time of the Demon wars.  My sister grabbed my arm and pulled me along with her.  Both of us didn’t know what was going on or why.  All lords gathered around the table, the king and princess at the head.  The king whispered to the guard next to him in soft words. 
  Summon the seven. 
 
 CHAPTER 11 
 
 Ali 
 
IN THE EVENT OF FINDING SOLITUDE in the halls, the castle appeared dreary after being judged by the race that plagued my family with misfortune. The white tile of the long corridors had no stories to tell in silence.   I wonder if something was invoking such emptiness, walking in the dim light into the atrium.  No one was here. The men were not loud at this hour, nowhere in sight. 
  A voice echoed outside the halls.  It was Eric calling out my name with urgency in his tone. I jogged out towards the voice.  He was at the end of the dark hall where his face appeared shadowed, so I couldn’t read an expression to see if something was wrong. 
  “Eric, what’s wrong?” I elevated my voice so he could see me. “Where are the others?” 
  “Where have you been?” He rushed towards me. “The king has summoned us.  All the men are already in the grand council chambers.  We need to hurry!” 
  I raced after him to where we needed to go.   The heaviness in his step and his stressed face gave me no comfort. This was more than just a summons.  We are about to be employed. 
  The chambers we entered were in silence at the sight of us, most of all, me.  Achilles, Leonidas, Gabriel, Ethos and Romulus waited at the edge of a stretched table and at the other end the king and the princess. Eric grabbed my arm, keeping me focused on standing with the men.  The air of the room seemed grim, as if bad news has plagued the surrounding audience. 
  “Since we are all here, we can now begin,” the king announced, leaving me clueless on what the matter was.  “Our informants have discovered key details to yesterday’s attack.  It was an attempt to assassinate the lord’s, and all bloodlines associated with the council.” The room gasped at the news.  “Indeed, if they succeeded, it would have sent the empire into chaos. I know you are all worried. All control over lower level demons would no longer follow under the laws if they kill our members.  We the empire have known the only reason we have kept peace within the realms is for us to uphold the laws and keep the Ghouls and lower younglings from wreaking havoc.  Someone has rallied a large army of Ghoul in the shadows of our laws.  War is nearly upon us if we allow more under our rule.   However, we cannot do this alone.  The light of the sky weakens us, so all soldiers must stay in the kingdom to protect us from another attack.  Our lords must survive this foolishness to bring back the old ways.” 
  “Who has declared war against us?” Derex asked, stepping forward to the table.  “Who has dared to bring chaos after so many years of peace?” 
  “Lord Derex, I was just about to discuss this,” the king replied in a calm composure. “The old Demon lord of the original faction has risen from his exile.” 
  “Castilian!” Claudia blurted out. 
  “Castilian. The Demon lord of the south.  The heir to the fires of the burning mountain known as Ashhedge,” Derex recited his title.  “I thought he and the old lords were extinct by now. Why, and after all this time?” 
  “That is still a mystery, why an old lord would resurface to take back the empire,” Princess Armenia answered. “We in theory believe a resistance have motivated some old lords to bear arms to create an army to go against us.  All is still unclear who has stirred this anarchy, but because of the circumstance, our concerns focus on the fortress. Blackhaven is harboring an army of Ghoul. They are in a place where our soldiers cannot go. The fires of the mountain have burned hotter than ever and have engulfed any solid ground to send our army.  The Demon lord is being protected there.  We cannot lure him out, and he hasn’t once left the obsidian castle for nearly a century. Facing him would be a hard fight for any of our soldiers, who are too young to face one of our oldest lords since our birth into the world.  We are in a devastating circumstance.” 
 “What my daughter is trying to bring to your attention is that we cannot just employ anyone to go to the south.  But not doing anything at this point will lead to more deaths of our soldiers and maybe even the death of our current lords.” The kings eye directed at us. “Seven Warriors—you have already done so much for our kingdom.   The request we are about to ask of you—you need not accept.  There will be no consequence. You may stay until you leave as part of my decree.  If you do agree, there is a high guarantee you will lose your lives.”  The king gathered his words.  “The mission I will give you is to travel to the south to the mountain of Ashhedge, and to give your best efforts to annihilate the old lord.  I’m not going to hold anything back.  This is a suicide mission.   You will not have the aid of my army. There will be just eight of you up against an army of ghoul and the lord that threatens our balance in the Demon world.” 
  “I apologize your majesty,” Eric spoke.  “Eight of us?” 
  “Yes, you heard me correctly,” the king answered.  “Only eight will embark on this mission.  You seven and one of our lords.” The room gasped at his words.  “One of our own will need to accompany them to the south.  We have trained you all since birth the routes of the Underworld and the layout of the kingdoms.  In addition, one of you will have to help fight the old lord.  A lower level is no match against him. One will have to volunteer for this mission for it to even have a chance of success.  Otherwise, our future will be set and this faction we have worked hard to build will end.”  Everyone stood in silence. “I understand this is a hard decision to make. I will not order you to lay down your life.  This will be a choice. This empire will hold nothing against you if it’s too much.” 
  The silence in the room carried as the Demon lords glanced at each other, wondering which one will volunteer to relieve them from a gruesome fate. The king and princess waited patiently, gazing at the room with hope leaving their eyes that a lord would step forward to the task.  My eyes cast down at the residual burn on my arm from the Ghoul. I can imagine what it would be like to face an old lord more powerful than a ghoul and can out match the Demons standing around me. None will step forward knowing they will die on this mission. 
  All of a sudden, a familiar female voice spoke from behind me in the crowd. “I will go.” I turned to see Angelica stepping forward. Her sister Claudia gave a look of terror as her eyes widened and her jaw dropped.  She grabbed Angelica’s arm, but she pulled away and stepped towards the table to stand near the king. “I will guide them to the south.  And I’ll fight Lord Castilian.” 
  Claudia gasped in anger, when I glanced at her, hearing her heavy huff. “Sister you are too young to face the fire lord. I’ll go instead.” 
  “No Claudia,” Angelica raised her vocals to oppose her sister’s plea.  “You are next in the seat after mother, not I.  You are needed here.  I volunteer my service to the empire to succeed this mission.  This is all I can do as the second daughter to my family.” Angelica glanced at me for a brief moment before meeting her gaze back at the king and princess. “Your majesty—it will be my sincerest honor to help these seven warriors on their mission.  I may be young, but the dark arts have served me well.  I am not weak to face Castilian and the horde that follows him.” 
  “I am surprised Angelica that after nearly losing your life you’d put yourself at risk for this empire,” the king replied. “Why would I deny such honor to a lord of your strength and courage?” He looked at the crowd casting their eyes away in shame from not wanting to volunteer. 
 “None of you will step forward to take my sister’s place,” Claudia yelled at the crowd with tears nearly falling from her glazed eyes. “Will you not volunteer for your empire?” She listened to their silence.  “You sacrifice my little sister over your own lives.  She is not strong enough alone to face the fires down there.” 
  The king sighed. “Well, since no one had the courage to step forward. Angelica you will be the eighth in the mission to the south. We will honor you and your family name for all eternity for your service to the empire.” 
  “I’ll send you all the blessing of the kingdom Angelica,” the princess announced.  “It’s settled.  Warriors—will you help us once again?” 
  I stepped forward to the table and looked straight at Angelica.  “The blood of the fallen has etched my sword. I will not deny it a fight even if it’s hopeless to win.  I will fight for your empire.” I gazed into her eyes that was taken back by my response. “I will protect you.”  The king could not tell the difference of what my words meant because it was not for anyone else except for Angelica.  Even Eric knew what I meant; giving me a glare, then moved his eyes on her.   “I will give my life to make sure that promise is kept.” 
  The men bowed their heads all at once, saying, “We pledge ourselves to your cause.”  They all laid their hands on my shoulder, letting me know, we will fight and most likely die together in battle.  This was our brotherhood. We are now the seven warriors of the empire. 
  I will protect you Angelica, even though you see me as your enemy. 
 
 CHAPTER 12 
 
 Angelica 
 
ONE DAY HAS PASSED SINCE the meeting with the king. Claudia remained silent towards me since I volunteered for the mission to annihilate Castilian permanently. The idea of me facing an old Demon Lord left no confidence in my ability to defeat him.  My hands trembled while packing a sack with the supplies I needed to survive the travels across the Underworld.  Agnes prepared vials of potions that simulate the life energy to replace what I would get from my hosts. I had to feed normally and maintain my strength on the long journey ahead. The warriors needed to have their strength, so I must fight the urge to feed on them if I suffer from starvation. 
  Ali left an impression that day when she said those words, ‘I’ll protect you’. She wasn’t referring to the empire when she spoke with those intense eyes, looking straight at me. I swear she said it out of spite of what happened between us. Why are you bringing me guilt in a time like this where my focus needs to be on my duty as a Lord? 
  Claudia stood in the balcony's corner, gazing out the window, avoiding my face. I was doing this for her more than my duty. My sister has to live, because the council seat is the last place where my life should be.  Besides, this is my way of gratitude to Ali.   None of the other lords would sacrifice themselves to help her and the men.  Claudia knew this and so did the king.  The seven warriors deserve a solid chance against Lord Castilian and the horde. 
  “Sister,” Claudia finally broke her silence in a soft sad tone. “I beg you to decline. Stay here where it’s safe.  Where I can protect you.” 
  “I gave my word Claudia,” I sighed, understanding her fear of losing me. “My dark magic will be useful on this mission.” I glanced over at her blank face, her eyes wandered off on the sun breaking over the peaks.  “You can’t always protect me. Last time we nearly lost our lives to this rebellion.” 
  She glared at me. “I should be the one going, not you!” 
  “We’ve been over this,” I strolled over to her; my hand caressed her cheek as I pulled her in for a hug. “It’s because you are so strong I want you to stay here and protect our family.   Mother needs you more than ever; we both know that. You may be self-centered, sister, but you are devoted to our family, which is why I can always trust you to take care of things while I’m gone.” 
  Her arms finally embraced me, and her head laid onto my shoulder. “I’m not asking to promise me you will come home, because that is not the reality of this.  All I ask of you… Don’t hold back. Give them a taste of our family name. If you don’t return, at least I know you showed them the power of the new lords that will reign hell on them if they dare to step before me again.” 
  “Yes Claudia,” I agreed. “I will give them hell for you until my last breath. Besides, I will not be alone.  Ali will be there to protect me until the very end. She swore it in the council room in front of everyone.” 
  “I know sister,” she responded.  “Her eyes look directly at you, not the king when she made her vow.  Ali’s intention is questionable, but I trust her to protect you. If she comes back here alive without you, I will kill her.  Know that I swear upon the blood of our family. I will rip her apart.” 
  “Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that,” I answered knowing that my sister spoke the truth.  Ali’s life will end the day mine is taken from this world. My sister is dramatic, but sincere in her words as a blood oath to slay the one she curses to death. “If so—then you may do as you please, sister. I would only hope you learn to give mercy.  Ali is your savior, remember.” 
 “I’ll try my best.  For your sake—I will try.” 
  Time was up when mother entered; her eyes bloodshot and her cheeks rose red from crying.  Our mother was weak when it came to Claudia and me.  Leaving on this mission left her emotionally distant to the point of not looking me in the eye. She turned her face away the moment I approached her.  “It’s time Angelica.  The warriors are prepared to leave soon.” 
  “Thank you, mother.” I kissed her cheek as I carried my bag over my shoulder and exited the room. It was pointless to say goodbye to anyone. I just passed everyone in the halls until I reached the seven warriors outside the castles near seven Shadow Striders. 
  Striders are our prized breed, large creatures that appeared like horses in the mundane world; coats black and shiny as silk; tall and thick muscles that made them strong against the dangers of the Underworld and could disappear in the shadows like a ghost in the wind to avoid conflict.  Their eyes glowed red and a dark mist formed at their hooves, shifting like smoke around their legs. 
  They stood lined together in the courtyard for us to ride out.   The men wore their new black leathers enchanted with protections spells to repel a Ghoul’s poisonous grip and the heat of the fiery pits of Ashhedge. 
  Ali caught my eye first.  Her hood on as always, covering her scarred face and ears. She wore a black quiver behind her back filled with arrows, freshly sharpened by our blacksmiths in the Dungeons. Valora and another Elven sword, strapped on her back at a reachable length.  The black leathers she wore was the traditional Dark Elf armor. Light and fit to accommodate the agility and speed of her slim, lean body. Her black leather boot raised above her shin, covering most of her linen slacks. She also wore from our artillery thick leather armbands that went up to her elbows. They were enchanted as well to protect her from the poison a Ghoul secretes at the touch.  However, I noticed she didn’t have the enchantment against extreme heat. Is she immune to fire? 
  Eric stood next to her with his freshly sharpened axe, ready in his gear like the rest. I could tell that he and Ali were close like partners.  He was more protective of her than the others that stood a body length distant apart from them. “Good morning, milady.” He bowed his head as I approached them.  Ali remained quiet, looking away. “Good morning, Eric… Ali.” 
  She went over to a Shadow Strider and tugged its reins to follow her towards me. 
  “Milady.” She extended her hand for me to get on the Strider. I gripped on the saddle and pulled myself up while she lifted my leg over the back.  I was insecure of the height at first and my balance was off.  It had been a long time since I last rode a Strider.  Its breath was heavy, and I could feel the strength underneath me as it swayed back and forth.  Ali kept the horse calm by patting its side as if she knew I was uneasy.  She kept near me as the men rallied around us. 
  “How far is the castle from here?” Eric asked holding the axe on his shoulders, grinning at the sight of Ali and me together. 
  “It’s about a two-and-a-half days ride from this castle,” I answered. “There are villages along the way, so you can at least enjoy yourselves at a tavern with the locals. The closer we get to the mountain, the hotter it will be. The heat is something you have never felt before.   None has dared to live that far south towards the burning mountain. Hopefully, the journey there will be clear because once we reach our destination that’s where havoc will reign upon us.” 
  “What should we expect?” Gabriel asked, his clear blue eyes catching my gaze.  His silver armor polished and ready for the journey. 
  “The horde alone will be hard, but not having much ground to fight them is the challenge you will face.   There are only obsidian bridges built to last in the fire, leading to the castle.  However, don’t fret just yet. There is hope. Inside the rooms of the castle—we built them with enchantments to help keep out the horde.   It was once a stronghold for the Demon Lords during battle to keep away Ghouls.  The enchantments on your armor will keep you from getting poisoned by their touch.  Eric has witnessed how lethal it can be without the right protection. Ali as well.  The other enchantment is to keep you cool against the fires of the mountain.   If you’re not a Demon, just being close to the mountain, the heat alone will kill you before reaching the bridges to cross the river of fire.” 
 “What about the fire lord?” Eric asked. “What do we expect from him?” 
  “He is a strong Demon that conjures fire,” I answered. “He is hideous with burning red eyes, black hair, and charred gray skin. The veins in his body burn orange and red like fire through his skin. Therefore, you will know if he presents himself.  The flames he manifests can annihilate everything in its path. Our goal is to strike without him calling upon the fire for aid.” 
  “What happens when he summons fire?” Achilles asked. 
  “I will have to use all my power to conceal his flames. He will only be able to summon it at night and only once. By then you might as well retreat and save yourselves, because I will be too weak to fight him. This whole mission relies on us to strike in the day when he is at his weakest.  I will too, but with your skills, it is possible to defeat him. Therefore, the king said this is a suicidal mission.” 
  “Sounds like a worthy death to me, men,” Eric announced. “Might as well have fun along the way if this will be our last.” 
  “We live for this milady,” Ali interrupted. “Nothing you say will give us fear or have us turn away from this journey.  If it means death, it will be an honorable one.  The lord of fire will be a foe worthy of us.” 
  “So, shall it be then,” I said. “If this is your decision—let us ride. 
  The men leaped onto the Striders and Ali climbed onto the back of mine. “I hope you don’t mind milady,” she said apologetically. “I’m not skilled at riding such creatures.” 
  Suddenly, a wide grin formed on my face and I had to turn away before she could notice. “I don’t mind,” I stated. “To be honest, I don’t ride well either. Maybe I’ll get better on this journey.” 
  The men galloped off, exiting the gates to the kingdom ahead of us.  Ali slapped the behind of the Strider and I felt the heavy strut as its hooves hit the ground like a hammer. When it seemed like I would fall off not balancing myself on the saddle, Ali would grab my waist firmly, adjusting me back in place before I could slide off.  She sat close where I could feel her breath on the back of my neck. Even though she confessed not knowing how to ride, her balance was flawless, following to the movement of the Strider as we caught up to the men. 
  In the Underworld, the sun rose in north and sets in the south.  The morning sun hit our backs riding south of the trail through the Dark Forest.  The shadows of the trees shifted in the light. I sensed the creatures that lingered in these woods that watched us in hiding.  Ali noticed them as well. We were being watched. 
  The men rode in pairs next to each other in silence, glancing at the trees with cautious eyes.   Eric rode next to us and Ali drew her sword Valora.  The color of her sword radiated a blue light and suddenly the presence watching us disappeared. 
  Ali holstered her sword once again, and I felt her body relax behind me the moment the threat was gone.  “Grimshadows,” she spoke. “It had to be Grimshadows that haunt these woods.” 
  “What are Grimshadows?” Eric asked. 
  “Creatures with no form,” I answered for Ali. “They are colorless, with no face. They can turn themselves into anything to hunt souls, bringing out their deepest fear. Powerful ones can create illusions that can trap its prey in the forest. Never leaving once, being entrapped by a Grimshadows suggestion.  Their weakness is the light, so they always hide in the shadows of the trees.” 
  “Are they hunting us now?” Eric glanced at the shadows frantically. 
  “You can relax now,” I replied before he worked himself into anxiety. “They will not bother us.  Ali is a greater risk to them with her sword’s power to produce light in the blade. 
 Eric exhaled. “That’s a relief. How did you know about them, Ali?” 
  “My mother talked about them when I was a child,” she answered.  “It’s a common creature under the rule of Lord Tobias. The Absence of Light.” 
  “That’s right,” I said in surprise she knew. “Since your mother is half Demon, she must have learned our world and its history.” 
  “Some of it,” Ali answered softer than usual.  “Just what she needed to know, mostly. It never interested my mother about Demons and the Underworld.” 
  “She had to learn somehow by another Demon if that is so,” I implied. “History and our ways are private.  We reveal nothing.  Not even our names to other creatures unless it’s one of our own. We frown upon Demons that share details of our lives.” 
  “My grandfather taught my mother,” she answered vaguely. 
  “Your grandfather,” it surprised me of her answer. “I thought your kind don’t involve the other parent in their children’s life,” I spoke softly to the point of whispering, so the other men didn’t hear our conversation. 
  “My mother and I are an exception,” Ali answered yet again not going into detail. “No need to frown upon, my grandfather is active in our lives with my grandmother's permission.  The other clans are kept in the dark about it to avoid conflict. I wish that would change though. Some of my cousins actually have brothers they can never see.” 
  “Harpys can give birth to males as well?” I asked curiously. “I thought you only gave birth to women.” 
  “That’s a cruel deception,” she answered. “If they give birth to a male, it is sent to stay with their father or fostered to someone else that owes a favor to the clan. They keep all girls, obviously… It is the old ways of our family. Hades will not allow males to be reborn into the clan.  If I had the power, I would change everything.  I even told my mother once if I was next to be Queen I will bend our world to change it for the better.  If it were possible, I would give my mother her love back and my family.” 
  “It’s impossible to undo the power of a God especially from Hades,” I replied out of pessimism. “Only the ninth heaven has the power to reverse what is created and change it. What you want is a miracle.  Even my kind wishes for miracles like that, to be welcomed into the light.  It would be nice to not always do the things we do to survive. I’ve accepted things how they are and that it will never change.” 
  “I like to keep a strand of hope for things to change for the better,” she answered with optimism. “No matter how many centuries it takes, I want to keep my belief it will happen soon.  Maybe by then, I’ll be able to know if my mother truly loves me as her daughter or was I just an heir my grandmother forced her to create.” 
  “You love your mother even though she can’t love you back,” I replied. 
  “I love her regardless of her nature,” Ali answered with sincerity. “I will always love her even though she is cruel to me.  Even though she schemes for my return, I know my mother well; and I love her still until my end.  Which might be sooner than we think, volunteering on this mission.” 
  “That might be true for all of us,” I said. “Only the ninth heaven knows our fate at this point.  I’m not even sure I’ll be able to fulfill what the king stated at the ceremony. Getting married, having children, living life as I see fit.” I giggled in hysteria. “I never thought of it all to be quite honest.  My sister and I have always been concerned with other things.  Like I’d prefer practicing the dark arts and learning sorcery.  Claudia likes to indulge in the attention of others and most of all sex and romance. I have to admit my sister is a romantic. She enjoys the idea of being embraced in loving words and touched with passion from someone who desires her with their heart, more than their need of physical ecstasy. The lords of our empire unfortunately have not pleased my sister in that aspect.” 
 “Maybe she hasn’t experienced a charming character like me yet,” Eric butted in on the conversation and winked at me. Ali shoved him hard until he fell off the Strider.  His body thudded hard against the ground and he screeched in pain. “Ow. Why did you do that?” 
  “Stop being you for a moment—ugh,” Ali groaned in irritation. 
  I laughed at the sight of him struggling to get up from the ground and hurried to get back on the Strider to catch up with us. This would be an interesting journey with Ali, Eric and the rest.  They seemed fearless and Ali despite our situation she was treating me the same as the day we met, putting no ease to how I treated her. 
  I am truly sorry.  If I told you this, would you still want to be my friend? 
  I hope you will, because I’ve grown to like you more with every moment that passes. 
 
 CHAPTER 13 
 
 Ali 
 
OUR TRAVELS THROUGH THE DARK forest ended at the clearing, leading to a dirt path that followed south, along a stretch of field.  The sky was clear of clouds and the wind blew, sending a cool breeze to brush against my skin.  I pushed back my hood to let my hair breathe from the humidity of the forest.  Sweat dripped down my neck, and down my back from wearing the insulated leather used to make my hood and Elven armor. 
  The breeze over the hills picked up as we kept riding further south. As the wind blew, it brushed through Angelica’s long dark hair. I could smell the scent of sweet strawberry and honey passing by.  I closed my eyes as her scent swirled all around me sitting behind her. Strands of her hair flowed onto my sensitive face as I leaned in closer, trying to inhale deeply the sweet smell of her skin that became exposed as her hair combed to the side. 
  Eric saw what I was doing, and I quickly leaned away from her. It was embarrassing for me to act in such a way and for the worse, to be caught by Eric of all people who were intoxicated by her beauty. He just looked at me and then set his eyes ahead.  He didn’t grin nor say anything the rest of the long ride to a village at the outskirts of a river. It was near the entrance to a vast forest where we needed to travel through. 
  The sun began to set over the horizon of the south, indicating we needed to rest for the night before riding further. By the time we entered the village on our Striders, the villagers had taken their activities indoors with wine and ale at the local tavern. It appeared very crowded and smelled of cooked food. 
  Its location was at the corner of the village. The foundation was enormous and built like a large logged house with two floors. The top floor was an Inn for weary travelers with warm beds and fires burning to warm the house. 
  The men had lain indoors instead of camping outside.  With the amount of gold and gems given to us by the king, we could afford to spend a lavish night and enjoy the offerings in the tavern. However, they denied nothing to us with Angelica. The villagers recognized her as a lord and bowed their heads. 
  They served Eric and the other's large dishes of food, from meats, stews, and lots of ale and wine.  Angelica sat at a table in the room's corner with her arms and legs crossed; watching the men enjoy their meal and drinks.  She only had a glass of wine and barely ate the stew served to her by the Innkeeper. 
  I watched her from across the tavern, while standing in the shadows of the dim candlelight. She appeared to not have an appetite just like me. I never had an appetite while on a contract; too many thoughts crossed my mind at lightning speed, usually keeping me awake in the night and hindering my need for food. Although, the stew regardless was tasteless tonight.  Nothing satisfied me about the ale they served. However, the men ate without fail while I struggle to drink a fill to ease my nerves. 
  Then for a moment, Angelica glanced at me with depressed eyes as if something worried her. The sight of her made me want to console her, but my body did not move.  I just watched her staring at me until she finally turned away. Why couldn’t I move? My hands trembled as I looked at them. 
  Was this fear rushing through my body?  I’ve never been this insecure over someone who hates me.  To think, this is how my mother must have felt being powerless to Amphis either rejecting or accepting her for what she is. I am truly powerless, knowing she has rejected me as a friend and yet I’ve chosen to protect her, regardless. There is no comfort in this feeling of wanting her to accept me. 
 My mind raced so much; I forced myself to the leave the tavern and made camp outside.   Eric followed me out to the side of the tavern where there was a pit, where I began to gather twigs to light a fire.  He and I gathered large logs that were stacked high for the fires inside the Inn. 
  “You are not good at fooling anyone,” he finally spoke.  “What’s going on?” 
  “I don’t know what you mean,” I answered while hitting two rocks together to create a spark over the dry leaves and twigs.  Smoke began to rise, and the leaves lit into a small flame.  I added to the fire, building up the flame even more to lay dry wood on top to burn slowly. 
  “You’ve been acting strange since the ceremony,” he answered.  “Like you’re wounded over something other than your father.  You were happy that day and then it changed.  The look in your eyes became sad again, but worse than usual.” 
  “You’re right,” I admitted. “I’m not good at hiding my pain.” 
  “Tell me what happened.” 
  “It’s not like it matters now,” I answered. “The task at hand is more important than the trivial emotions I feel every time I allow someone to get close. Then they disappoint me.” 
  “Do you like Angelica?” He suddenly got straight to the point. 
  “Why would you ask that?” I asked.  “You know I don’t think of such things.” 
  “Yes, you do,” he answered. “I’ve seen how you look at her. It’s ok to want someone. Angelica is a beautiful woman. Smart, strong, and doesn’t appear to be self-centered like the others.  She has guts I’ll give her that. This mission might end her life, but she still volunteered.  She rather reminds me of you in a way. Jumps in with no regret.” 
  “She knows, Eric,” I interrupted. “She knows who I am. My mother, and the clan. She rejected me because I’m the daughter of her enemy.” 
  “Oh—so that’s what’s going on,” he responded. “So, it upset you because she doesn’t accept who you are. Huh—I thought she would be honest at least. She did not seem to act as if she hasn’t accepted you. She looks conflicted, even her eyes says she is confused.  You two are so alike, I hope you know.” 
  “Ugh,” I shrugged. “This is why I don’t share my thoughts.” 
  “Ali some say things that are not actually how they feel,” he said. “Learn to step back and get a clear view of what the truth is about the person you care about.  Things are not always what they seem with the fake smiles and the words of denial.  Angelica, I see as complexed. She has been brought-up a certain way and conditioned to deny things she actually wants. The Demon society has an image to maintain. Keeping up appearances, picking whom to associate with, do what they tell her.  Not much freedom in that, is there? She knows you are not the enemy. Give her time.” 
  “There’s not much time in our world Eric. You live by the axe. I live by the sword.  She is a lord. It doesn’t matter now anymore,” I said. “This is my life.” I laid Valora next me upholstering it on the ground.  "I have to focus on the task and try not to be distracted. My father was driven and focused; I have to do the same to reach my goals.” 
  “Oh, Ali—you are always the same.  All work and no pleasure in life. I assume you’re sleeping out here tonight.” 
  “The open air eases my mind,” I answered. “Plus, the men are too loud and most likely will find someone to share their bed with.  I’d rather stay away from all that noise.” 
  Eric laughed. “I figured as always. Rest well.” 
  “Enjoy the evening.” 
  He turned away and headed back into the tavern where I heard the wood door shut.  The fire was finally burning bright and warm in the cool night. The star shined in the dark sky, revealing the universe, as the full moon caught my gaze as it turned into a reddish orange before my eyes. 
 Seeing the blood moon was the omen of a new change like my father had taught me.  Valora glowed white next to me, reminding me when we gazed at the night sky together in the high mountains of the north.  The memory of the snow and the cold winds was my sanctuary, until they took it all from me. We too that night saw the blood moonrise the night before my father’s death. 
  The nightmares will never end with the image of his face when he was defeated.  He had no fear in his eyes and had an acceptance of death when I saw him reach out to my mother who’d knelt before him.  What did he tell my mother that day that gave him such peace? My muscles tensed in anxiety like the other night, which reminded me of Angelica’s warm embrace that comforted me. 
  Deep down I knew Eric was right. I desired to have Angelica to accept me, because I want her to comfort me again as she did before even if it’s only for a short while. Why do I have to have these desires? I’m feeling like my mother. 
  I’m becoming my mother with these feelings that stir inside my heart. 
 
 CHAPTER 14 
 
 Angelica 
 
ERIC WALKED IN AFTER SPEAKING with Ali outside.  I could see her sitting by the fire looking up at the blood moon in the starlit sky.  She appeared to be in a daze, unfocused, and lonely. The glare in her eyes reminded me of when I lose myself in thought, trying to figure out life through this maze that has hazed over the future.  Most of the decisions I made until now was to become strong and independent, not needing the things my sister desired so much.  I never knew what it truly meant to have a friend to connect with intimately and share my life with. 
  “Is she alright out there by herself?” I asked Eric as he stood next to me, glancing out at Ali with the same concern as me. “Doesn’t she want to rest in a warm bed?” 
  “Ali—she gets like this sometimes,” he answered.  “She gets lost in her mind before a battle. Being outdoors is her way of being alone, away from all the noise and us. It helps her focus.” 
  “I never noticed something distracted her,” I said. “She always seems so calm and driven, well aware of her surroundings.” 
  “How long can one stay driven without getting exhausted and the world catching up?” He stated. “Ali is haunted by her past.  The moment she slows down and relaxes, it catches up to her—because she hasn’t learned to accept her vulnerability.  She wants to be strong like her father. So, she pushes away everything else that slows her down. She even denies the pleasures of life to get that strength she lacks. By the way, Ali told me what happened between you two.” 
  “She did,” I said, not surprised. He is her friend and partner. 
  “I hold no grudge towards you, milady,” Eric added. “You pick who’s worthy of your company.  Ali’s family just happens to be the most hated race next to Demons.  She knows that well.” 
  “You know who she is, and you still fight by her side with loyalty,” I asked wanting to know why he trusted her. 
  “When I met her, I didn’t care about who she was,” He answered.  “I’ve done horrible things myself even when I was alive in the third realm.  Ali was pure, driven, and an excellent bowman.  She had my back in every fight. Every battle she never failed us.  She is kind and helpful to the weak. You have experience that side of her firsthand.  Without her we would have never run down that mountain to aid you.  That’s the truth.  We lived by the coin before Ali joined our brotherhood.  She leaps at the sight of fire without a second thought to the reward.  We all thought she was crazy at first, but now she is our sister. We have become just as mad, risking our lives on this mission.” 
  “She seems to have that effect on others to follow her,” I said. “Look what I did.  That’s the power of the next general.” 
  “You should talk to her,” Eric suggested. “Settle things, so both of you can find peace.” 
  “Do you think she will have me sit with her?” 
  “Out of all of us to ride with, she chose you. Don’t ask silly questions you know the answers to already.” Eric walked off and joined the men at the table, drinking their fill of wine that began to smell like alcohol in the tavern. 
  I grabbed my bag from the corner table and went outside.  Ali watched me walk towards the fire and followed me with her eyes until I sat next to her.  “Do you mind if I join you,” I asked. “It’s getting a bit too much for me in there.” 
  “You’re more than welcome,” she answered.  “Believe me, it gets worse when they have too much wine. Eric will flirt with most of the women. Gabriel was eyeing the Innkeeper’s son working in the kitchen before I left.  The rest will look for a beauty that hasn’t fallen under Eric’s charm.” 
 “Oh, my.” I grinned. “You know them well.” 
  “Traveling with them for this long, I’ve learned to tolerate a lot,” she answered. “Learn the time to leave and let them have their enjoyment for the night.” 
  “Do you ever take part in the pleasures at night,” I asked out of curiosity. 
  “No—I prefer not to since it doesn’t interest me much.” 
  “Hmm—that’s too bad,” I responded feeling tempted by her answers.  Then I realized I was hungry.  I opened my bag and pulled out a vial of potion that Agnes made me. I downed the contents in one gulp; it tasted like cherry on my tongue with a smooth sweetness. It revived me and settled the hunger on the spot. 
  “What was that you drank?” Ali asked, watching me put back the empty glass. 
  “It’s an elixir to quench my hunger,” I answered truthfully.  “It’s just a replacement until I’m able to feed again from someone.” 
  “That’s right you have to feed off of life energy as well,” she responded, casting her eyes on the fire. 
  “Yes, I do,” I answered.  “It’s not so bad though.  I am actually gentle with my host, so they end up getting pleasure out-of-it.  Just as you experienced the other night.  These unfortunately,” I show her my supply. “Don’t have the same satisfaction, but it will suffice.” 
  “Why don’t you feed off of one of us or someone in the tavern?” 
  “I’m actually picky about who I feed on,” I answered. “I’m a bit spoiled in that way.  Not all life energy tastes good. Besides, if I feed off you it defeats the purpose of keeping your strength in battle.” 
  “I didn’t know life energy had a taste,” she asked looking into my eyes. 
  “To a Demon it does,” I answered. “Each host tastes different.  Like you for instance have a very sweet flavor that even my sister likes. We can relate it to strawberries and chocolate, the scent of your life energy.  I actually rather enjoyed you a lot—I have to confess you are delicious.” 
  Ali giggled. “That’s a first... No one has complimented me in that way before.  I’m not that charming to have such attention.” 
  “You’ve never had someone admire you before?” 
  “Eric often is the one admiring,” she answered with a smirk. “But I don’t take him serious.  I haven’t actually had anyone look at me before other than the scars that repulse most at first glance.” 
  “I think you’re rather charming for a Dark Elf,” I complimented again. “Your skin is not too pale like the ones I’ve seen ages ago. Your hair is thick and silky as the night. You may be thin, but you have the curves of a woman, lean and strong.  Soft and fair—your cheeks.” I grazed my fingers through her hair and caressed her face. “Beautiful.  You are absolutely lovely.  Your gentle gaze fools no one nor me. You’re a romantic are you?” 
  “I… A romantic,” she shied away.  “Do I really seem that way?” 
  “Well, it explains why you don’t want sex,” I answered.  “Maybe you haven’t found someone that meets your interest. Most likely, you gain satisfaction by being intimate with someone more than just the physical. Unless it has turned you off because of your mother’s habits—and the fact you are a Succubus as well.” 
  “I’m not like my mother,” she answered. “Maybe it’s part of the reason. But the truth is I have my mind on other things than romance and intimacy. By the way, I didn’t mature into a Succubus. I have no tendencies.” 
  “So, you have tried to mature,” I asked with a grin.  “All this time I thought you were a virgin.” 
  “You sound like Eric right now,” Ali glared at me in annoyance. 
  “One can only assume based on how shy you are,” I responded.  “I do apologize though if I offended you.” 
 She laughed. “I’m used to the judgment of others already.  To answer—yes I’ve had sex once to see if I would go through the change.  I didn’t. I didn’t even feel the hunger afterward.” 
  “Just because you didn’t go through the changes doesn’t mean you are not a Succubus,” I informed her. “You are a Succubus, I assure you.  I tasted it in your energy.  And you matured, just not in the way you thought.” 
  “What do you mean?” She looked at me in shock yet eager to know what I know. 
  “As you well know a Succubus feeds on sexual energy to gain its full strength? Your mother needs it to stay strong and alive. You—are unaffected by the hunger and the fatigue that happens by not feeding.  It’s true you don’t have most tendencies, but you can create a small dose of pheromone to attract others easier.  The leather you use to cover yourself nulls out your scent most of the time. You keep away from others so of course they will not notice you. Yet again, that’s what you want. To stay unnoticed in the first place.” 
  “I never knew that,” she responded. 
  “You can still feed off someone though,” I said. “Sex for you can be a great blessing to your strength.  It actually will give you a boost of energy on top of what you have now. You might handle Valora a lot longer and not get drained so much by its power.  You might be able to use it better if you fully embrace who you are. That’s why I’m surprised you haven’t noticed.  After your first time—did you feel stronger like your body could go on all night without reaching exhaustion?” 
  “Come to think of it I felt more energetic like I could run forever,” Ali recalled. “I was up all day and night unable to sleep.  I couldn’t relax myself after the night with Phyla.” 
  “Hmm… Phyla… Who is this woman that brought you into maturity?” I suddenly had a hint of jealousy. “A lover perhaps?” 
  “Phyla—no,” she answered, laughing. “Phyla is only my friend. She would be ecstatic if she heard that. I only lied with her once, that’s it.  She was just doing me a favor, since I didn’t want my mother and grandmother to choose someone else to mature me.” 
  “Your family does that?” I asked. “Force you to be with someone?” 
  “My grandmother did the same with my mother,” she answered.  “She would have her servant risk her life to do the deed. However, someone my mother loved very much didn’t want that to happen.  She was the one who also broke my mother’s heart in the end.” 
  “That’s terrible,” I sensed sadness from Ali. “First love is the most painful I heard.  Your mother must have been in agony.  Did you know the one that matures a Succubus and an Incubus becomes precious to them? Of course, most hosts die so it becomes a memory, but to have an immortal turn you and break your heart—it is torment. Most Incubi and Succubi I know love their partners deeply, especially those that are strong enough to survive them. A maturing is a meaningful experience, Ali.  An underling chooses who they want to connect with during such an important change.  It’s nothing where you just find someone with no emotional connection just for the sake of maturing.  What happened to your mother I am truly sorry.  Your mother gave up her love to change because of her broken heart.” 
  “That was my mother’s fate as the Queen’s daughter,” Ali sighed in depression. 
  “Do you have a close bond with Phyla?” I asked, still feeling anxious about their relationship. 
  “Kinda,” she answered. “Phyla saved my life. I would guess that’s a close enough bond.  I trusted her; still do, even though she’s my mother’s strongest hound.” 
  “She’s a Hellhound?” I asked in shock. “The Hellhounds that serve your mother?” 
 “Yes!” 
  “Wow, that’s bold!” I blurted out. “One bite is lethal.” 
  “True,” she answered. “But only in hound form. When normal like you and me she cannot harm anyone.  So, I was safe regardless if she bit me, but that stays between you and me.” 
  “Interesting that you would share a weakness with me,” I said with a devious grin. 
  “I don’t think you’re wicked Angelica,” she replied. “I feel like I can trust you since you haven’t shared my secret with the Demon faction.  For that I do thank you.” 
  “You shouldn’t thank me,” I said. “I wouldn’t respect myself if I threw my savior into the dungeons to die.  You are not even a Harpy, yet I judged you harshly.  For that, I am truly sorry.  I was quick to speak instead of think about how much I like being around you.  Even like this, I feel comfortable as if I can open my world to you.  I really want to be your friend.  Can you forgive me?” 
  Ali’s face split into a smile that warmed my heart. “So that makes us friends then.” We heard loud noises from the top floor of the Inn that distracted our meaningful conversation. “It has begun.” 
  I laughed. “Oh, the ninth heavens! It will be a long evening.” 
  “You can sleep out here tonight if you wish,” she offered. “It will be noisier in there than out here.” 
  “I think I will stay out here for the night,” I answered. “The night air will do me good.” I looked up at the blanket of stars. In the vast sky, a falling star streaked across the heaven. “I haven’t seen the stars this clear in a long time.” 
  “My home had a similar clarity in the cove,” she mentioned. “The Fairies would come out in the night and glow the colors of the rainbow on the beach. Here it’s different. The night is still and in silence. I feel alone here.” 
  “But you are not alone,” I said. “You have me to entertain you.” 
  “That is so—for now,” she answered. “Whatever lies ahead Angelica, stay close.” She became serious. “I don’t want to see anything happen to you.” 
  “I don’t want anything to happen to you either,” I said out of concern. “It’s sad to see you throw away your life so easily.  We have only known each other for a short time, but I would like to have more time with you if possible.” 
  “This is unfortunate then,” Ali, sighed.  “We only have our travels. Once we reach the mountain, our fate is unknown.  I’m glad we can be friends now.” 
  I pulled out a glass bottle from my bag. “We should enjoy our travels.” I removed the cork that sealed it.  The smell of sweet peach rose in my nose.  “Hmm… It fermented well.” 
  “What’s that?” Ali asked. 
  I handed her the bottle.  “Try it!” 
  She took a sip and gulped it down fast, her face twisted from the taste. “That’s hard stuff!” She coughed. “It tastes like peaches. Sweet and bitter at the same time.” 
  “I like to ferment alcohol with certain fruits I like,” I confessed. “It’s more intoxicating than what you normally drink. It heats up the blood.” Her cheeks and ears flushed red.  She takes another sip from the bottle and hands it back to me. 
  I filled my mouth while gulping from the bottle.  The alcohol went down smooth, heating my throat and chest. “My—this is better than the wine.” 
  Ali leaned back with her eyes glazed over until she laid on the ground.  “My head and chest feel hot.” 
  “Oops—I mixed an aphrodisiac inside to have a more soothing effect,” I giggled at her innocent face. “It will help you relax and sleep, since you need the rest.” 
 She shut her eyes as her body settled and was still.  Her breathing slowed until she fell into a deep sleep.  The drink hadn’t affected me yet, so I laid on my side close to her. My hand made its way across her chest, feeling her heartbeat against my fingers.  I nestled my nose on her skin, which smelled more intoxicating than the peach alcohol.  I kissed her neck and forced myself away before I could do anything else. 
  You taste so good it’s getting harder to resist. 
 
 CHAPTER 15 
 
 Ali 
 
MY DREAMS ARE LIKE CLOUDS, drifting into peace at the sight of Angelica, standing on the beach of Sanctuary. The wind brushed through her long curly locks, catching glances of me with a smile that gave me a warm feeling, which reminded me of what it felt like to experience true happiness.  She had on a short pure white dress that caught my attention.  Why was she here of all places? This beach is different somehow.  Mist at both sides, the sun and moon sharing the same sky, both day and night.  Clear blue sky and dark starry night, revealing the universe as a whole. 
  Angelica stood between the line of day and night, strolling towards me.  She seemed happy to see me, as she kept a wide smile, combing hair away from her face. Her hand reached for mine, gently grabbing me to pull me close and into her arms. 
  The heat of her body seemed so real. Everything around me was vivid like being awake. The smell, the touch, the sounds of the water crashing up the sand.  Is this a dream or is it a reality?  Even my body had no aches or stress. Angelica’s scent was the same as always, smelling like sweet berries and honey.  If this was truly a dream I don’t wish to wake up. 
  “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered in my ear, feeling her warm breath on my skin. 
  “Miss me…” I wondered why she’d greet me as if I’ve been absent for a long time.  She held me close not letting go. “We were together not too long ago by the fire, remember?” 
  Angelica giggled. “I remember,” She replied. “It was so long ago that beautiful night under the stars.” 
  “What…” I still didn’t understand where we were. “Where is this place? It looks like home, but it’s not.” 
  “There’s so much you don’t know yet, my love,” she answered, finally meeting my gaze. “I’m so happy to see you here—I didn’t know when you’d come.” 
  “I still don’t understand…” I blurted out before she laid her finger on my lips to hush me before I spoke more. 
  Then for a moment, her lips caressed mine in a gentle kiss that sent butterflies into my stomach, fluttering around chaotically. “I have to go now.” She pushed away. “You need to wake up soon.” She began to walk away. 
  “Where are you going?” I sighed in sadness at the sight of her disappearing into the mist, forming around us.  “Don’t leave!”  My heart ached being alone in the fog that was growing thicker until there was nothing but gray in the air. 
  Suddenly, a voice echoed faintly. Ali, the voice carried through the mist, forcing me to awaken from my sleep.  My eyes opened to the fire barely burning, and it was chilly from the night breeze sweeping across the land.  “Ali!” The soft tone caught my attention by the river.  A figure stood next to the water as the moonlight broke through the clouds and shone down above, reflecting on the silky surface of the river.  The light revealed a woman in a blue dress, long wavy chestnut hair, and the clearest blue eyes that were so familiar to me. 
  Angelica was fast asleep, huddled next to me in warmth.  Then I noticed her arm draped over my waist as if she wanted to keep me warm through the cold night. It was pleasant to watch her peaceful face so close to mine.  Her lips slightly open, her breath still had the scent of the peach alcohol we drank. What a strange dream! I wonder if her lips feel the same if I sneak a kiss.  I shook my head, catching myself before acting out. 
  I gently moved away, sliding her arm off to the side.  She didn’t move or wake up as I stood to my feet.  Suddenly, she shivered right away without the warmth of my body next to her. I found a blanket in my sack and covered her body, leaving only her face exposed. After tucking the heavy wool over her, I placed another log on the fire to burn. The fire blazed brighter, warming the air where Angelica quivered less under the heat of the blanket and the crackling flames. 
 The woman waited for me as I walked to the edge of the river to meet her.  “Amphis,” I called out her name.  “What brings you all the way here?” 
  She rushed to me and enveloped me in her arms. “You, silly girl,” she answered, holding me tight. “I traveled here to see you. You’ve had me worried, sweet child.” 
  “I’m sorry about leaving so abruptly without telling you,” I said. “I didn’t want to tell anyone where I was going.” 
  “What have you involved yourself in? — Here in the Underworld!” Amphis scolded me as she met my face. “The Demon Empire of all places—why?  Have they figured out who you are yet?” 
  “No one knows anything,” I answered. “I have told no one that my grandfather is a Demon Lord.  They don’t even know who my mother is.” 
  “That’s a relief,” Amphis sighed, releasing stress. “Your mother is livid that you’re here. Her anger radiates inside me still as we speak. Only your grandmother is preventing her from coming here to drag you back home.” Her frown soon turned into a smile and she caressed my face. “Why have you come here?” 
  “I wanted to see what it was like to be in the Underworld,” I answered. “To see the Demon Empire. They seem to have more problems than my family.” 
  “Does your grandfather know you’re here?” 
  “Of course, he does,” I answered. “He has always known since I arrived.” 
  Amphis leaned her forehead on mine. “I’m glad you’re ok.” She took my arm in her hand and removed the leather band that covered the burn mark from the Ghoul. “You came here carelessly—always getting another mark just like your mother when she was young. I don’t know how many times I had to heal you as a child.” She laid her palm on my mark and it healed back into it original health. “I’m sorry. This should have never come to be.” 
  “You have nothing to feel sorry about.” I responded knowing what she meant. “You don’t have control over the fates.  Things had to happen the way they did.  Both you and I have to learn to accept things as they are.” 
  “You should have been my child.” 
  I held her close and tight.  “You were more of a mother to me than my own.  You loved me as my father did.  There’s nothing to be sorry about. Besides, you have a family of your own as well.  I’ve accepted that… Anyway, how are the children?” 
  “They are well as they can be. All are of age now,” she answered. “Poseidon adores his kin greatly.  More than I have control over with all the spoils a God can give.” 
  “Has he been faithful at least to his bond,” I asked. “Or is he still seeing the others?” 
  Amphis sneered without care. “I don’t concern myself with his affairs.  He doesn’t with me when I disappear most of the time.  It’s a fair trade since my feelings for him haven’t changed.” 
  “You still love my mother.” I said. 
  She nodded her head. 
  “She will hate you for eternity; I’d hope you’ve realized that by now,” I reminded her of the sin she enacted. 
  “I’ll not love anyone else the same—not as much as I love her,” she answered. “You will understand one day when you connect deeply with someone.  It will no longer just be about you anymore.  The decisions you make will not be easy for the sake of the one you want to protect,” Amphis tried to justify her actions again, even though, her face displayed otherwise with despair and deadness in her eyes. “It might be painful, or it will enchant your relationship. Your mother’s alive at least. I wanted her to be safe. That’s all I need. Because of that, you’re here.  Hopefully, alive and well long enough to have children of your own one day, or maybe experience your first love.” She grazed her fingers on my scar. “You have your mother’s beauty and the same silent charm that made me fall in love with her.” 
 I grabbed her hand and kissed the palm as she caressed my cheek.  “I’m sorry—I’m so sorry for what my mother has done out of spite. You don’t deserve this — to be hated by her.  The bond you have, after everything.  It scares me to fall for someone the same way.” 
  “Therefore, I should have been there more often for you,” Amphis replied. “I wanted to be with you both fully for all eternity. Maybe then, I wouldn’t worry about the path you’ve chosen to walk in this thirst for battles. My heart has broken enough over all the lives Alphard has taken.  It’s my fault that your mother is a monster.” 
  “What my mother is—it’s not your fault.  It really isn’t. Me being here is not your fault either.  I have my own grievances to fight. This place, my grandfather’s home is the one chance I have to find my own path away from the clan.” 
  “This shouldn’t be the path to take. You are being reckless,” she replied. “I know you are heading in the south to face that lord. Are you really that eager to die so young?” 
  “I gave my word to help them,” I said. “There’s no turning back now. I promised Angelica I would protect her.” 
  Amphis leaned to the side to look at Angelica sleeping by the fire. “She’s quite beautiful.  You two have become close then.” 
  “She’s chosen to be my friend.” 
  “A friend I see,” she grinned.  “Sure, she is. That still doesn’t change how I feel about you going through this.  This breaks my heart deeply.  I truly fear for you, since the journey you’re making is not something anyone can easily succeed.  The flames of the mountain is someplace not even I can enter to aid you.” 
  “That bad, huh?” I said. “It will be ok.  Whatever happens this is what I chose.” 
  “Let me see your sword,” she demanded, changing the subject. “Bring me Valora.” 
  I walked over to the camp, picked up my father’s sword, and brought it to her. “Why do you want to see her?” I laid the blade in her hand.  She grazed the metal with her fingertips, to the hilt, back up to the tip of the blade. The metal of the steel sang to her touch. 
  “She has been beautifully maintained.  Even sings with grace. However—you have been resistant to the true power,” Amphis revealed to me the swords secret, listening to the blade sing to her ear. “Valora has pledged her allegiance to you as the wielder of her power.  Why have you not resonated with her?” 
  “I can’t,” I said averting my eyes in shame. “I’m not strong enough to use her.” 
  “That’s not it!” She retorted.  “You haven’t activated the skills of your ancestors.  It senses your fear, when you do use her. You haven’t been able to wield her properly, because you chose not to connect.” 
  “I can’t…” 
  “Oh, I see,” she figured it out. “Part of your father’s spirit is in the sword.” 
  “Every time I use her—I can feel his presence nearby.”  Tears fell from my eyes.  “It makes all the memories of what happened rush in faster and out of my control.  I lose myself.” 
  “Oh Ali,” Amphis’ face became sadden. “Wouldn’t it be a wonderful thing to resonate with your father’s spirit? Don’t be afraid of your memories. They are a part of who you are.  Valora knows how strong you are. If you were not worthy of her the sword wouldn’t have been passed down to you. She chose you as her master.”  She invoked her magic into the blade until it glowed white for a brief second before dying down and went back to normal. 
  “What did you do?” 
  “Just a gift for you and Valora,” Amphis grinned and placed the sword back in my hand. “Use her well Ali.  She will be at her best the moment you stop resisting.” She glanced at Angelica once again.  “How interesting? You should listen to that girl.  She seems like a kind soul.  I can tell she cares about you the way she held you as you slept.” 
 “How long have you been here?” 
  “Long enough to see the connection you have with each other,” she answered and sniffed the air. “Peach—what an interesting flavor for a drink. I like her.  Protect her well.  My intuition tells me she’s someone worth keeping around.” Amphis kissed my cheek. “I have to leave now. I’m glad I could see you before the journey gets hard. I’m sure it will be quite heated the more south you travel. With all that fire, I’d rather take solace on a beach in the third realm. It’s beautiful this time of year you know.” 
  “Maybe I’ll join you,” I finally smiled but Amphis’ eyes became sad. 
  “Hopefully soon my silly child,” she answered, wiping her eye where a tear dripped along her cheek. “No goodbyes.” 
  “No farewells,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.” 
  She opened a portal in the water's reflection.  A silver white light rose until she stepped inside, not looking back. Then the portal disappeared after her.  She was gone, and the night was nearing its end.  Soon our journey will begin again at dawn. What awaits us, we will find out soon enough. 
 
 CHAPTER 16 
 
 Angelica 
 
THE SCENT OF THE MORNING MIST filled the air as an orange glow from the sun peeked over the horizon, waking me up. My head throbbed in pain from drinking too much peach alcohol before falling asleep.  I squinted to see Ali, laying on her side next to me lost in thought. Her eyes then focused on mine with a strange grin as if she was in a good mood. 
  “You seem like you had a pleasant night,” I had my hand over my head and my throat felt parched as I spoke.  “Did you sleep well?” 
  “I did—thank you,” she answered. “I haven’t slept that good in a long time. You look like you have a hangover.” She reached behind her and set a canteen of water in front of me. “Drink lots of water. It’s fresh from the well, behind the Tavern.” 
  “Thank you,” I said while sitting up and twisted off. I drank in large gulps until the water dribbled down my chest. “I forgot how strong my mix is.” I closed the canteen and set it off to the side.  The sun was bright in the distance.  “Might as well enjoy, right?” I glanced at her still lying on her side. “Looks like we will be back on the road soon.” 
  “The men will be up shortly—but I rather be like this for a while,” Ali suddenly caught my attention. “It’s peaceful like this.” 
  I laid on my side looking at her. “You’re so bright today. I like this part of you—so relaxed and at peace.” 
  “I really had a nice dream last night,” she answered, and her face became flushed pink.  “I don’t normally have good dreams.” 
  “What kind of a nice dream?” I asked noticing she looked shy about it. 
  “I was someplace—I thought it was my home, but it was different,” she answered with a puzzled expression. “I don’t know where I was. It was so real though, the dream.  Everything felt vivid like now.  The smell of seawater and feeling the grit of the sand on my feet… I saw the sun and moon share the sky side by side; day and night.” 
  “Sounds like the beach of time,” I interrupted, answering the question she needed to know. “The place you described is the beach of time.  It resides in the fourth realm. It’s where you can view the past and the future.  Sometimes even catch glimpses of what’s coming.” 
  “I met someone there,” Ali answered vaguely. “She greeted me like she hadn’t seen me in a long time, and she said she missed me.  I had no idea what she meant.  Then she—disappeared into a thick mist; and that was it.  I woke up.” 
  “Hmm—sounds very interesting,” it puzzled me about the person she spoke of. “Was she someone you know?” 
  “Kinda,” she answered again as vague as possible, but I could see her ears turn red like it was something blissful.  She couldn’t even look me in the eye after my question. 
  “Well, you know anyone you meet in the beach of time is someone that’s supposed to be a part of your life. She’s probably from the future and she had access to the beach of time to meet with you.  Maybe it was her only way of seeing you if she said she missed you. You’re probably absent in her life or maybe other reasons.” 
  “That makes sense,” she answered. “I was just taken back by how welcoming it was seeing her. The beach itself was enchanting, seeing the sky that way. Night and day.  Moon and Sun…” 
  “It’s a romantic place, don’t you think?” I interrupted. “I’ve only heard about it, but I’ve always thought it was a romantic place to take a lover I adore.  They might appreciate its serene beauty just as you are right now. The beach of time is someplace special. Not everyone finds it, because it’s in limbo. However—the great thing about that place is once you find it, you can summon anyone there just by thinking about them.  Who desires it the most will find their way there.” 
 “You know a lot,” she blurted.  “You’re really knowledgeable on all of this. I think I wouldn’t feel as optimistic about this journey if it was someone else guiding us to the south.” 
  “There are many others with the same knowledge as me,” I was flattered. “You’re just being kind. Thank you! 
  All of a sudden, Eric shouted out the window.  “Good morning love birds!”  Ali turned around to give him a scold that made me laugh. “The men are just getting dressed. We will meet with you two shortly.” Eric shouted again, annoying Ali. 
  “Can I not have a peaceful morning without your voice disturbing everything?” she hollered at him. 
  “I’ll summon the Striders Eric,” I said to end their sarcastic feud. “Head back in and take your time.” I winked at him, playing around, as we needed the privacy. 
  “Alright,” he took the hint. “I’ll let you two lovebirds have your privacy.” He stuck his head back inside and shut the window leaving us to ourselves. 
  “Ugh,” Ali shrugged. “Love birds, huh. You know he will give us that silly smirk all day.” 
  “Let his imagination satisfy him for a while,” I said. “I kind of indicated that we need some time alone.” 
  “Oh, the ninth heavens!” She giggled. “I will never hear the end-of-it.” 
  “Most likely not,” I said. “But that’s between you and me.  Besides, would it be so bad if we did?” Ali’s face became serious. “I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to.”  She remained silent not knowing how to answer. “I apologize if that was too forward.” I stood up from the ground after a few seconds of silence. “It’s ok.  Forget I asked.” 
  “You’re very attractive, Angelica.” she finally spoke. “I actually don’t know how to respond right now.  I’ve never actually done those things with someone I didn’t know well.  I’m sorry if you think I don’t find you alluring, because I do.  Just so you know, being around you feels good. It’s a feeling I’m not used to.” 
  “I’m glad you find me attractive,” I said. “I didn’t really know how you thought of me. Since we are alone.  I want to say this.  When Claudia told me she kissed you, I felt—jealous. Even after everything I said to you, being so cruel—I never thought I would feel weird over someone.  I think my sister was more surprised than me about my reaction.” 
  “My head still hurts from your sister slamming my head against the wall,” she rubbed the back of her head. “There was nothing to be jealous about.” 
  “I only felt that way, because I wanted to be the one to kiss you first,” I answered. “My sister snatched it before I could realize how ignorant I was. It’s trivial to think in such a way. But looking back, now I know for sure I wanted you for myself.” 
  “I understand,” Ali answered. “Like I said. The kiss didn’t matter.  It shouldn’t really matter if I wanted to—but I didn’t. She forced it, and it was just a game to her.  Cruel games I don’t play. I’ve seen how my mother plays with her victims, and it’s not something that’s tasteful to me as much as your sister enjoys it.” She touched her lips in a daze. “I would want something more intimate and meaningful.” 
  “Hmm—where did your mind wander off to?” I asked. “Were you thinking of that woman in your dreams?” I became playful, kneeling in front of her, and grabbing her by the back of the neck to pull her close. I whispered in her ear, with my lips touching the tip of her lobe.  “You’re making me jealous again.” Then I stood back up and packed my bag. Ali’s face was completely flushed and in shock. “Don’t just sit there. We need to get ready.” 
  “Oh, right...” Ali focused and kicked dirt over pieces of wood burning in the fire pit until it went out.  She then stood there for a while staring at me as I whistled for the Striders to come. 
 They emerged from the shadows of the forest and galloped towards us in full speed until they braked to a halt in front of me.  The one I rode lowered his head, so I’d pat his nose. “Good boy!” His black fur was silk to the touch as I rubbed his muzzle.  The black particles of smoke floating around them felt like a cool mist against my skin as it rose from their hooves, up to their knee. “Beautiful creatures. Did you know my family created them?” I looked at Ali as she gave a puzzled expression. “We raised them to be cunning in the dark during the time of war.  You cannot kill a Shadow Strider.  Weapons go through them like smoke when they are at threat. It’s because we manifested them from the darkness.  Just as Hades gave the powers to your grandmother. We took it from the same place. We used the same darkness to create these beasts. Like how your mother and grandmother can manipulate the dark matter to take shape. It materializes the moment they imagine it.  No image, it disappears.  Striders are similar. They can materialize and dematerialize at will. Amazing ability, don’t you think?” 
  “I never knew that,” she responded with surprise. “I always thought it was a natural gift after being reborn.” 
  “No, unfortunately.” I shook my head. “Your aunt’s and grandmother’s abilities were specifically chosen based on what Hades wanted them to have. Control over the darkness and shadows was meant for the one he wanted to become the strongest.  Particularly over the shadows. Your grandmother I heard is quite skilled in the Shadow Arts, am I right?” Ali remained quiet. “Shadow Arts is a rare ability to have. It’s dangerous to be frank about it. Everyone fears it. One who can control the shadows can control everyone to their will. You can stop a battle by just paralyzing the shadows. You can change fate within seconds with just a slight bit of manipulation.  However, with such power, you can have an entire village annihilate itself in a single night.  A powerful Shadow Arts master can stop the heart of thousands with a single thought. It’s not a power someone is born with. It’s given. The storms, the wind, the dark. Hades gave your family the gifts to sway the realms—that’s why you’re feared.  When one is feared, they are hated. By the way, has your mother learned yet…? Shadow Arts?” 
  “She’s not that skilled yet,” Ali answered. “Not as powerful as my grandmother. It’s actually fortunate. If my mother had fully developed that ability there would be no one to stop her. You know that my mother has murdered entire villages in one night.  Caused massacres I couldn’t even fathom. She was rogue based on what I found out. My grandmother’s power as Queen couldn’t sway her to stop. After my father’s death, my mother fell into a bloodlust far more terrible than her cravings. To stop her, my grandmother had to do something she hated more than anything else.  She used Shadow Arts on my mother to paralyze her in the castle.  I remember that day as if it was yesterday. She screamed with such rage, fighting the hold on her.  The more she fought the more painful it was. My grandmother gripped her shadow so hard it broke the bones in my mother’s legs. I saw her kneel to the ground—still fighting the hold.  Yuna had to take me away to prevent me from watching anymore—because it got worse. It lasted for three days until my mother broke in submission. They summoned a friend of the family to reverse the injuries. It was bad. My mother never went rogue again after that, my grandmother was never the same either.” 
  “I’m sorry you had to witness such things as a child,” I responded with pure shock. “Your mother is really strong to withstand and fight the grip of a Shadow Arts master.” 
  Ali laughed. “More like stubborn is the word to use. They have told me I’m the same.” 
  I ruffled her hair. “I can see that.” 
  The men barged out the tavern door, interrupting us. They stumbled out half-drunk from binge drinking through the night with no real limits to their health.  They struggled to adjust their armor properly to look somewhat decent for the journey ahead.  Eric was the only one that walked out bathed and had a clean appearance with his keen awareness, as if the wine and ale never affected his performance. 
 “How far is the mountain from here again?” Eric asked while grabbing ahold of the reigns to the Strider he road before. 
  One and a half day's ride from here,” I answered. “There’s one more village we could stop at before we reach the road to Ashhedge.  After that we’re on our own.” 
  “Fantastic,” Gabriel answered in his refined voice. “Another night of bliss before the fires of hell.” He laughed hysterically, and the men climbed on the Striders, grunting. 
  “The last village we should buy some wine and ale to bring with us,” Eric suggested. “Our time in the wilderness should at least have enjoyment, am I right?” He glanced over at me. “What do you think of that idea, eighth warrior?” 
  “It’s a brilliant idea,” I agreed. “The more ale the better.” 
  I climbed into the saddle with my bag dangling over the side.  Ali leaped up behind me but sat closer against my back than yesterday.  Her hand gently found my waist as the Strider trotted forward, onto the trail leading into the woods. 
  “You seem more confident riding today than yesterday,” she complimented. “Your balance is better.” 
  “I am getting used to it again,” I answered.  “In my youth, I used to ride all the time before other things called my attention. Then I didn’t ride anymore.” 
  “That’s a shame,” she said. “You should do it more often now.” 
  “Maybe I will,” I said. “I missed this feeling—the freedom.” 
  We talked more on our ride to the next village in the south.   The journey seemed shorter than usual with our long conversations.  Eric even stared at us with a wide grin that didn’t seem to bother Ali.  She rarely paid attention to him or the other men as if we were in our own little world sitting on the Strider. I barely had to control the massive creature as it rode naturally to where we wanted to go. We kept laughing at jokes and talked about random things we liked. I admitted my addiction to sweets. I loved all things that tasted sweet like honey. Ali loved the taste of salt since she grew up around the ocean and sweets was a new love after experiencing our desserts. It turns out that her grandmother’s kingdom didn’t serve such delicacies.  We were like polar opposites that contrasted the things we enjoyed and the things we disliked. With that, our connection grew stronger the closer we got to the southern border. 
  I wish for moments like these to never end. The journey will not have a happy ending the further we traveled towards the direction we both knew to be our untimely end. Ali… I want this to last forever. 
 
 CHAPTER 17 
 
 Ali 
    
 
THE DAY HAS BECOME BLESSED every moment with Angelica during our ride. After last night, the journey didn’t feel awkward anymore when she was avoiding me. Time had no effect on our connection. Because of that my heart desired her even more with every passing hour, and the closer we became as friends. 
  We reached the border of the last village earlier than expected.  There was plenty of daylight left before dusk, so the men would spend the rest of the evening relaxing and most of all have fun. Which normally composed of drinking all day and night but at least Angelica and I had more time together before reaching the mountain. 
  Just like before, instead of staying at the local Inn, we made camp on top of a foothill at the border of the forest that viewed a grass landscape ahead and the village.  At this point, there were no longer any forests or a tree in sight. The further out the dryer the grass looked, and the heat had risen slightly indicating we were getting closer to the mountain. 
  From the corner of my eye, Angelica appeared to be happy, smiling at me while we gathered wood for the fire at night. The others went down to visit the local tavern to buy crates full of wine and bottled ale to bring back to camp. They had planned to bring back meats and whatever food available to have a feast by campfire. However, Eric stayed behind with Angelica, prepping the pit by digging a wide hole in the ground and we gathered dry leaves and twigs; then piled them in the center of the hole. 
  In a short distance from camp, he found an old tree with low thick branches dry enough to cut into logs. He took his axe and chopped near the trunk in three swings before I heard the branch crash to the ground. 
  Angelica watched him in curiosity. “Your friend is skilled with the axe,” she complimented his quickness and how easily the blade of his axe cut through solid wood. 
  “He’s even more skilled at seducing women,” I answered with spiteful sarcasm, because she was staring at him too long. 
  “Are you sure you two haven’t ever…” 
  “No,” I answered before she could finish her sentence. “No—thank the ninth heavens, no.” 
  She giggled. “I’m surprised you haven’t, and you have been close. He’s quite handsome.” 
  Anger suddenly rushed in my blood as it boiled through my veins. Did you say that on purpose to get a reaction out of me? “Hmm… If he’s your type, you should be able to have your chance now,” I answered back, trying not to show a sign of the jealousy that grew like an exploding flame. “The men will not be back for a while.  So, go right ahead.” I looked away for a moment to avoid her gaze.  When I turned to look back, she was near my face. So close I could feel the heat of her breath on my cheek. 
  “The one I want is right in front of me—why would I want anyone else?” She answered with a wide grin as devious as her sister when she tried to seduce me. As I stepped back, Angelica grabbed my arm tight and forced me close to her again.  Her other arm slid around my waist until I couldn’t escape.  She made sure I couldn’t move away as the strength in her arm became firm. My ears burned as I felt her body and her lips near mine. “You look so shy right now. It’s adorable.” Finally, my body relaxed in her arms like the night she embraced me in comfort. She noticed right away I would not fight her. “Are you submitting yourself to me?” She whispered in my ear. “I’m not going to do anything you don’t want to do.” 
  “What do you think I want?” I asked while matching her discreet tone, no longer avoiding the words that wanted to come out of my mouth to provoke. 
 “You want to kiss me,” she whispered even softer while her hand loosened and caressed my neck, over my scar, tracing a line and stroking my face.  The warmth of her hand sent a shiver down my spine, becoming weak to her gentle touch.  Her dark eyes drew me in, as I just wanted to get lost in her world behind the veil of her long captivating lashes. “Hmmmm—am I right?” she asked while moving even closer to my lips waiting for an answer. 
  I stayed quiet to her lips nearly touching mine.  The smell of her perfume was intoxicating and the warmth of her body; holding onto me left me no other choice to my desires. “Yes,” the word faintly slipped from my quivering lips. 
  Before she could kiss me, the men roared loudly in their deep chatter while walking up the hill. It was too late.  They had already come back, breaking the trance between Angelica and me.  We pushed apart before we saw their faces over the edge, carrying three large crates full of food and drinks. 
  “Ali,” Achilles yelled loudly for me. “We all decided to have a sparring match to get us prepared for a good fight.  The light shouldn’t be wasted. Do you want to join?” 
  I glanced over at Angelica pretending to gather wood. “I actually promised the lady I’d teach her the bow right now. She wants to be more useful when we go into battle.” The lie that spilt out was easier than the truth.  I wanted to spend more time alone with Angelica before there wasn’t time left between us. I grabbed my bow and collected six arrows from my quiver to bring with us when we walked away from camp, down into the field where there were broken fences. 
  Further in the distance was a thick old fence post near a farm that appeared abandoned. The wood look rotted but was still good enough to be a target for practice. We stood a far enough distance to align a good shot, and I mounted the arrows in the ground in front of Angelica to pick up. 
  “I didn’t know if you were going to actually teach me or something else,” she was wondering the reason I made up the story. 
  “Sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t want to spar with them. So, I used you as an excuse.” 
  “Oh, really?” she reacted to my answer by getting close again, gazing deep into my eyes. “Here I thought we would finish what we started.” 
  I handed her the bow. “Maybe...” I didn’t want to give her a real answer and show her any sign that I wanted her to do what she intended.  I glanced at her lips for a brief second and looked away. “But first—I want to see how well you can shoot.  A Dark Elf has standards in their companions, did you know? How well you can hit the target will determine how well you can handle this.” I gestured to my body seductively, I don’t know what made me say something that bold, but I took it back. “I meant how well we go together… How well you can shoot will determine how well we go together.” I grinned at her playfully. “Impress me.” 
  Angelica finally tore her eyes away and held the bow in her left hand. Then she mounted an arrow she pulled from the ground and nestled it in between her fingers.  She set it firmly before pulling back the string.  Her elbow aligned with her shoulders perfectly. Her eyes became focused and her face stern as if she was taking it seriously, what I said.   She had a strong stance that made me believe this is not her first time holding a bow. Her fingers released the string and the arrow cut through the air, hitting the fencepost without flaw. 
  My eyes widened on how well the shot was. “Well done.” I clapped my hands to give her praise. “You’ve done archery before I see.” 
  “Trainers taught me as a child how to handle a bow—among other skills,” she answered. “Although, I’m not as skilled as a Dark Elf I assure you, but I can manage on my own quite well.” 
 She takes the rest of the arrows and shoots them off into the fencepost one by one, rapidly until there was none left, making a circle on the target. Then she revealed a dagger underneath the leather vest she wore. Tucked away and hidden from the naked eye.  She pulled it out and flung it at the post.  It sheared through the air and hit the center of the circle. 
  My jaw dropped at the sight of her precision and marksmanship. “I can see you can handle yourself as you said.” I walked towards the fencepost to get a clear view of how perfect the circle she made with the arrows with the dagger stuck in the center. “Flawless,” I blurted out in shock. I gripped the base of the arrows and pulled them out one by one until they were all in hand.  Angelica approached from behind, leaning over me to reach her dagger and pulled it out. 
  It only took a split second for her to push my back against the post and gripped her hand around my neck. She shoved into me until I couldn’t move away from her face getting close. “So—I guess I’m more than worthy to be a Dark Elf’s companion.” Her lips found mine in a deep tender kiss that sent my mind into a spiral and my heart felt like it leaped out of my chest with excitement.  The kiss of her soft lips was like silk and even better than the dream. My stomach exploded with butterflies, making me indulge in the taste of her tongue circling mine.  I wanted more so my arms automatically enfolded around her waist, locking her in as our kiss became more passionate until the air was no longer in my lungs. But even that didn’t stop us until Eric shouted for us from the top of the hill in the distance.  His voice echoed down, calling us to come back to camp. 
  At the sound of his voice, Angelica released my lips from hers in a sigh of annoyance.  She panted faintly and laid her forehead on mine. “Are they always like this?” she asked, while catching her breath. 
  “All the time,” I answered. “There’s no avoiding them right now.” 
  She kissed me on the cheek. “I want to keep doing this.” Then she briefly kissed my lips one more time before moving away. “But we should see what they want.” 
  “I actually don’t care about what they want right now,” I groaned. 
  Angelica took my hand and forced me off the post. “Just amuse them for the evening,” she said while getting close to my ear.  “You and I can have some time together later—if that’s what you wish.” I nodded for ‘yes’.  She caressed my face with hers and enclosed her arms around me. “We have all the time in the world if you wish.”  She released me once again and tugged at me to follow. “Let’s not keep the others waiting for too long.” I finally stopped resisting, and we set off to meet the men at camp. 
  I could already smell the alcohol in the air as we approached them. Gabriel and Achilles were clashing swords with sheer force, making their steels sing. However, they yielded at the sight of us. “Are you done with target practice for the evening?” Gabriel asked. “I need a real match in sword. Achilles here is too weak of an opponent to spar with me right now.” 
  Eric laughed while sitting on a boulder, watching them shove each other. “No insults Gabriel.  We are all skilled in our trade. But it’s true. Ali?” he glanced at me. “You are the more skilled swordsman. Spar with Gabriel.” 
  Angelica elbowed me. “Go on,” she said. “I want to watch.” She kept glaring at me to do it. 
  I sighed. “Fine—I’ll spar with you Gabriel.” I went over to my things and unsheathe my Elven sword. 
  “Not taking out Valora?” Gabriel asked. 
  “Not unless you want to die before sucking a cock tonight… I think not.” 
  “Haha… Someone is confident,” he stood in his fighting stance, raising his sword ready for an attack. “Mmmm—I do love your flare today Alucard.” He charges at me in full force, but my feet was swift and drifted passed him. “You seem excessively charged today.” He flicked back his golden hair and held the blade of the sword close to his face where his blue eyes glisten in the mirrored gilded steel. 
 I glanced at Angelica through the corner of my eye and finally took my fighting stance, holding my blade to the side and slightly elevated from the ground. 
  “Careful Gabriel,” Eric shouted. “She is taking you seriously.” 
  “What do you think I want?” he grinned rebelliously. “I want to see who’s the better swordsman.” Gabriel charges at me again, but with less force and our swords finally collided. My blade glided off his where I circled around him, since I was small and quick compared to his large, heavy, built. I lunged forward pushing him and then dodging his elbow, trying to hit my face.  His sword swung at me once again, my blade just blocking and maneuvering his movements by using his built against him. The longer I avoid his attacks, the quicker he will eventually get tired and quit,.  I twirled around him and under his arms as he swung many times to land a blow. 
  Angelica sat on the boulder with Eric, giggling at what’s supposed to be the fight of the better swordsman. I winked at her, while Gabriel grunted, trying to pierce me with his sword.  “Ali… take him serious please. He’s trying his best. At least give him yours.” Angelica tried to convince me to stop avoiding his attacks. 
  “This is why Ali is a skilled fighter,” Eric said. “A Dark Elf is so agile that in combat they protect themselves by avoiding attacks.  That’s why they don’t wear heavy armor. Ali can avoid nearly every attack and see it coming before the opponent can act.” 
  I sprinted away from Gabriel as he stood in exhaustion, sweating profusely. “I don’t think Angelica needs a lesson in Dark Elf traits.” 
  “Dark Elves are not the only ones agile in combat,” Gabriel blurted out. “Werewolves are just as quick in the heat of a fight and just as cunning as a Dark Elf.” I suddenly stood still and my face lost joy in the match after his comment. “I forgot to tell you Eric. A werewolf — a full moon ago raided the village we visited. Killed a few and stole what he could get his hands on before disappearing in the night.  A red-haired lad with deep gray eyes.” 
  I gasped at the news.  Edon was here. Of all places… Of all realms to visit. He was here in the Underworld. 
  “Gabriel—what are you doing?” Eric asked, noticing I’ve become angry. I gripped my sword, readjusting my fingers to hold the handle tighter. 
  “I believed they recognized a very distinct tattoo on his chest,” Gabriel shared being egotistical. “What was it again?” He paused for a moment. “Oh yes, now I remember.  Crossed daggers…” I glared at Gabriel and the smirk on his face. 
  “Ali,” Eric called out to me, but his voice began to fade out into my growing rage. 
  In that moment, I imagined Gabriel’s face turning into Edon. His deep gray eyes staring back at me.  His red hair short and spiked like how I remembered that day.  He had a crooked grin just like back then before the wolves tore through my flesh. Even his voice sounded like him. 
  “That fight I would like to see. Who’s stronger—Ali?” 
  The moment he breathed my name, I rushed him at full force, colliding my sword against his blade, which sent him into shock. His reaction slowed while trying to fight back.  I slid under his legs and back on my feet behind his back, sliding my blade across the joint on the back of his knee. He knelt forward, grunting in pain. The sound of my blade cutting through his leathers and flesh sent me into a blood lust.  All I can see is Edon before my eyes. He grabbed me and threw me away from him, but that didn’t stop me.  I slid back onto my feet and rushed at him once again. He swung his sword, but I avoided the attack, ran up the trunk of the tree behind him, and leaped in the air with both my hands on the hilt ready to thrust it into his chest.  Edon turned to watch me in mid-air above him until I could see the fear in his eyes as I saw my reflection in his iris. 
 Suddenly, I heard Eric and the men screaming for me to stop.  Before my sword reached his chest, the illusion broke, and it was Gabriel once again. In that moment, I faltered, and a burst of energy slammed me in the chest, pushing my body back until I hit the base of the tree. 
  “I yield,” I heard the fear in Gabriel’s voice. “Thank the ninth heavens.” He kneeled in relief. 
  I looked at Angelica to see her arm extended.  She was the one who stopped me.  Her eyes widened in shock of what almost happened.  Eric and the men kept their distance, not knowing if I would strike at them. I dropped my sword and stood to my feet. “I’m sorry Gabriel.  I don’t know what came over me.” 
  Eric rushed over to Gabriel and clobbered him in the head with his fist. “You are a damn drunken fool I hope you know!” 
  Gabriel finally realized his fault. “I’m sorry, Ali,” he bowed his head in shame. “I forgot.” 
  “Are we ok?” Achilles asked in concern. 
  “It's fine,” I answered.  “I just need to clear my head.” 
  The look on Angelica’s face changed into something I didn’t want to see. It was terror written all over her face as if I was a monster.  Am I a monster? 
  I ran off into the forest after seeing the expressions on everyone’s face.  I didn’t know what happened.  It was like I lost control of my anger and nearly killed Gabriel. If Angelica wasn’t there to intervene, I would have succeeded. 
  Angelica’s voice called out to me not wanting me to leave.  I even heard her try to chase after me, but Eric stopped her before she could. However, I didn’t dare to turn back to face her after everything. 
  What have I become…? 
 
 CHAPTER 18 
 
 Angelica 
 
IT WAS A STRUGGLE TO KEEP MYSELF from ramming through Eric to go after Ali, who raced away faster than a Shadow Strider in the thickness. I desperately wanted to see if she was ok; however, Eric prevented me from going any further with his stern glare, saying ‘let her go’.  Even though, it was the right thing to let her escape the scene for a while, it worried me.  The energy ball I conjured to throw her back was too much for the average being to handle without receiving deep injuries.  However, she stood up, as it did nothing.  She is stronger than my assumption of her capabilities. When she nearly struck Gabriel, there was darkness in the air.  The others wouldn’t notice it, but I could sense the change.  Ali has the dark roots embedded in her, and it’s growing with her anger and fear. It seemed like she barely recognized Gabriel and acted as if we weren’t there; and those black eyes.   I don’t think she realized it.  Her eyes turned completely black as night, like the darkness had its hold.  In that short time, I didn’t sense the light in her soul.  Ali, who are you really? 
  “Eric—let me get by.”  
  He continued to block my way. “She needs to walk off the fight. Gabriel shouldn’t have provoked her that way.” 
  “I hit her hard,” I said. “I don’t know if she’s alright.” 
  “She’ll be fine,” he answered. “It takes more than that to harm her. However, if you don’t give her space, she might harm you instead. So please…” He indicated to me to sit back on the boulder. 
  I sighed in frustration and did what he wanted.  The rough surface felt warm from sitting on it earlier during the spar.  Eric sat next to me and kept a watchful eye, making sure I didn’t run off after her. “Eric, what happened?” I asked. “She was fine.. Then she turned...  Did you see her eyes?” 
  “Yeah…” He scratched his head. “We have noticed that too during our time together.” 
  “And you don’t find that strange?” I wondered why they weren’t shocked by what happened. 
  “Ali has her moments,” he answered. “It happens only when she’s consumed with anger though. It’s not often she gets like that. Although, I’ve noticed after what happened, it’s gotten worse. Before she would not lose control.  After what I just saw—she was gone. Not even there with those black eyes.  It was like looking at a different person.” 
  “The darkness has touched her,” I said. “It’s like a seed that sprouts roots in the soul turning it black. Makes you impulsive and filled with fury, reckless…” 
  “It probably has to do a lot with her mother,” Eric responded. “I heard she has a similar affinity over the darkness. It doesn’t help that she has suffered a lot in her past.  Gabriel let his ego get the better of him and it triggered her rage. Thank you, by the way.” He looked me in the eye. “You saved his life.  Without your power, Ali would have struck him dead.  That would have pained her to murder a comrade.” 
  “It was a response I didn’t know I had,” I said while looking at my palms. “My hands were trembling.  I was so afraid that I hurt her trying to stop everything. I didn’t even think about how much I unleashed. That would have killed one of you in an instant.” 
  “I’m glad you didn’t miss,” he lightly nudged my shoulder. “Ali is like this boulder.  Stubborn and strong.  Not the best at letting things absorb and get in.  A bit of magic will not do much… I’m pretty sure she’s fine.  She will come back, and things will be back to normal.  She was rather taken back though.  You have an influence on her.  I think she feels more shame having you witness her worst moment.  She probably is overthinking about how you think about her.” 
 “I hope she didn’t take my expression the wrong way,” I thought back about how I physically reacted. “I was just in shock about how quickly it all went.  It’s not as if I haven’t witnessed someone lose control over the darkness before.  I just didn’t expect her to be that way.” 
  “I understand,” he replied sympathetically. “It’s hard to imagine that quiet, conservative Elf to be that terrifying in a fight.  Ali, I have to admit walks that balance between light and darkness. You wouldn’t even know just by looking at her at first glance. Her calm demeanor, her kindness towards others; she’s deceiving.  Even the men learned to not let her frail exterior fool you.  Those sad eyes can really cut through in an instant. If you let yourself become deceived, she has you; but Ali has a good heart.   She means well. I think she denies too much, of who she is and forgets that no matter how far you run, you cannot escape who you are.  Ali is meant to be a Harpy.” 
  “Harpys are my sworn enemy,” I said. “But she is special.  I don’t care if she becomes one of them and takes her place within the dark clan. She will always be the shy Ali I have come to know.  So adorable when she’s flushed from being teased by me. She’s not very open sexually, but she is charming.” 
  “You sound like you’re in-love,” Eric batted his eyes. “Ali and Angelica.” 
  I laughed. “No… Actually, I’m not permitted to fall in love with someone of lower status than me,” I answered, feeling a pang in my stomach like my own words wounded me. “Being a Demon Lord is difficult. My birthright has responsibilities I need to uphold.  And my sister… Oh my sister—would most likely treat my lover like a target to practice her black magic on. I don’t mind having quick romances. Since, it’s the safer route than dealing with the repercussions of falling-in-love. Ali is a breath of fresh air, but at the same time, I actually truly care for her as I would a friend.  Plus aren’t you all planning to leave the kingdom once you are done enjoying the spoils? Knowing Ali, she would probably itch for another battle after a while.” 
  “That’s sad to hear that you have little freedom outside your family,” he commented. “This journey must be a relief.  No eyes on you and no responsibilities except surviving this mission.  You can get drunk and dance naked under the stars and no one would know.  You can have an affair with whoever you want—love whom you want without consequence.  What happens out here stays out here. And you’re most likely right.  We might move on after this.  Ali itches for a good fight, but I actually think she might want to settle down one day if the opportunity arose.  We all do actually want to find a place to plant our roots.  I don’t always want to be a mercenary. Even the men actually want to find companions, buy a piece of land, and start a family.  If someone called us to the battlefield again, we would at least leave behind a legacy.” 
  “Is that what you want?” I asked. “To find a woman to marry and have a family? And here I thought you wanted to forever remain a Casanova.” 
  “Ha-ha… Of course, I want to find an ideal woman to call my wife,” he answered. “When I was alive in the third realm.  My wife was the most beautiful, strongest woman in our villages. Hair gold and eyes like sapphire.  She stole my heart the moment I laid my eyes on her.  Her skin so fair and soft.  She was the chief’s daughter and had the eyes of every unwed man in the entire territory.  It took a long time and a lot of fights with men stronger than I was to finally win her heart. Every scar on my body reminded me of how much I loved her. That she was more precious than any gold or gem.  Our children were my life.  She was my life.” 
 “What happened?” 
  “Then finally the stronger man won,” Eric answered in a blank stare as if he was reliving the memory in his mind. “I died in battle when the clans were at war against each other. I actually didn’t want to fight.  I would have rather been with my wife and child, take them far into the sea, and find a new home. However, not all of us can act on our wishes.  We don’t think how precious life is when you live in the third realm.  If I marry again in this world.  The day I say my vows I will lie down my axe and not set foot on the battlefield again.” 
  “What do you think happened to your wife and child?” I became curious. 
  “I would hope she found love again and for my child to grow up healthy and strong,” he answered. “I would only hope for their happiness in the third realm without me.  I couldn’t stay, lingering to watch over them.  It was time for me to start a new life and leave that one behind.  Maybe one day, I’ll meet her again and my child.” 
  “You have a good heart,” I complimented. “I don’t think many would think the same. I’ve known many who hold on tight to their old life when they were alive and do more harm than good. I would hope your wife and child in your other life had that happiness you wished for them.” I cleared my throat. “So—why haven’t you settled yet with all the women you have laid with? Ali mentioned your lifestyle.” 
  Eric laughed. “I have found no one to make me feel like how I did with her… They haven’t taken my breath away.” He glanced at me again. “However, your sister has been on my mind a lot.” 
  “Claudia,” I said. “Really?” 
  “Yes,” he answered. “She’s beautiful—and so are you by the way… It’s just there’s something about her that reminds me of the strength I saw in my wife.  That gaze that cuts through your heart.” 
  I laughed hard until tears fell from my eyes. “Claudia has broken more hearts with that glare than anything else. Eric… Oh Eric—you will have a rough time.  You think courting your wife in the third realm was long and hard—Claudia will be a hell like no other if you pursue her. I’ll give you praise if you win her heart.” I slapped him in the back and kept laughing. “Oh, the ninth—you and her.  That will be the day.” 
  “It could happen,” he winked at me. “I have my charms.  I’ll cast a love spell on her in my own way.” 
  “Please—Eric. You are too much,” I used his broad shoulder as an armrest and leaned on him. “Claudia really doesn’t like the flirtatious man. It’s too obvious that all they want is her body.  And the sex…  My sister is a dream in the chambers, I’ve heard.  It was all poison to my ears, but I’ll admit my sister is skilled being half sex demon and half vampire.  It’s an arousing mix for many to admire. However, my sister dreams of romance; intimacy, poetry, sweet words; it has to come from the heart.  Claudia dreams these things from a potential companion.  To be seduce with the soul.” 
  “Sounds like Ali would be her type,” he blurted out suddenly. “No offense.” 
  “None taken,” I said. “You are probably right.  Claudia was quite taken by Ali at first until I ruined it.  I rather insinuated that she was a bother to me. So now, my sister doesn’t care for her.  Once she gets the wrong impression about someone, there’s no swaying her mind.  She will never open up to Ali. Not after the ceremony.” 
  “What happened between her and Ali?” Eric asked with a look of jealousy written on his face. 
  “Claudia tried to seduce her,” I said. “As a game though.  I think she wanted to see if she was worth rejecting after I told her to keep Ali away from me. They kissed from what she told me.  She even offered Ali a night with her, but I guess she didn’t want my sister. It actually angered her.” 
 “That’s sounds like Ali to deny an evening with a beautiful woman,” he added. “They kissed—really?” 
  “Yes—but please tell no one,” I said. “My sister is very self-conscious about her reputation. If anyone knew she took an interest in a Dark Elf and was rejected, it would embarrass her and make her furious.” 
  “Your sister’s secret is safe with me,” Eric assured me with a smile. “Hopefully this will help me get closer to her.” 
  I punched him in the arm. “Not really—but nice try.” I gave him an evil grin. “I’m not going to help you court my sister, I hope you know.  I just gave you good secrets.  Do with them what you will, just do it discreetly.” 
  Eric winked at me. “Thank you, milady.” Then he handed me a bottle of wine. “Drink to the night to come. This will most likely be the last before we reach the mountain.” 
  I guzzled a mouth full of the sweet and bitter wine. The cool red liquid dripped down my chin and onto my chest.  “Oh my—this is stronger than last night’s drinks.” 
  “The men purchased a more aged batch,” he answered. “It was more expensive, but worth the buy for our last night.  Before dawn, we head out to get an early start. By noon we should reach the obsidian castle.” 
  “It will be plenty of daylight to fight against the old Demon lord,” I responded while gulping another mouthful of wine. 
  “Easy there, milady,” Eric wanted me to slow down on the drinking. Although, I wanted to numb out fast, thinking about Ali. Her kiss still lingered on my lips where it ached for more.   She embraced me so tight on the field it made me weak in her arms.  The wine slows the hunger I yearned to satisfy. I wanted Ali, but she was nowhere in sight. 
    
  *** 
    
  Ali didn’t show up the entire evening of drinking and long songs the men tried to harmonize.  Their voices resounded off key, which made me laugh as I joined in drinking the ale and eating cured meats that were salty and delicious. Eric kept me company most of the night until everyone fell asleep where they drank, passed out and snored louder than the bugs that sung in the dark. 
  I lied awake, staring at the blazing flames, waiting patiently for Ali’s return.  Then finally, she strolled back into camp and sat against the bolder, leaning her back against the rock in a daze. I saw her gaze up at the stars in the sky. At first, I wanted to get up and go to her; however, my body didn’t move to the thought.  I just laid there and watched her struggle with an inner turmoil I longed to understand.  She was right there but was so far away. 
  Is this love? 
 
 CHAPTER 19 
 
 Ali 
    
    
    
 
THE NIGHT DIDN’T LAST LONG as the men awoke ready to ride out before dawn. Angelica drank her elixir behind the tree in private, replenishing herself for the long travel. She didn’t appear disturbed by my presence when she finally glanced in my direction with a warm smile like nothing has changed.  Why did everything have to go sour yesterday with Gabriel? It was different this time.  I lost control completely of reality, as if my rage clouded my sight and manipulated it to see Edon.  I should have known it was all in my head.  It wasn’t real, yet it felt true.   Maybe I’m losing my mind. 
  Angelica summoned the Striders, whistling as loud as possible.   They formed quickly out of the shadows and trotted our way.  This might be the last time I get to ride with her.   She hopped over the back with confidence and more strength in her form.  Angelica was amazing with how quickly she relearned an old forgotten skill. I wouldn’t believe her now if she said she was rusty and hadn’t ridden in ages. She held the reins and reached out to me with care written in her eyes. If only circumstances were different, I would have fallen for her.  I received her hand, and she lifted me behind.  When I settled, we rode off with the men riding alongside this time instead of being separated in a line. 
  Gabriel glanced over at me along our right and he lipped ‘I’m sorry.’  Eric on our left raised his fist at him with an angered glare. I wanted to laugh because they looked funny as they made faces at each other.  I had no reason to hate Gabriel when he is under the influence of ale.  He can get carried away in a fight and lose his composure.  Eric, on the other hand, treaded carefully around me. Never used my past against me to win in a match.  That’s why I called him a friend more than the others. 
  Angelica surprised me yesterday with her magic. The power of a Demon lord is not to be taken lightly.  The strength knocked me back like a boulder, clobbering me with one swoop.  If I weren’t the granddaughter of Tobias, she would have gravely injured me with how much power hit my chest.  The pain resided under my flesh like a bruise, still raw and sore. 
  I can only imagine the fight with an older lord, especially at night when he is at his strongest. My grandfather never mentioned the power of a Demon lord. Then again, he probably never thought I would split from my heritage as a Harpy. My mother wanted me to be her heir even though the Underworld is somewhat my home as well as the Dark Elf tribe in the cold northern mountains. 
  The last day on the island, I could tell how disappointed she was when my answer was no. The glare she gave me sent chills as if it wasn’t the best answer.  Yet she let me go and now the Underworld has become a new home, even though I haven’t settled in one place. 
  Suddenly, I remembered the fear in Gabriel’s eyes as I held the tip of the blade near his chest. My hands trembled at the image of me losing control.  If that were Angelica under my blade, I huffed out losing my breath to anxiety.  Angelica’s hand found mine, and she squeezed it to get my attention.   I focused on her even though she said nothing.   The palm of her hands were warm and comforting. Then I finally leaned my forehead on her back in exhaustion. 
  “Tired?” she asked. 
  “Yeah,” I mumbled. “Just a bit.” 
  “I saw you didn’t sleep much,” she stated. “You should shut your eyes for a little while.  Just until we arrive near the mountain you can stay like this.” 
 “Thank you,” the warmth of her back relaxed the muscles in my face. “This feels really good right now. I couldn’t sleep a wink after yesterday.  After everything that happened, I just wanted to fade into the night sky. Before I knew it, it was time to leave.” 
  “You need to rest,” Angelica reacted with concern. “I don’t want you to fade.  Not now, not ever.  I don’t see you any different if it will give you assurance.   I still see you the same and my desires hasn’t changed. If that gives you, comfort.  I’ll say it more until it gets into that thick skull of yours.” 
  I grinned at the tone of her voice as her words comforted me through my insecurities, which I didn’t expect from someone who I’ve only known for a short time.  “You know—I actually wanted us to finish what we started,” I said without letting my ego stop me. “It’s too bad we couldn’t.  It’s too late now for everything to be different.” 
  “I guess you’re right,” Angelica sighed. “I was looking forward to it too. Then again I’d be the first Demon Lord to seduce a Dark Elf.” 
  “I would be the second to gain the attention of a Demon Lord,” I accidentally blurted out. 
  “What?” Angelica tried to look at me. “What did you mean by that?” 
  “Nothing,” I caught myself before revealing further my family secrets. “I’m just rambling on about nothing.” I breathed out as soon as she remained quiet. “That magic you conjured yesterday.  I never knew Demons were capable of such power.” 
  “You can learn it too you know,” she side glanced to see my face. “I can sense it in your blood that you have potential for the dark arts.  You might actually be a natural.  The way you handled Valora is like a magic user.  The pulse that radiated off her was more powerful than I’ve seen from a magical weapon.” 
  “You really think I can?” I asked. “Learn to use magic?” 
  “Of course,” she answered. “If you want, I can teach you.” 
  “I don’t want to cause you any harm,” I said. “If your family found out about me.  I don’t think your sister will be too thrilled with you teaching my kind the dark arts.” 
  “We can do it discreetly?” she answered. “Like Eric said—whatever we do out here stays out here.  No one will know. Beside if, we manage to survive… I’ll continue to teach you whenever I can.  I want you to become strong too Ali.  I want you to prevail against any enemy you face. I would miss you dearly if your life is lost too soon.” 
  “That will be gracious of you—to teach a non-immortal like myself,” I said. “I’m starting to like it here in the Underworld.  I never thought I could connect to my roots as a child. And now here I am—fighting for the Demon Empire and being escorted by a lord who is my friend.” 
  “Well—It is like you’re visiting home for the first time since you’re quarter demon,” Angelica stated. “A beautiful one. I never thought a Dark Elf would be as mesmerizing until the day you knocked down that door, swinging that sword like a knight saving a princess.” 
  “You’re sort of a princess,” I added. “Just a strong independent one. You can shoot flawlessly, and you hide daggers underneath your attire.  I can only imagine what you do with all those blades.” 
  “How many have you finally noticed?” 
  “About ten,” I answered. “Five small ones strapped to your lower back and five in the front.  The large one in the back above your belt is to distract from the small ones that are not noticed so easily.” 
  “Very good,” she replied. “You’re very observant. 
  “Why does a lovely Demon Lord have to carry so many blades?” My hands flowed around her waist, finding the daggers underneath her leather vest.  “They are so thin. With how well you threw that large one I can only imagine what you could do with all these.” I reached underneath and pulled out one of the thin blades. 
 Angelica looked down at me, holding the small dagger. “Just for my protection.  We noble ladies are never unarmed.  The princess does the same.  Underneath all her refined dresses, hides deathly blades.  Even more than what I carry.  She actually laces them with poisons I heard. Although, I don’t know if that’s true or not.” 
  “So, it’s a lady’s thing,” I said, giggling. “Kind of reminds me of my family.  I don’t think I’ve seen my mother ever unarmed. And her hounds are always beside her when she leaves the kingdom.” 
  “You should do the same,” she said playfully. “Aren’t you a princess as well?” 
  “I guess I am,” I played along. “I don’t need all the blades though.  I just have Valora.  That’s better than a thousand blades. And I have my wits.” 
  “Your wits will not be helpful so much on this mission,” she stated as the heat began to rise drastically. “You should sleep a little instead of chattering with me.” 
  “I like talking to you,” I said. “It eases my soul.  Before an endless slumber, I want to enjoy what I can.  This is the first time I’ve wanted to connect with someone before a battle.  You seem to be my first.” 
  “I’m not your first in other things,” she retorted with sarcasm. 
  “Does it really matter?” I asked. “Connection differs from the physical action. I’ve never had that type of connection before.” 
  “What connection is that?” 
  “Intimacy! Pure intimacy with someone you like more than just a friend.” 
  “Are you saying you like me more than just a friend?” Angelica pushed harder to get a straight answer. 
  “It doesn’t matter now,” I answered avoiding the question. “I care about you.” 
  She sighed. “I will do what I can to help you and the men succeed. I don’t want to see any of you die.” 
  “We are not so easy to defeat, milady,” Eric butted in on our conversation. “I apologize for intruding on this delightful chat… but what other kind of magic can you perform other than what you displayed yesterday?” 
  “Ali, can you hand me your bow and one arrow, please?” Angelica held out her hand, waiting for me to give her my Elven bow. I gave her an arrow, and she whispered into the blade of the arrowhead.  Her voice so faint the words sounded like air.   After that, she mounted the arrow on the bow and drew the string back; aiming the tip high enough were it could go far ahead of us.  She released and the arrow shot into the air, gliding in the sky until it arch downward.  It hit the ground and exploded a fire that spread far out in a blaze, then disappearing like smoke, not leaving any indentation on the dirt. 
  “What was that?” Eric’s mouth dropped open. I was just as shocked, glancing hard at where the arrow had landed.  Not a trace left behind where an explosion was.  It should have left a crater by the sound alone, but there was flat ground like it was untouched. 
  “Dragon’s Breath,” Angelica answered. “It just releases flames hot enough to incinerate anything within the blast.  It will be useful against the horde without damaging the structure of the castle and the bridges we need to not fall in a sea of fire.” 
  “I’ve never seen something like that before,” Eric added. “That was remarkable. Milady doesn’t need any protection.” 
  “Can you enchant all my arrows to be exactly like that?” I tugged at her side, wide-awake. 
  Angelica chuckled. “Yes, I’ll do it. If you think it will be useful. Be careful though.  If you fire one of these too close to the others, the enchantment that keeps them from dying from the heat will not block the flames and they will burn to ash in an instant. This is not your typical fire.  It burns hotter than any flame.  That’s why it’s called Dragon’s Breath.” 
 “I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured her I ‘d take great care in that responsibility. The flame of the dragon is the hottest fire, strong enough to eliminate a foe in the blink of an eye.  Wielding such power gave me excitement. “What else can you do?” I eagerly wanted her to show more of her power. 
  “I’m afraid you will have to wait until we need it,” she answered. “It takes up a lot of energy to play with magic especially the dark arts, it’s very draining.  I don’t want to be rendered useless before reaching the mountain.” 
  “That’s too bad,” Eric reacted with disappointment. “I was hoping to see what else you can do.  Can Claudia do the same?” 
  “My sister is stronger than I am,” she answered. “She can do more than what my abilities can handle.  Like summon the Black Flames of Oblivion.” 
  “What’s that?” I became curious. 
  “It’s a dangerous spell; even the other lords don’t bother with it. You plea to Oblivion for its power. It comes as a black flame, igniting in one large force of destruction.  The power of the flames will destroy everything in its path.  Depending on the will of the wielder, it can decimate an entire village. Although, if you are not careful, it will kill you as well. My sister has only summoned it once in our lifetime. Never again after that.” 
  “Why did she use it in the first place if it’s that destructive?” I asked. 
  “Remember when I told you when an Incubus and Succubus have an attachment to the ones that mature them? Claudia being half Succubi and half vampire chose our childhood friend to be the one to mature her. Claudia loved her dearly. I think she would have made her a lifelong mate if it weren’t for the Demon wars.  She was a part of the lower lords, attacked first by the Harpy Clan.  Your family killed so many that it forced us into submission. But before we could admit defeat, your grandmother killed the love of Claudia’s life before her eyes. My sister became so enraged she summoned the black flames to defeat the Dark Queen. However, it backfired.  Claudia engulfed her entire army within the black flames, killing everyone except your grandmother. She didn’t know that Celaeno hid in the shadows before the flames released.  When she came forth once again to see what Claudia had done, she didn’t even bother to end my sister’s life. Claudia said she stood there with a blank stare like there was no need to do anymore.  Your grandmother left and spared my sister’s life. Claudia was never the same after that.  She never summoned the Flames of Oblivion ever again. Although, it didn’t end there, she had to endure the shame of killing our kind.  It brought a lot of scrutiny on our family as prodigies in the dark arts.” 
  “That’s sad to hear,” Eric blurted out. “I can imagine how she felt seeing the one she love die.  She lost all sight of reason. Didn’t think, just acted on impulse to kill the one that took away her love.” 
  “So, you and Claudia are the most skilled in the dark arts?” I wanted to know more. 
  “Yes,” Angelica sighed. “Unfortunately, since that day our practice has been limited. Acts like that are now punishable by death.  My family are not at its prime like how it used to be since they warned us that they would remove our place in the council. We would no longer hold a high seat in the Demon Empire if we misuse the Dark Arts again.” 
  “That’s unfortunate,” I added. “Seems like for one heated mistake your family suffers. I am sorry though that my family was called forth to end the Demon wars.  As much as your kind blames the Harpys, we do not act without being hired to the cause.  My grandmother would have never wasted the energy if a deal wasn’t made. I think everyone just forgets how my family works.  The one that hired my family wanted your old empire to lose at the cost of being in debt to the Harpy clan.” 
 “That’s a large debt to pay. Did the Dark Queen collect her due?” Angelica huffed in anger. 
  “I don’t know really,” I answered. “How payments are made is not really talked about. My family never collects unless they need something.  It’s just a mass list of favors to be honest.” 
  “A favor for a favor. That’s the Harpys motto, isn’t it?” Angelica became spiteful. Then suddenly she nodded her head. “I’m sorry Ali. I know I shouldn’t take my aggression out on you.  You weren’t even born yet when all that happened, and you have chosen not to join the clan.” 
  “I understand,” I said. “I still have bitterness lingering in me about Werewolves even though it was really just a bad few that gave me these scars. It’s hard to forget the pain.  It’s difficult to forgive. Your aggression towards Harpys, I can understand why.  They are the most misunderstood race among the realms.  Not that they care about what others think or say about them.  My grandmother says we are not monsters; we are true to who we are. My grandmother can be merciful and kind even though she doesn’t love. Her history is frightening, and I can see why she is hated, but if they knew the good things she did as well and how much better things became because of her actions, maybe they would think more highly of my family and what they do for the realms.” 
  “Your right,” Angelica admitted. “Their actions are frowned upon, but it’s not like we were any better.  The old Demon world was imbalanced. We broke the laws of the universe being selfish and power hungry.  Because of the war ending, everyone could have peace.  No more pillaging.  No more taking away freedom. It was shameful what happened.  Enslaving the Fae population and spirit creatures.  We collected them like objects. I guess some of us still live in denial of the harm we caused and use the Harpys to blame since they were so much more powerful than we were.  To see our kind suffer, watching the ones we love fall victim to the superior race, even I could only see the death of my kind and not the victims the Demon population had racked up in a mere decade. Your family ended everything in one day. Saved many if the war went on until this day. It’s just hard to stomach the loss. It’s easier to hate than to accept.” 
  “I’m sorry you sister suffered her loss,” my thoughts reverted to Claudia suddenly thinking about her and the soul connection we had that didn’t stick. “And you lost a friend. You don’t have to like a Harpy, and you don’t have to accept things if you don’t want to.  Even I have trouble accepting things that haunt me till this day.  Healing I guess is not easy as said and done.  Therefore, I do understand hating is easier than anything else.  The rage is much purer, but not necessarily satisfying. Although, it’s better than accepting the truth.” 
  “You, I and Claudia have quite a bit in common, I’ve noticed,” Angelica grabbed my arm and pulled at it. I moved closer and laid my head on her back. “We all have trouble accepting things—and our past is not as bright.  Maybe that’s why I want to stay connected to you for a little while longer.” 
  Eric road closer to us. “Don’t you want to stay connected to me too?” He winked, and I pulled out Angelica’s large dagger, hidden above her belt and cut the strap to the saddle that held it secure.  Eric slid to the left and fell off the Strider, thudding on the ground.  He grunted in pain and we all stopped.  The men were laughing, and Angelica elbowed me hard in the stomach, knocking me off the Strider’s back, but I landed on my feet instead of collapsing on the ground as Eric did. 
  “You two can ride together if you want to act like younglings around me.” Angelica heeled the side of the Strider and kept riding off with the rest of the men still laughing at us. 
 Eric chuckled, “Ha-ha—someone’s being punished for her behavior.” He blew a kiss at me. “No more kisses from that beauty.” 
  “Shut your mouth,” I kicked dirt at him and hunched over. “The ninth, that hurt.  She hits hard for a refined lady.” 
  “She didn’t hold back one bit—did she?” Eric grabbed ahold of the saddle and tried to fix it quick. 
  “Actually—I think she was holding back,” I stood up straight and helped him get the saddle mounted on the Strider again. 
  “She’s a strong lady,” he commented. “Gorgeous as well. She seems to like you. Are we finally opening up to the idea?” 
  I stayed quiet as he hopped on the Strider and I leaped up behind him, but sitting back to back, leaning on each other. “She is really pretty—and desirable.” 
  “So, what do you think Ali? Do you want to make the empire your home?” He heeled the horse to move faster to catch up with the others. “I actually wouldn’t mind if you did. If we survive—I think I’d want to plant my roots here and be employed by the empire for a while.” 
  “I’m not opposed to it,” I answered. “It is where I belong.  But I won’t stay if she doesn’t want me to.” I see the gap between Angelica and us close-in. 
  I’ll stay if she asks. 
 
 CHAPTER 20 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
 
WE RODE JUST A MERE HALF DAY before we reached the outskirts of Ashhedge.  The heat alone made the Shadow Striders trot with unease, and they stopped and huffed in agitation.  Ali leaped off from behind Eric and the other men began to dismount from their saddles. 
  “I guess we walk from here,” Achilles announced while grabbing his spear and shield.  Everyone grabbed their weapons and gear, getting ready for a long walk on the barren dry land, black and gray like old remains of molten lava. They didn’t seem discouraged by the circumstance as if they expected it. Gabriel tied his sword to his back. Eric did the same with his axe, keeping their hands free from carrying anything that would deplete their stamina. 
  Ali waited for me to slide off the Strider after grabbing my bag.  Her hand reached up for me to hold on to as I dismounted in pain, feeling the ache in my behind from the long ride. I fell into her arms and almost tripped, but she held me tight before I could lose my balance. 
  “Are you ok?” She looked concerned, when I moaned in grief. 
  “I’m fine!” I answered while trying to stand on my own without her help, but it was difficult. “I guess I’m still not used to riding for so long.  The days have collided into one with how sore I feel.” 
  “This hasn’t been an easy journey for you—I understand.” Ali smacked the rear of the Strider to leave, and it heaved and raced off, disappearing into thin air.   “You should probably drink another vial of that elixir. Just so you’re prepared.” 
  “Maybe you’re right.” I leaned next to her and went through my bag.  Her face suddenly flushed pink when my face was too close to hers.  I pulled out one of the vials and drank from it.  The energy in the liquid rejuvenated my stamina and the pain in my thighs slowly went away. “Thank you. I feel much better now.” I glanced at the rest of the men. “Is everyone feeling alright? Are the enchantments working?” 
  “I hardly feel the heat,” Gabriel spoke while shifting his armor. “I’m barely breaking a sweat. 
  “I feel cooler than usual,” Eric answered. “It seems like it’s working fine.” 
  “How about you Ali?” I asked. “I noticed you don’t have any charms, but the one to block poisonous attacks.” 
  “I don’t need it,” she answered. “Elven armor has been blessed with such enchantments. Plus, I’m quarter Demon remember?  The heat doesn’t bother me as much.” 
  “Let me know if you feel different,” I stated. “It will only get hotter.” 
  “I’m ready for this.” She walked off towards the mountain ahead.  “We best get going before night falls upon us.” 
  “So eager!” Eric shouted. “We have plenty of time.” 
  He rushed beside her and the men joined them.  This was it, the men before me might be the last I see. Ali desires war and I think of home and my sister. 
  My legs struggled to keep up the pace they were walking since the fear had struck me stiff; trying to keep myself moving forward. The air smelled of brimstone as I heard lava exploding in the distance while climbing the mountain trail, leading to the main arched gate.  Its bars made of black obsidian just as the structure, built into the rock walls. 
  Before us was a narrow path after passing through the archway. Ash covered the walls as I grazed my hand along the rough surface, brushing the gray powder against my fingertips.  It engulfed the sky above in clouds, shrouding us in darkness. The burning flames radiating from the sea of fire caused the light we saw ahead.  We stood at the edge before a bridge forged out of fire-resistant stone, so the lava burning hot below our feet could not destroy it.  The men gasped at the sight and the obsidian castle across the wide, stretched bridge; made completely out of black obsidian stone, built with archways and tall towers. 
 We were high above the volcano where the bursting liquid didn’t reach us, but I could feel the heat. I’m sure the men can sense the difference with their enchantments.  The spells are not strong enough to withstand falling into this.  Even I would die if I accidently fell into the lava. 
  Everyone remained silent with uneasy glares, not knowing what to expect.  It was quiet without a Ghoul yet in sight.  They were probably expecting an ambush the moment we arrived. 
  Ali’s eyes spoke focus and caution with her steady movements, and Eric unstrapped his axe and carried it firmly.  Gabriel unsheathed his glittering sword.  The rest held their shields at neck length, holding their spears, ready. 
  Ali un-shouldered her bow and pulled out an arrow.  She handed it to me, wanting me to put the Dragon fire spell into the arrowhead.  I whispered soft words until the blade glowed red. 
  Eric walked ahead and waved for us to follow close behind.  The rest of them went first and Ali held her arm at my chest, indicating that we were to take the rear.  She took the arrow from me and mounted it on her bow.  Her eyes focused on the towers and above the walls of the castle entrance. She glanced at me and moved close enough to whisper faintly in my ear. “Don’t leave my side. They are watching us.” 
  I searched around but didn’t see a thing.  If they were watching, why aren’t they attacking now? Unless they are waiting for us to enter the castle grounds.  I pulled at Ali’s arm. “They are waiting for us to enter the castle. We enter they can attack from all ends.  We designed the structure in a way to be open on the inside. We will have no cover.  There are many bridges leading into many corridors and chambers with the fire below.  Once we enter there will be no return.” 
  She pushed away my hand. “Stay close.” She ignored my warning, as if they already knew it; we are at the mercy of fate.  The eight of us were now prepared for any obstacle as we crossed the long bridge.               The wind brushed through, pushing me near the edge.  This was far more dangerous than I’ve ever imagined for a Demon lord.  The tall obsidian walls had a sheen that reflected our image off its shiny surface. Achilles and Leonidas stood with Eric and pushed the massive door to move, and it creaked loudly as they opened it.  Doors like these are usually opened by a turning wheel and chain that automatically opened with the door attendant.  However, this castle has been abandoned for a century with no life left.  Only the Demon Lord has made this place his stronghold.  I saw the rusted chain dangling above as we walked in. The metal turning wheel eroded, nearly falling apart from lack of maintenance.  The walls covered in ash and the floor seemed slippery when I walked forward behind Ali. 
  The air suddenly smelled like rotting flesh. It was the scent of Ghouls that lingered around us.  They were close yet not seen, giving me a terrifying feeling of death being close by.  The dark corridor was long, and the air flowed down at the end with a faint light guiding our way.  My breath became shaky the closer we got to the end. Sweat dripped down my face as I grabbed my large dagger from behind my back. I whispered into the blade as soft as the wind along with the fear growing inside me with every breath.  The blade on my dagger became long like that of a sword, thin and burning a fiery red, lighting the rest of the way through the tunnel. Ali glanced over her shoulder and at my glowing sword in amazement. 
  Once we reached the end where there were balconies built around the rectangular courtyard, it revealed the sea of fire below.  Bridges stretched left to right like a grid, leading from one part of the castle to the other.  It was a long wide courtyard of bridges and fire, and far in the distance was a large structure at the end which appeared to be building size podium where the throne used to sit for the lord of this mountain.  It was an empty platform high above the sea of fire and difficult to reach, without climbing.  The castle had many chambers and corridors, which were dangerous to venture through in the darkness, but staying outside meant we could fall over the bridges if not careful.  They were wide, but not wide enough for a fight. Knowing this gave me no confidence that this would end well. 
 All of a sudden, I heard scurrying along the walls above us.  Ghouls began to growl as we walked out to the bridge and strolled far enough to see the clouded sky raging above us, snowing ash and cinder.  We huddled in a circle, Romulus and Ethos raised their shield from the right and left.  Leonidas in the back and Achilles forward.  Eric stood near me and Gabriel next to Ali with his sword igniting into flames. 
  Rustling louder with screeching nails on the obsidian stone.  I looked up as the ash fell on my face like the snow on a winter’s day.  This was the last moment of peace before the Ghouls appeared before us in packs.  Crowding the roof and racing across the bridge from a distance, their feet stomped on the structure creating a tremor along the bridge. It was a stampede heading straight for us.  I gasped to catch my breath while looking at Ali, glancing at me one last time, as the rumbling became louder and louder with every second.  Eric grit his jaw, raising his axe. The men stood in a strong defensive stance, waiting for the horde colliding into each other as they approached closer and closer. 
  In that moment, Ali drew back her bowstring and point the tip at the horde, coming from the podium.  Then released it; the arrow glided in the air until it embedded itself into the chest of a Ghoul, setting it into a large blaze; expanding outward and devouring ten other raging Ghouls around it. Five others fell over the bridge outside the blast and burned in the lava below. 
  Ali unsheathed her Elven sword as the horde rushed on top of us, blocking my view of the sky.   Bodies tumbled over and the men with shields huddled close, blocking the Ghouls and spearing them one by one.  Ali leaped high in the air above the horde and spiraled with her blade, cutting through their hefty bodies.  They burst into ash colliding with us.  The force of their hits were so strong that it distracted me from using my magic. Watching Ali fight without fear in her eyes was like that memorable day, she rushed in to save Claudia and me. She has the same look and determination to not stop. 
  The horde kept piling on us, until I took a deep breath and focused my energy on my hand.   A black mass took form into a sphere surging from the palm.   It grew larger and larger with all the magic I could push into it.   Then in a split second, I yanked Ali close to me as she fell back down from her last leap to fend off the Ghouls.   “DOWN,” I yelled for the men to brace themselves. The mass I created exploded upward, sending a pulse wave, knocking away the horde. They burst into ash around us and many fell into the flames below, and others flung over the walls of the castle. 
  In that moment of breath, I grabbed three of Ali’s arrows and spelled them with Dragon’s breath.  Ali at the same time took the arrows one by one and shot it at the horde while they were vulnerable.  Flames ignited with every hit.  Eric rushed and fought off Ghouls blocking us from moving along the bridge. The rest spread out in pairs fighting off and destroying them as much as possible. 
  I enchanted most of the arrows as Ali fired them. However, the horde drew too close where she had continued fighting with her sword.  My blade cut through five and she fought gracefully, slicing through all within her path.  She never once pulled out Valora in the fight. The men grunted taking down each Ghoul they faced.  It was getting tough since more arrived in spurts that began to drain everyone.  We were all still alive and unharmed, but for how long?  I sent another exploding sphere at a large pack stampeding towards us.  My energy was depleting fast, and I needed to have my elixir. 
  I quickly tried to go into my bag to search for a vial, but before I could grab ahold of one, a Ghoul came out of nowhere and knocked into me.  My body slammed into the edge of the bridge nearly falling over before Ali rushed over and grasped my vest from the chest line. However, the bag in my hand slipped and fell into the fiery sea.  Shock took over my mind, realizing it was gone and my power was nearly depleted along with my life energy. 
 Ali grasped my wrist and pulled me close to her. The look on my face explained it all as she ran with me across the bridge.  Eric saw me an Ali running to the right side towards the balconies. He yelled for the men, “TAKE COVER.”   They aided each other to the left side where Eric joined them, because we were too far, and the horde blocked the way.  Ali ran with me down a dark corridor and a short way down we entered a single door chamber.  She noticed right-a-way the barricades for the thick iron door and sealed it shut. We heard the bodies of Ghouls smash into the door but could not make a dent on the thick metal. 
  Ali stepped away, gripping her sword tight, as if she didn’t believe that it would hold.  They kept slamming into the door hard, making the sound echo in the room.  When I looked around, it looked like we were in what was once an armory. There were empty pegs, shelves and workbenches, covered in dust and cobwebs.  There was an old kiln used by the blacksmiths to mold weapons.  We always build armories to withstand an attack, which made me realize we were safe for now. 
  I sat on the bench and caught my breath. “We are safe in here.” I assured her. “You can rest for now.  They won’t be getting in anytime soon.  Maybe never. This is the armory. The walls and the door are impenetrable.” 
  “Are we really safe?” she asked, not trusting my words. 
  “Yes,” I leaned back in exhaustion. “Trust me. These chambers are a fortress in itself.  They’re not getting in.” 
  She holstered her sword and took a knee on the ground. “Thank the ninth heavens. I thought for a moment there you would fall over the bridge.” 
  “I nearly did,” I reacted with relief. “You saved my life again, warrior.” 
  “That was some magic you did out there,” Ali sat next to me. “I’ve seen nothing like that before.  You actually helped a lot. I thought they defeated us with how they overwhelmed the bridges like that—but you really saved us out there too.  Not to mention the numbers we are facing.  I don’t know how we’ll find the Demon, controlling the horde.” 
  “I didn’t think he had this many,” I responded with grief. “We need more warriors to fight this battle.” 
  “That was your elixir that fell into the fire,” she changed the subject. “You have nothing to replenish yourself with.” 
  I exhaled in exhaustion. “I’m at a loss, Ali. I cannot survive without feeding. Unfortunately, I used up a lot of my life energy today. I won’t be able to fight anymore.” 
  “You can feed off of me if you need to,” she offered without hesitation. 
  “I can’t—and I won’t,” I answered. “You need your strength.  You and your men need to keep going. Maybe even get out of here. You don’t need to uphold your oath to help the Demon Empire. This is a deathly trap that my people convinced you to fight, because they are too lazy to do something. They rather eat and drink in the castle's safety and do nothing.” 
  “You know this is not an obligation to me,” Ali kneeled in front of me.  “I wanted to help.  As hard, it is to believe I actually wanted to do this. Not because it means my end, but because I’m a part of the Empire in a way.  I wanted to know what it was like here in the Underworld. When I realized you were in trouble, how can I not do anything?  Anyway, I kind of did it out of spite too when you turned me away.” 
  “Oh, now the secret is revealed,” I said. “You wanted to make me feel bad.” 
  “I guess my mother shines through me at times. That’s something she would have done.  Well, she does it all the time if we want to be honest.  My mother kills many people out of spite…” 
 “I don’t think you’re anything like your mother or the Harpys,” I interrupted her.  “I see you more as a Dark Elf. Honorable and kind.” I whispered close to her ear. “Not to mention unspeakably charming.” I hunched over and rested my elbows on my knees, slouching. “I’m glad you offered your help to our cause. Otherwise, we would have never become friends.” I paused for a moment, thinking of the others. “I hope the men are alright.  Hopefully, they found shelter to rest. They fought hard today, and we didn’t even make it passed the first bridge.” 
  “Where is Lord Castalian?” she asked. “He didn’t show himself at all during the battle. 
  “He doesn’t need to come out until nightfall.  He would most likely be near the large structure far down at the end of the castle… We would have to break through the horde to get to him.” 
  “Huh—so this is how it will be?” Ali muttered. “He will fight us at his strongest.” 
  “That’s if you can survive the Ghoul.  It looks like he has gathered thousands.” I sighed.  “The old empire might actually win this war.  Wipe out me and the other new lords from existence.” 
  “That will not happen,” she looked me straight in the eyes. “Not while I’m still breathing in this world.” She pulled out Valora.  “My father would have won this fight today.  Valora always guided him to victory.  I barely can last with the power my father had when he held this sword.” 
  “It’s not your fault that you can’t fully handle the strain. We are all vulnerable at certain points in our life. Before Claudia matured into a Succubus, she was quite weak.  She couldn’t conjure magic like the one I did.  She was next to being almost human if she wasn’t half Vampire.” 
  “But when she matured, she could become stronger.” 
  “Yes and no,” I answered. “She only became stronger when she believed in herself. My sister is stubborn as can be.  She kept practicing magic even before she matured.  She could do remarkable things with her passion for the dark arts.  When she did mature, finally she became even more powerful than our family. You can still achieve things Ali.  You don’t need to be immortal or a full Dark Elf to do it.” 
  “You sound like my teacher,” she chuckled. “Luna used to say the same things when I was in training.  They taught me young that I had to work harder than ever to be worthy of this sword. To be worthy of my father’s name.” 
  “You Dark Elves carry your honor too proudly. How about you enjoy who you are for once?  No one said you needed to be worthy of anything.  That’s just something you bestowed on yourself.  The Alucard in front of me has more worth than anyone I know.” I laid my arm around her shoulders and squeezed her close.  “If we are going to die, let’s die having a good laugh.  I want to enjoy this time with you, even though we’re trapped in this room.” Ali leaned against me with her eyes shut.  “Are you tired?” 
  “I’m exhausted,” she sighed out. 
  “Well you didn’t get much rest on our ride here.” 
  “You elbowed me, and I had to ride with Eric,” She glanced up at me. “Of course, I didn’t get any rest. Besides, you are more comfortable to lie on.” She nestled her head on my breast. 
  “So, I’ve become your personal pillow.” I chuckled. “You are just being a spoiled child right now.” 
  “Can I—just for now?” She asked in a sweet tone that sounded adorable. 
  “My-my, you are just being cute.” I rubbed the side of her head with my fingertips until she fell asleep and her breath became slow and at peace. That’s when I knew she passed out. I set my chin on her head, feeling my body become weaker. 
 At this rate, my death will be near. 
 
 CHAPTER 21 
 
 Ali 
    
    
 
ANGELICA’S HEARTBEAT WAS LIKE MUSIC to my ears.  The warmth of her chest was relaxing as I woke up from a short nap.  I no longer felt exhausted; however, I could tell Angelica needed to feed.  Her face looked pale and her breathing was less strong.  She was hungry, falling in and out of sleep.   I moved her head to rest on my shoulder near my neck.  I made sure her nose was touching my skin, so my scent would entice her to feed. 
  “You smell fantastic right now,” she uttered. “I’m still not going to feed on you, even though you want me to.” 
  “You need to feed Angelica. Can you please not be noble right now? I don’t want you to get any weaker.” 
  “You need your strength for battle.” 
  “You do too,” I replied. “You are a member of this brotherhood the day you volunteered.  I cannot let a member die under my watch. The others would tell you the same if they were here.” 
  Angelica’s tongue lick my neck.  “I’m starving.  I don’t know if I can control myself.” 
  “I trust you—just feed already.” 
  She breathed out on my skin, licking it more intensely around the back of my neck, until she bit her teeth into my flesh.  The feel of her mouth gave me shivers down my back. 
  Angelica trembled on me, as if she was afraid to harm me and didn’t want me to feel pain. Although, I felt the opposite. The venom she secreted was like euphoria, making me feel light as clouds, drifting into relaxation even though her hand pressed on the side of my neck, and repositioned it to grip my jaw the more she drained the life out of me. My energy decreased as she sucked some of my blood along with my life force.  Then she suddenly stopped, still gripping hard. 
  “Are you ok?” I asked while she laid her forehead on my shoulder roughly. “Did you get enough?” 
  “You shouldn’t be asking me that,” she finally responded. “Are you alright?” 
  “I’m fine—don’t worry. I’m just a little weak, but I can manage.” 
  “I sensed your life force in me,” Angelica explained. “I didn’t want to stop feeding.” 
  “Did I taste that good?” I grinned. 
  “Oh yes you did. It’s every lady’s dream to have their host taste so delicious.” 
  “I’m glad,” I replied. “It worried me you wouldn’t do it.” 
  “You do know how to persuade a lady my valiant Dark Elf.” 
  “I vowed to protect you, milady.” 
  “Yes, you did,” she smiled. “Thank you for reminding me I have a charming protector.” 
  “Do you really see me like that?” 
  Angelica moved her face closer to mine and embraced my lips with hers in a deep kiss.  It was as soft as the last time we kissed, but this time it was different.  There was more sincerity in her passion towards me as she caressed my cheek and pulled me closer. Her lips grazed my face down to my neck.  My blood rushed through my veins as the heat of her breath intoxicated me until I was in a blissful trance, then I forced to break it to gain back my awareness. 
  “Angelica—we can’t do this right now,” I got up from the bench and leaned against the cold wall that cooled the hot sensation on my skin. Angelica got up and pinned me where I stood to prevent me from running away.  Her arm went around my waist, leaning in for another kiss, but I turned my face away before she could. 
  “Look at me Ali.” I hesitated for a moment. “Ali.” She whispered in my ear, making me quiver in her arms. I turned to gaze into her dark eyes that stared directly into mine.  She was so close I could feel my heart about to explode with how excited my body naturally responded to hers. She began to touch my scars with her fingertips in a way to tease me into seduction.  She traced it down my neck where she unbuttoned my hood and then started undoing my leather armor. But I grabbed her wrist before she could undo more.  She kissed my cheek and kept unlacing my vest until she could slide it off completely and it dropped on the floor. Her hand grazed the surface of my scar, gently down my chest, where I didn’t really feel any sensation. “Can you feel this?” she asked, touching all the way down my stomach, to my side where the scar ended at my slacks. 
 “I can’t feel much where you touched—it’s dead skin.” 
  “How far down does it go?” She started to untie my slacks. Although, I grabbed her hand before she could. 
  “It goes all the way down my thigh—Please don’t.” 
  “You are so beautiful.” She pecked my lips and started to trail kisses down the scar on my face. “Why are you holding back so much? You’re letting me do this.  So, you must enjoy it.” She kissed down my neck. 
  I leaned further back into the wall. “You are not being fair right now.” 
  Angelica backed away, unbuttoning her vest slowly as I started to watch her undress.  She looked me directly in the eyes as her vest fell to the ground, exposing her firm breasts.  She removed a wide belt holding her daggers and tossed it to the side. I gasped at the sight of her slender, lean body that was more beautiful to gaze upon than any of the women from back home. She stood there as I stared at her longer than expected.  Then I reached out my hand for her to take.  She gradually stepped in and crossed her finger through mine until they locked us together. 
  In that moment, I yanked her towards me, embracing her in a kiss.  I took ahold of her by the thighs and lifted her legs around my waist firmly before slamming her against the wall.  It tasted like blood on her lips the longer we embraced. It was my blood. The very taste she enjoys, sinking her teeth into me.  She nipped and tugged the bottom of my lip, kissing me passionately until I could no longer resist anymore. 
  I carried her over to the table and sat her on top, kissing her neck as she moaned in my ear. She didn’t hold back on leaving marks on me. Her fingernails clawed into my back when I bit her shoulder, hard.   My tongue glided down her chest as I untied and loosened her tight leather slacks. She leaned back as I pulled it passed her thighs and removed it.  Once she was completely undressed, I instantly lifted her up from her behind and forced her to the edge of the table where she wrapped her legs around my waist.  She squeezed tighter than before as I slide my hand down between her thighs until the warm sensation of her body envelop my fingertips. She grabbed onto me harder as I pushed into her, making her spasm and squeeze my hand in pure ecstasy as she moaned. 
  Her lips embraced mine as she fell into bliss to my touch.  Her thighs crushed my waist until I couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t care.  Her sounds excited me, and the warmth of her body enticed me to pleasure her more.  The scent of her skin became more delicious than usual.  I could feel the pores on my skin open wider than normal and it sucked in the sexual energy, radiating off Angelica’s quivering body. She clutched me even tighter the deeper I went.  The moans and the sweet smell of her body clouded every edge of my mind until the Succubus nature in me turned on, heightening my senses.  I smelled the very thing my mother loved to devour from her victims. The essence of someone in pure ecstasy. This differed from Phyla.  I wanted Angelica in a way was like a hunger that needed to be satisfied.  I wanted to devour her. 
  I pushed her back, kissing down her belly into the cracks between her thighs until my lips kissed every sensitive spot to make her go into bliss again.  My tongue penetrated her feeling inside the warmth she gave off until I could taste her like a reviving drink that was as sweet as wine. The ecstasy was so passionate she crushed my head and moaned in delight until the energy coursed through my veins. My heart throbbed against my chest and my body vibrated, feeling the energy rush in like water. 
  I felt dizzy and laid atop her until my head was on her chest to hear her heartbeat, racing just as fast as mine.  Angelica wrapped her arms around me and held me in place as my body draped over her. Her breath was heavy and panting, and the high was so concentrated that I could not move. 
 She pulled my body on the table with her and we laid together.  She continued to hold me in her arms as my body was still, looking deep into her dark eyes.  “What just happened?” The words blurted out with a wide grin forming on my face as she smiled at me. 
  “You fed on me,” she answered. “You fed well.” Angelica slightly laughed while brushing strands of hair away from her face.  “I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this before.” 
  “Felt like what?” I moved my arm to caress her face. 
  “Happy,” she answered. “I’ve never been this happy before.” 
  “I know how you feel,” I added. “I don’t know what this is though.  Happiness or—I just haven’t felt like this before. I’ve never experienced this much intimacy when I was with Phyla. Your bliss flowed inside me.  It was like—in that moment I felt connected to you.  By the way, you tasted so good.” 
  “Taste—you’re starting to sound like a Demon with those words.” Angelica gently kissed my lips. “What do I taste like?” 
  I laid on my side. “Like the sweet wine I used to drink when I was back home with my family.  You tasted like home.” 
  “Sweet like wine—hmm. No one has ever told me what I tasted like.  I’m surprised that I remind you of home.  You must miss it if you thought of it.” 
  “Sometimes I do,” I answered. “At times I can imagine myself on the beach, listening to the waves roll over the sand.  It was peaceful.  There was nothing to worry about back then, sitting in the cove, watching the sunset.  The colors are more vibrant in the sky where I come from. The breeze that blew from the north was refreshing on a hot summer’s day.” 
  “Sounds like a delightful place—I wish I could live in a world like that.  Free from obligations and just be me.  I love peaceful moments to myself; however, I wouldn’t mind you being with me. You and I appreciate the silence once in a while and time to ourselves.” 
  “I actually feel great right now,” I blurted out in a moment of content. “I almost forgot we are in battle and there’s over a thousand horde waiting outside for us.” 
  “It’s actually getting close to nightfall,” Angelica sat up and stretched out her arms.  “I can feel the restrictions on my body releasing and my true strength is awakening. Castilian will be at his full strength as well.” 
  “There’s nothing much we can do if he awakens his power remember. He will summon the fire to burn us all alive.” 
  “Does that mean we should wait in here until that happens?” She turned to look at me. “Do you really want to die in that way? Here—helpless with me.” 
  “What do you think we should do? I don’t know what else we can do except fight until we die. We leave this chamber that will most likely happen.” 
  “Fight with Valora this time.” 
  “I can’t,” I turned away. 
  “Why not?” She asked. “I’ve seen how you wield her.” 
  “I’m afraid to use her.” I sat up, feeling the high disappear. 
  “Why?” 
  “Because…” I thought about my father back when he practiced with the sword.  “Every time I fight with her I remember my father more vividly.  His memories… His soul flows through me when I hold it.” I glanced at Valora next to the rest of my gear. “Sometimes I can even hear his voice speaking out to me.  I don’t know if it’s real or not.  It just hurts the longer I hold on.” 
  “Valora is a magical weapon.  To be blessed with the skills of its predecessor is a remarkable gift.” Angelica moved off the table and walked towards my things.  She picked up Valora and brought her over to me. “This sword has chosen you.  Magical items like these don’t just work for anyone.  She knows your pain, but still tries to be at its strongest when you resist.” She unsheathed the sword and laid it in my hand.  The blade shimmered before my eyes the moment I touched the grip. “She recognizes you. With the amount of extra energy, you absorbed as a Succubus, you can use her at your will if you let it.  She will lead you to victory or your death. Either way, you vowed to protect me. How can you do that when you haven’t accepted the full power given to you?” 
 I gripped hard, feeling the essence of my ancestors flowing into me.  The memories of their battles rushed in at once until I could see my father in a field of snow watching the sunset.  He smiled at me, which gave me an overwhelming feeling of serenity.  The memories of his happiest moments was with me, embedded in the blade. 
  “Get dressed.” I heaved a sigh as my body automatically moved to my armor laying on the floor. “The sun should have disappeared by now.” 
  Angelica raced to get dressed, buckling in her belt of daggers and vest. “I can feel my powers have fully awakened. And I can sense him nearby.” 
  “We need to hurry then.” I dressed back into my armor, buttoning up and tying up my slacks, but I left my hood down, not wanting it to distract me.  My bow, quiver and Elven sword against the wall, I picked them up and handed it to Angelica. “I want you to use this.  Enchant all the arrows and don’t hold back. My other sword is a lot better than that dagger.” 
  She looked baffled at me while taking them. “Don’t you need this?” 
  “I only need Valora—anything else will hold me back,” I answered. “When we go out there. I need you to get a clear view of the bridges.  Can you create a barrier to block the sides?” 
  “Yes, I can—why?” 
  “I need the horde to only have one direction of attack. That’s all I need—a straight-a-way. The rest leave up to me.” 
  Angelica laid her forehead on mine and exhaled.  “This is it, isn’t it?” 
  “May the ninth heavens bless us.” Was my final word before I kissed her sweet lips, then walked over to the iron door still barricaded and undented by the Ghouls?  I removed the bars and inhaled deeply before walking out into the dark corridor.  The red light of the fiery lava ahead guided my way as Valora vibrated in my hand, ringing louder and louder to my will.  She glowed bright blue and red simultaneously on the engravings of the blade.  The surrounding structure began to rumble to the force of my sword radiating its power.  It was time to battle, the voice of the sword resonated with my soul. 
  I walked out onto the bridge and Angelica positioned behind me, creating a massive wall barrier that glowed bright red lines, streaking across the obsidian walls, and high up into the sky. The ground rumbled as the horde of Ghoul stampeded our way. 
  The men ran out from the other end yelling my name as they saw me strolling towards the horde, fearlessly, just merely holding my sword, ambling as they raced closer, and closer.  Eric and the others ran around the balconies to get on the bridge. In addition, within that moment, I sprinted at the Ghoul in the straight-a-way and leaped high into the air, slamming Valora into the ground as hard as I could.  A massive shockwave exploded from the sword, knocking back my enemy and sent them flying over the bridge into the sea of fire. Their bodies exploding to ash in the heat of the flames before being engulfed by the molten flow of lava. 
  The rest raced passed the flying bodies and charged at me, reaching out with their claws and sharp teeth. I swung my sword, cutting through them in an instant, their bodies bursting into gray powder around me. I glided in the air cutting down any Ghoul in my way.  The men rushed passed me with their shields and blocked the horde from rushing us, lifting them upward and throwing them over. 
  In a quick motion Romulus, Ethos, Leonidas, and Achilles barricaded in front of me as I leaped over them slamming my sword on the ground, creating another shock wave, knocking back the Ghoul.  They rushed forward again, blocking them like a wall and spearing them. Each time we pushed forward, decreasing the gap between us and the large podium ahead, where we saw the Demon lord Castilian of this castle reveal himself.  His eyes flaming like the fire that set into blaze around him.  His skin completely black, with cracks that burned bright orange around his body.  His hair, shifting as black smoke with dark particles floated around him, and wearing a black metal armor that stood out to my eyes as being ready for battle. 
 The horde kept charging at us at full strength, trying to get through the barriers Angelica held in place and at the same time she shot arrows on the side bridges, engulfing the creatures in dragon flames. The flames covered a wide-spread area with her barrier following us across the seas of fire. Castilian stood in the distance, laughing at our efforts to get to him as the beasts overwhelmed us head on.  I glance back to see Angelica still holding strong and putting her all into the fight. 
  Valora vibrated more powerful the longer we fought, until suddenly, the flames began to rise out of the sea, circulating around the Demon.  “Ali,” Angelica shouted out to me.  Her voice carried fear as I turned to look at her in the heat of battle. “He’s summoning the fire.” I knew then our efforts were meaningless if he fully manifested the power to annihilate us. 
  “ALI.” Eric caught my attention as he axed down a Ghoul flying to get to us.  “GO.” He yelled, knowing I was the fastest in the group to make it to the lord.  “STOP HIM.” 
  I leaped over the men, sent another shock wave down the bridge, and then sprinted as fast as my legs could run.  Angelica screamed out to me, “DON’T.” Although, the terror in her voice didn’t seize my body from trying to stop him.  Castilian needed to be defeated before it was too late. 
  I avoided the Ghoul, trying to tackle me down. Their long arms reached out as my blade cut through them and all that blocked my way.  The podium was close within my grasp as the fire burned hotter, getting near the tall structure.  The flames grew larger with every second and my legs jumped into midair until I reached the wall; then scaled it quickly, making it to the top.  Without hesitation, I charged Castilian with his black steel sword in hand and collided with his blade, sending a shockwave that knocked us both back. 
  My attack stopped him from summoning the flames long enough to rush at him once again. My sword radiating red as his sword ignited on fire, swinging it at me.  I dodged the flames, feeling the heat on my skin.  It burned, yet I didn’t care.  My blade struck his and in the heat of the moment, Valora sent out another pulse knocking us both back.  My feet slid on the sleek surface where I knelt down to keep my balance until I could regain my fighting stance. 
  Without a second of rest, I charged at him once again.  The cracks on his skin burned brighter until all of a sudden, he burst a flame wall against me.  I used Valora to send out another shockwave.  The two forces exploded in front of us, sending me flying backwards until I landed on my back, sliding across to the edge.  Before falling over, Angelica’s hand grabbed me out of nowhere and pulled me back over. 
  “Ali.” I could see her face and the fear in her eyes.  Her voice faded in an out to the ringing in my ears.  The explosion had scattered my senses, rendering me unfocused, and I couldn’t stand without falling back to my knees. I was useless kneeling before Angelica, unable to hear what she was saying as her lips moved.  My eyes shifted on the lord yet again behind her and I watched him continue to summon the fire. 
  Flames circulated around him, creating a barrier that reached high into the clouds, forming a hole that swirled like a spiral.   Soon enough the heat became unbearable for me even to handle.  Sweat dripped from my forehead and I panted in pain, coughing blood from my mouth into my hand. The crimson color flowed, and my hearing began to come back to hear Angelica speak. 
  “Ali get out of here,” I watched her get up and run towards the fire and created a barrier around the flames that expanded wider, the more it manifested around Castilian.  “Run.” She yelled back at me in agony. The flames were burning hotter than before and was seeping through the protection she tried to strengthen. 
 I was still disoriented, watching her risk her life to protect me.  It was supposed to be the other way around with my vow to her.  I gritted my teeth and gripped Valora in anger, until my knuckles cracked.  The blade began to radiate a bright serene white as my will grew stronger.  Angelica needs me, but my strength alone is not enough. All of my memories of our time together rushed in at once like someone about to meet their death. 
  My hand throbbed squeezing onto Valora so tight. I whispered faintly into the wind that swept over the castle. “What do I do now?”  Suddenly, I heard footsteps walking towards me.  It was the sound of boots that seemed familiar. I looked up, weakened, to see my father before my eyes.  His hair was long black silk as I remembered, swaying to the side from the roaring winds. He had on his black Elven armor from that last day of seeing him alive.  Silver chains latching down his vest jingled and glimmered in the fire's light.  His leather clean and polished as he kneeled down to meet my face.  His eyes golden like mine, shimmering with the life I’ve missed the most.  He was truly my father. 
  Tears ran down my face, unable to control the swell of happiness and sadness that came from my heart. “Father.” 
  “Dear Ali. Why are you so angry?” My father’s gentle voice resonated in my ears as if he was there. 
  “I—I’m not strong enough.  Father—I’ve lost this battle. I couldn’t uphold my vow.” 
  “You haven’t lost yet.  My sword still has a fight left in her.” 
  “I’m not as strong as you.” 
  “You are strong.  You have always been strong since the day you were born into this world. I’m so proud of you.  You have made it this far. Don’t give up.” 
  “I miss you so much. The pain never goes away. I still remember it like it was yesterday the day they took you away from me.” 
  “I’ve always been beside you. Watching over you and your mother.  You two were the joys of my life.” He touched the grip of the sword. “Let me help you. But to do that, stop resisting. Let go. The power of the sword will guide you.  It wasn’t always just I that won a fierce battle.  It was the strength of my fathers before me. I never resisted. Pain never held me back from what I desired to protect.  This sword is one of a kind.  You are one of a kind.  The strength you have is more than worthy of my praise.” His warm hand envelop mine. “Let go for now and let’s not waste the gift the Ocean Goddess has given us.” 
  We both stood to our feet and raised the sword between us, gazing into each other’s eyes. The sword vibrated once again, radiating a white light from the engravings in the blade.  I laid the edge on my forehead and breathed deeply with my eyes focused on my father.  His body combusted and his spirit absorbed into my skin, connecting with the essence of my soul. 
  We are now one, Valora.  Lead us to Victory. 
 
 CHAPTER 22 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
 
THE FORCE OF THE SWIRLING FIRE, pushing against the barrier was stronger than I ever imagined from an older lord.  With the force of the flames growing stronger, it was too late for me at this point to escape.  His power was above mine in the struggle to keep the flames contained within the platform.  The only thing I’d hope for is Ali’s escape.  She nearly died trying to hold him back long enough for me to fight.  This was all I can do for the men that fought so diligently against the horde in attempts to keep them away from the podium.  Ali please leave as soon as you can. 
  All of a sudden, in the corner of my eye I saw her walking towards the barrier. The very thing I fear was happening; although, there was something off about the sound of her walk.  Her boots stumped a certain way that didn’t sound like her.  It had a confidence that wasn’t there before. The blade of Valora scrapped on the ground, glowing a white light.  She held the tip low to the ground, walking by with a look in her eye, focused on the foe in front of us.  She was calm and her stance was loose unlike her usual composure, handling a weapon. 
  “Ali.” I called out to stop her from going forth. However, she didn’t look at me. She ignored my worries and kept going towards the barrier. 
  Then for a split second, I saw someone else. A male Dark Elf with long pointed ears and pale skin.  His hair long, shining like black silk, whipping in the wind. “Who are you?” I uttered softly as if my eyes were playing a trick.  He disappeared, and it was Ali again, stepping through the barrier, and the magic not stopping her from entering the chaos. Valora glowed brighter going into the flames that didn’t seem to harm her at all. The power alone should have disintegrated her body in an instant, but it didn’t. What was going on? 
  I shouted her name once again, but she didn’t even look back.  She raised her sword, which started to ring loudly as the white light began to overwhelm the surroundings.  I could feel in my bones how much magic radiated from Valora within the circle. It pressed against my barrier stronger than the fire, making me use all my energy to keep it contained. 
  Then without warning, Ali charged at Castilian at full force. The blades of their swords collided, creating an explosion of white light that stung my eyes from being so bright.   I shut my eyelids to not go blind by the intensity of the magic radiating like the sun. 
  I peeked them open to see her, still alive and fighting sword on sword.  She moved quicker than ever before.  Her movements were different like they were not her own.  She held her sword with more ease and the strength of her aura was as bright as the white light that radiated from the blade. She was avoiding the attacks of Castilian like how she did before.  He lunged at her, desperately trying to fight her off.   His sword clanged against Valora and it each time exploded back from the light. 
  Ali moved quicker and quicker, slicing in the gaps of his armor and pushing him back with her sword. The magic she used was so powerful, it weakened the barrier and I struggled to keep it up to protect everything outside from the blast.  Just before the barrier was about the break, there was a green light that came from the north.  It surrounded the swirl of fire and reinforced the barrier until it was strong again to withstand the blast. I tried to look toward the magic being used, but I couldn’t see who it was that was aiding us. I thought we were alone in this death trap. 
  Another blast came from within the barrier that forced my attention back on the fight. I continued to watch Ali in battle and actually holding her ground.  Her sword knocked him back, until he fell hard to the ground, groaning in pain.  Then swiftly without hesitation, she leaped into the air and swung down the blade of Valora.  It aimed at the neck and chopped his head off in one fail swoop. The blade went through his bone like butter, and his head rolled away from his body. 
 The ground shook to his death with the floor rumbling at my feet. Suddenly, the wall of fire exploded upward, shattering the barrier from the immense force.  The wave was so strong it knock me backwards, off my feet.  The burning flames dissipated into the air and the clouds in the sky stopped swirling. 
  There was a sudden silence as I watched Ali drop to her knees leaning on Valora, mounted in the ground. She held onto the grip and laid her forehead on the pommel with her eyes closed, breathing heavily with exhaustion. 
  Castilian’s body on the platform shattered like glass and turned to dust and was carried away in the winds that blew from the north. Afterwards, there was nothing left of our defeated enemy. Then I remember the men. I crawled to the edge and Ali stood to her feet once again to walk over as well.  We watched the horde of Ghoul retreat in the distance, stampeding passed everyone and out of the castle. 
  Ali was still panting in exhaustion, yet the look she gave was someone who seemed relieved that we all survived.  It was over and our mission was successful.  I rose to my feet and rushed to meet her across the edge. I embraced her in my arms and squeezed her tight with relief that she was all right.  She weakened and pressed her face against my chest.  I could feel the wetness on her face as she cried.  She didn’t want the others below to see her vulnerable. 
  Her body relaxed after a minute and I took Valora into my hands, which was now asleep after a long battle.  The essence in the blade was now silent. It had protected her from the fire, which was unusual for a magical weapon to have such power.  However, I noticed an enchantment embedded within the blade that wasn’t there before when I first held Valora.  Like someone blessed it with a charm that only a God could give. The metal radiated a sensation of coolness like the sea unlike anything I’ve ever felt. It reminded me of what Ali described about the ocean with the scent of salt lingered in the air around the weapon. The sea blessed her. 
  “Ali—are you ok?” I caressed her face and guided her to look at me.  “You scared me for a moment going up against him by yourself.” 
  She broke free from my arms.  “I’m fine.  I think I need a long rest after this.” 
  “What happened? You just defeated the Lord of this castle, and nearly died yet you could kill him.  And who was that Dark Elf?” 
  She had a puzzled look. “Dark Elf?” 
  Suddenly, I remember the images from feeding off her. “That was your father.” 
  “You saw him too?” 
  “Yes—but only briefly,” I answered. “It was like he was moving through you.” 
  “I felt him fight through me—it’s like his spirit guided mine. I was he. Even Castilian acted confused on who I was.  He called me General like I was my father.” 
  “You were your father for a short time—that’s the true power of Valora. She can summon spirits. That’s why I said she’s a remarkable weapon.” I glanced at the blade in my hand and gave it back to Ali. “We should get down from here. The men are probably wondering if we’re ok.” 
  “You’re right—Eric is probably waiting to bear hug me.” 
  I giggled. “You don’t want him to be waiting too long then.” 
  We climbed down the walls and got back on the bridge where the men met back up with us.  Gabriel hugged Ali first, beating him to her.  Eric shoved him off to the side and lifted her into his arms. It was a delight to see them crowd around her like she was a heroic warrior that just turned legend in our eyes. However, she didn’t smile.  The pain was still in her eyes as she played it off huddling with the men.  They rose her over their shoulders, praising her for the glory. 
 “Should we go home?” I spoke out. “We can stop at the inn and drink as much as we want.  I’ll pay for everything.” 
  “Sounds like a good proposition to me,” Eric declared. 
  The men released Ali and placed her back on the ground. Then we made our way across the bridges.  I strapped Valora and her other sword along her back, but I kept the quiver and her Elven bow to carry through the castle.  There was nothing to worry about anymore since the mountain was now officially abandoned. 
  The Ghoul had scattered across the land with no master to control them anymore.  We watched while hiking down the mountain path, leading to the barren wasteland, the trail of dust disappearing in the distance.  Eric walked alongside me and Ali, and the others were ten paces ahead of us, eager to get back to civilization and the alcohol that awaited them back at the Inn. I had to admit, the wine in the tavern was on my mind along with Ali.  Our time together in the armory lingered on my mind for the rest of the journey. After we summoned the Shadow Striders, we rode back to the last village we stayed at before traveling here.  We passed the fence post where I first kissed Ali. 
  She laid asleep against my back peacefully, leaning into me. I knew her body overexerted with Valora. However, that power I witnessed in the barrier and the mysterious green magic that aided me to keep it all concealed, it was all questions that didn’t have an answer. 
  Ali breathed on my back and I heard a slight moan like she was in a dream.  It didn’t seem like she was in distress, so it was probably a good one. The very sound made me happy, because I knew it was probably about me. 
  We arrived at the village where I saw a familiar face in the distance talking with a group of lower Demons at the corner of the tavern. His slick blonde hair and a large silver ring on his finger caught my attention right away. “Lord Derex,” I called out to him. He turned and glared at me, as if he didn’t expect to see us. Then he suddenly grew a fake smile on his face and walked over to greet us. 
  “My, my—the eight warriors are all here.” He glanced at each of us with wide eyes. “Since you are here and well—that means you were successful in completing the king’s task?” 
  “You should have seen it Lord Derex,” Eric spoke first.  “Ali faced the old lord single handedly and defeated him.” 
  “Cut off his head,” Gabriel added. 
  “Clean off,” Eric finished. 
  “Yes, Lord Derex—we all survived,” I answered. “One less old lord to worry about.” 
  Ali awoke to the commotion. 
  “Rise and shine.” Derex approached near her, making me suddenly reach for my large dagger defensively.  I halted, trying to see what he does. Something was off about the way he was acting.  His eyes didn’t seem pleased at all to see us. “You’ve done well Ali by becoming the hero of the kingdom.” 
  I scowled at him. “What brings you here Lord Derex?” 
  “Oh, I had business nearby,” he answered, casting his eyes away. “I stopped this way to see if there was anything I needed to report to the king. You know just in case for the inevitable right. However, I’m amazed to see you all, and well.  You must be tired and hungry. Let me treat you all for a celebration.  Drinks, food, a warm bed— and a nightly companion—feel free to enjoy. It’s all on my tab.  How does that sound?” 
  “It’s a fine offer Lord Derex,” Ali finally spoke. “We will take you up on that.” 
  “You will join us, right?” Eric asked while dismounting the Strider. I hopped off as well along with Ali. 
  He bowed his head, “It willed be an honor. I would never deny the company of our kingdoms saviors.” Derex glanced at me once again. “I’m sure your sister will be pleased to hear from me you’re alive and unharmed.  She was like an angry hound for the last three days, growling at everyone. It wasn’t very becoming, but we all understood the grief of nearly losing a sibling.” 
 “I’ll write a letter myself since we are lying here tonight. It would be better in my hand, so she can have a peace of mind.” I grabbed Ali’s wrist and pulled her along with me into the tavern.  When we got inside, I saw that she was hunting Derex with her eyes.  Then she went behind my back and pulled out the dagger. “What are you doing?” I lipped so no one would hear.  She nodded her head and hid it under her vest. We went over to the bar and the men came in and sat at the large table in the corner of the small room. 
  Derex came in a sat at a smaller table with two other men dressed in black and wore hoods.  They were his bodyguards since he was the prince of hell. He ordered wine and asked the Innkeeper to bring ale for the rest of the men.  Ali ordered a wine for me and her, and the bartender poured two chalice full and slid it to us.  The way she stared at Lord Derex was like she thought the same as me.  There something wrong with his story of being here. 
  The day ended fast, and it soon became nightfall with the moon slowly rising into the sky. The men were drinking until they could no longer hold their pints. Ali kept her eyes on Derex, laughing along with the men.  She glanced at me and then took my hand, guiding me upstairs to the rooms rented to us. We entered one and shut the door. There was a small bed in the right corner where I sat and rest.  Ali went over to the window and looked out, searching the premises. 
  “I don’t know why he’s here, Ali.  The way he looked at us and made that fake smile.  Something is off about all of this.” 
  “I know—I don’t think he’s being honest with us.” Ali knelt in front of me. “Your safety matters to me right now.” She gazed into my eyes. “If the goal was to wipe out all the main bloodlines, I will make sure you and Claudia are the ones to survive above all.  I don’t care about the rest of the faction.” 
  I embraced her in a kiss, tasting the warm wine on her lips. “Shh—don’t get so worked up.” 
  She laid her head on my lap. “I’ll deal with him tonight if he tries anything.” 
  “Ali—he’s a lord. Please do nothing unwise.  We just need to stick together and get back to the kingdom as soon as possible. My sister will handle everything once we are back—if that’s the case. 
  “I’ll stay with you tonight though.  I don’t want to leave you alone.” 
  I smiled. “I don’t expect you to.” I yanked her in the bed to lie beside me. “I don’t want you to be anywhere else but by my side right now.” 
  “Once we get back to the kingdom, it will be hard to keep up with this.” 
  “We will work something out.” I caressed her cheek with my hand. “I’m sure there’s going to be a celebration in your honor.” 
  “Will you be there?” 
  “I will—but with my sister and family.” 
  “Oh right. Claudia. She will be happy to see you again.” 
  “She will—but I kind of like my freedom right now.  Lets not have it end too soon.” I kissed her again, but this time she was distant.  “What’s the matter?” 
  “Nothing,” she answered. “Just still tired. We should get some rest for now.”  Ali kissed my forehead, and she held me throughout the night. 
  At a certain part of the evening, Ali rolled out of bed to look out the window.  She had a look that something was wrong.  Her eyes were serious, and her jaw was tense as if she was gritting her teeth. 
  She left the room, and I sat up from the bed soon after to peek out the window.  It was Lord Derex, waiting outside for Ali.  She exited the tavern and strolled towards him.  I knew she still had the dagger on her the way her hand grazed her back, ready to take it out if she needed to.  Derex had a devilish grin on his face as his lips moved, which gave me no comfort, because I didn’t know what they were saying. She slowly removed her hand away from the dagger and stood tense, but not defensive as she crossed her arms. What was going on? I couldn’t see her face at all.  She kept her back towards me, and it seemed like they were talking for a long time. 
 Then after a while, Ali walked away and came back inside.  I sat on my bed waiting for her to open the door.  It creaked open, and she entered quietly, closing the door once again behind her.  She sighed and pulled out my dagger; then laid it on the stool in the other corner. 
  “What did he want to talk to you about?” 
  “Nothing to be concerned about,” she answered vaguely.  “Don’t worry about it. Get some sleep.” Something was off about her answer as her eyes cast away from mine as if she couldn’t look at me straight.  When I laid back down, she sat on the edge next to me, brushing the hair behind my ear. “Everything will be alright now.  You don’t have to worry about anything anymore.” Her voice had sorrow in it, but I didn’t dare ask why.  Something about that meeting didn’t seem right. 
  Ali stayed sitting next to me that night, and she never revealed what really happened three years ago.  Even Claudia and Eric don’t know what really happened with Ali that night as I watched them continue to enjoy each other and the food in the dining hall.  They didn’t even know how much I loved her after everything. Only Ali and I knew what really happened between us on that journey. 
  Those days are forever saved in this locket with all the special time we shared. 
 
 CHAPTER 23 
 
 Ali 
    
 A FTER TALKING WITH DEREX it was all finally clear about what my heart truly wanted.  It took three long years to grasp the truth since my vow to protect Angelica and Claudia.  The oath wasn’t easy to keep; however, certain things were necessary to ensure their safety here in the kingdom. 
  Things have changed so much between us.  All this time, I’ve avoided her feelings to see if she would move on to someone else.  In the end, she never did. She always came looking for me and her smiles were only for me when I returned from a hard mission, ordered by the king and princess. 
  Living in the Underworld, keeping secrets has stained my soul unlike I never imagined.  The darkness inside me has grown strong and has gripped onto my innocence, after my talk with Derex that evening.  I never knew my weakness for the Nigrum sisters could sway me. Then there was my mother’s unexpected visit after we returned to the kingdom as heroes from defeating Castilian. 
  My mother’s devious aura made her presence known to me outside the enchanted gardens the night of the celebration. She had come alone through the dark portal she summoned in the shadows. Her expression alone had no praise to give me. It was just a scornful look like she wanted to drag me away by the tip of my hair.  The frown on her face and the way she teased me with her hateful words.  ‘The darkness is inside you.  It grows stronger as we speak.  It won’t be too long until you succumb to it.  When that day happens, you will become my heir and all that is held dear will truly vanish before your eyes. Don’t get too comfortable my child… You will beg to turn, and all this will crumble along with those sisters your heart has fallen for. Love is not our future.  Not for a Harpy heir. The power will tempt you soon. When that happens… I will take you home.’ 
  I never knew what she meant until the dark arts became natural to me, studying under Angelica. My rage had become worse than the blackened eyes and the black veins that poisoned my body.  If I were to accept the darkness, it meant my mother would win and I would have to go home and accept the dagger to become a Harpy. 
  I pushed away these feeling growing heavily inside my soul.  It meant I was slipping away the more resistance in fending off the darkness they destined me to embrace.  Angelica does not understand what it would mean if I turned.  She even encouraged it, because she doesn’t want to risk losing me in death.   If only she knew, my secrets. 
  All these thoughts were vivid in my mind as I strolled down to the west wing of the castle to the seven warriors’ hall; built for us when we swore in to serve the princess, the next Queen to the throne. I entered the main corridor and just outside the door; I heard swords clinging before entering the chamber. 
  Leonidas and Achilles were dueling once again as they always do every morning in the fighting circle, drawn in the center of the room.  The lines glowed red like a barrier when they attacked each other, using brute force, clashing the blades of their swords and ramming into one another.  They fought without holding back their strengths to test their abilities. 
  Leonidas fought shirtless, which I saw his enormously toned muscles flex at every movement while attacking Achilles, who wore his thick leather chest plate, which protected him from the mass blows being inflicted on him as Leonidas elbowed him hard in the chest. 
  “You fight barbaric, Spartan.” Achilles taunted him as their swords clashed again.  He shook back his long dirty blonde hair to get it out of his face.  Their hits created shockwaves within the circle.  If it were not for the barrier being raised that absorbed the attack, it would destroy the room.  They would demolish the room in an instant with the gifts the empire gave them to enhance their strength. 
 Under the commission for the Demon Empire has rewarded them well.  Magical weapons that can cut through boulders; enchanted armor and charms that can increase their strength to be equivalent to a higher-level Demon. In return, they would give their lives to the princess. 
  Leonidas retaliated by tackling Achilles to the ground. “Do all the sons of Zeus fight like an untrained child?” 
  As always, they were like children themselves, brawling to raise their large egos. “You two never change. We’re not children here.” I distracted them from continuing. 
  They quickly parted from each other and rose to their feet.  Achilles straightened his stance and Leonidas picked up his sword that was thrown to the floor when they switched to hand-to-hand combat. They both cleared their throats and lined up in front of me. 
  “Okay—what was it this time?” I asked with a scowl on my face. 
  “Just about who had the better history when we were alive in Greece,” Achilles answered first before Leonidas could. 
  “Ali—who do you think was the greatest fighter back then?” Leonidas asked sincerely. 
  “Really—again?” I rolled my eyes. “This is all about who was the better warrior back in the third realm.” The annoyance grew in me just as it always did with how the men acted at times.  They were decent men now, not like how they were before, always drinking and indulging in sex and meaningless battles.   They were married now and had settled in far-off provinces in the Underworld, having a family of their own when the empire didn’t summon them here for missions. “You both were once the warriors of Greece.  Start acting like it for once.  These matters are not important.  You both had your advantages and flaws when you lived as heroic figures. You both died for the sake of your country and your ideals.  You should honor each other for living such legendary lives and not brawl like senseless children squabbling over meaningless arguments.” 
  “I believe she will not give us an answer,” Achilles whispered to Leonidas. 
  “Well then—I guess we need to...”  Leonidas picked me up and over his shoulders, bopping me up and down. “Force an answer out of you.” 
  “We will make you give an answer,” Achilles added. 
  “I’ll carry you like this all day if I have to,” Leonidas threatened while laughing. 
  “Ok! Ok—fine!” My stomach ached from his rock-hard shoulders, pressing against my abdomen and blood rushed into my head, giving me a slight headache. “Put me down already.” 
  “Not until you give us an answer.” Leonidas bounced me up and down again. 
  “Who was the greatest warrior?” Achilles approached me with taunting eyes. 
  “Ok!” I huffed in anger. “Leonidas will have to win this argument. Can you please put me down?” 
  “Thank you,” He finally let me go and he set his massive arms around my shoulders, squeezing me in gratitude as he chuckled.  I tried to push his arm away, but he didn’t budge, so I gave up and leaned against him in defeat. “Someday Ali, your name will reach all the realms and you will become a legend.  When that day comes, I will be proud to say that it has been an honor to fight along your side. You have never failed us. And I will always be grateful when you voted for me to be the leader, when we swore under the Princess. You could have been a leader with your victory against the Demon lord, but you declined the position, regardless.” 
  I gazed off to the side “You were better for the title.”. 
  “I can say this now—your father would be proud of the noble warrior you’ve become.” Achilles added. “I don’t know where we would have been if we didn’t follow you into battle.” 
  I stood in silence to their compliments. 
  “Come Achilles—we need to head to the dining hall.  I’ve earned quite an appetite after our duel.” Leonidas rubbed his stomach as it growled. 
 . “I still think I was the better warrior.” Achilles nudged him as they strolled out, leaving me alone to my thoughts. It was sour listening to their words as if I was this bright figure to trust.  They only have shown support all this time for my effort, but now it has become shame in my heart, knowing that everything will change soon enough. 
  I sat at a round table, outside an open stretched balcony that viewed the enchanted garden.  It was my usual spot during the day, so it already had a quill and parchment set and ready when I needed to write.  The others sometimes used my area to write to their companions and children, so there was crumbled up notes scattered on the floor and ink stains along the table surface. 
  It wasn’t a surprise to see the mess left behind.  I just sat in the chair and gazed off into the horizon.  Only blissful thoughts entered my mind, viewing the old oak tree in the rose garden.  There were so many memories to reminisce when it came to Angelica.  My heart pounded as if it was speaking to me for the first time, saying what needed to be expressed in words that became clear in my mind. I wrote what I heard.  The words of love flowed through my hand and onto the paper.  Time was of no essence to my hand moving to my heart. 
  Minutes turned to hours until it was done.  The long letter in my hand gave me satisfaction. She will love these words. I know it. 
  I folded it with care and sealed it with a wax seal.  I took a deep breath and slouched back into the chair in relief. At the same time, I had no idea how to give it to her. I contemplated heavily, trying to develop the courage to get up from this seat. 
  Suddenly, Leonidas barged into the chamber. Achilles and Eric followed him in, stumping frantically.  They had stern gazes as if they were ready for war. 
  “There you are,” Eric called out. 
  I stood up. “What’s wrong?” 
  “We were summoned,” Achilles, answered. 
  Ethos, Romulus, and Gabriel entered soon after.  Gabriel carried with him a letter with the king’s signature and handed it personally to Leonidas.  He snatched the letter and read it briefly. 
  “What are the orders?” Achilles tried to see the letter, hovering over him, impatiently. 
  “There’s an uprising in the north.” He looked at us after reading. “A small Demon army has united against the king.  They have gathered hordes and are conspiring to assassinate the princess. Scouts have confirmed this matter with great haste after receiving a message from an unknown source that they are held up near the troll diamond mines.” 
  “What are the numbers?” Eric spoke first in curiosity. 
  “Nothing that we can’t handle, men.” Leonidas had confidence in his tone. “We have dealt with worse before.  We will face Ghoul and trained warriors, so I need you all focused. Sober up and be ready for a fight.” 
  “We will reign hell on them in the dead of night, when they least expect it,” Achilles stated. “They will be at a disadvantage.  Taken off their guard.” 
  “Have you forgotten Demons are at their strongest at night?  They might not expect us to act so carelessly, but we will also be at a disadvantage,” Eric pleaded. 
  “You are right. Both sides will be at a disadvantage,” Leonidas answered. “However, Achilles is right. It might be better to have an element of surprise since we will face both Ghoul and Warriors.  There will be archers and scouts.  The dark will shroud us from being seen. It reduces our chance of being easy targets. They will expect us to attack by day as we always do.  I’m sure they have figured out our habits by now.” 
  “So, you are saying they will be unprepared if we act off a whim,” Eric didn’t seem convinced it was a good idea.” 
 “We can easily sneak in,” I said. “You and I are quick on our feet and I can see well in the dark to take out the scouts.” 
  “Do we all agree—to attack at night?” Achilles spoke out, wanting the discussion to end. 
  “It’s settled then,” Leonidas degreed the plan. “I suggest we say our goodbyes and pack up.  We leave at dusk.” 
  Eric still had the look on his face he didn’t agree with everything.  The worry in his eyes didn’t sway my decision to go against the orders.  This is the reason why I didn’t become the leader.  I didn’t want to take the responsibility for their lives.  I’m sorry Eric. This has to be done. 
  The men exited the room and Leonidas stayed behind with an even more worrisome expression than Eric’s.  I took notice and had to ask.  “What bothers you, General? You seem troubled by this mission.” 
  “I trust you Ali,” he sighed. “Achilles and I have known there might be a traitor among us.” 
  “What has brought this to attention?” His answer didn’t shock me.  The coldness in me grew stronger seeing him struggle to speak. 
  “We—we believe that someone has been conspiring to change the hand of power within these walls.” 
  “Does the king and princess know of this? That you have suspected one of us committing treason.” 
  “No—not yet. I’m still searching for proof before approaching the king about the matter.” He set his hand on my shoulder that gave me discomfort. “I’ve been observing from a distance, but I believe I have an idea who it might be.” 
  “Are you certain about this? If it’s true what you say—one of us is helping the enemy to overthrow the king. If so—who?” I wanted him to reveal whom he suspected.  My hand drifted behind my back, waiting for his answer. 
  “I can’t say it right now. It’s not safe to speak within these walls. I’m only telling you this, because I want you to keep your eyes open and don’t let down your guard for a moment.” He backed away from me, distancing himself as if he was ready to leave. “Spend your time well. I expect you to be at your best this evening.” 
  I moved my hand away from my back and bowed my head. “Yes, general. I’ll be ready.” 
  “I’ll see you by the gates at dusk.” Leonidas exited the room right as Angelica entered hastily.  The sad expression on her face told me that the news had spread around the castle. She approached me with her eyes glazed over like she wanted to shed tears. 
  “I heard from my sister that you and Eric are leaving tonight.” 
  “New orders from the king. Unfortunately, there’s an uprising being held up in the Troll Mountains,” I answered truthfully. “We have to leave soon.” 
  “I have a bad feeling about this.” Angelica grabbed my hand and crossed her fingers between mine. “I sense death…” 
  I held her hand and pulled her close to me until she was a whisper away. I glanced at the silver locket dangling around her neck. “You always wear this now. It compliments you well…” I wanted to kiss her, but I just stared at the locket.  “Your beauty never seems to leave my mind.” 
  Angelica gazed into my eyes. “I’ve never stopped wearing it since you gave it to me. It’s the only thing I have when you are away most of the time.” 
  I lifted it from her chest and opened the seal. The memories locked inside played in my mind of the first time we connected in the enchanted garden under the old oak tree, and the old days when she taught me the dark arts.  They were all good memories that she cherished deeply as I could feel how she felt in the pit of my heart.  The laughing, the tears, the love; it was all there in this simple piece of jewelry. 
 “I keep all our memories together inside. So, I’ll never forget every moment in time.  It will always be here.”  She placed her fingers on the locket, tugging it away and sealing it shut once again. 
  “It was pleasant to see all those memories,” I smiled. “They’re comforting.” 
  “I wish my sister and I can say the same right now.  Claudia is in utter grief over Eric.  He’s desperately trying to calm her down, since she threw a fit the moment the word got out. I wanted to act the same.  This gives me no comfort at all.” 
  “Angelica.” I tried to stop her from speaking any further. She gazed into my eyes with tears forming and ready to fall. “I’ve been thinking a lot since this morning—about something important.” 
  “What is it? Is everything all right? 
  I finally had the courage to reveal the letter. “I need to talk to you, but I don’t know how to say what needs to be said.” I started breathing heavily in a panic. 
  “Ali—calm down,” Angelica held me in her arms when she saw my distress. “Don’t overwhelm yourself. Just keep concentrating on your breathing. In and out.” She rubbed up and down my back. “You are too stressed.  Please relax for me.” 
  I began to calm down to her warmth. “I’m nervous about tonight.” 
  “Ali you haven’t been yourself in a long time. You’re nervous out of the blue.  What’s going on really? I’ve known that you’ve been hiding something from me.” Angelica pushed me away. “Tell me.” 
  I held the letter and tried not to look her in the eyes. “You know me too well. Don’t be angry with me.” 
  “Then tell me what you need to say.” She sighed. “You promised—no more keeping things from each other.” 
  I took her again by the hand and placed the letter between her fingers. “Don’t read this until after I leave. Because what I want to say is in this letter.” Angelica grasped it and embraced me. “When I get back.  I’m telling you everything.  Anything you want to know—I won’t hold back. Just like you always do for me.” 
  She kissed my cheek and leaned her forehead on mine. “I will always await your return.” 
  Eric entered the room unexpectedly. “Excuse me—Ali.” 
  I glared at him for disturbing us. “What is it?” 
  “The princess has sent for you.” 
  “Ugh—the princess again.  She always needs to see you.” Angelica became frustrated and pouted. 
  “Thank you, Eric. I’ll meet with her soon.” 
  He nodded his head and exited. 
  Angelica looked livid with the anger in her eyes and she bit the bottom of her lip. “Well…Go to your princess then.” She sounded more jealous than ever before. I tried to touch her face, but she smacked it away, enraged. “No!” Her tone became sad. “Just go.” 
  I stood there in silence not knowing how to comfort her.  She cast her eyes away, waiting for me to leave. “As you wish, milady.”  I drifted away, leaving her behind to sulk.  There was nothing I could do right now.  I hope that when she reads the letter, things will be clear. 
  I made my way down the corridors and visited the armory first to gather my gear.  The blacksmiths handed me my Elven armor, and I could put it on before they gave me my sword.  The blade curved and sharpened finely, to cut through whatever dared to confront me. I strapped it to my back with my quiver, filled with arrows. Then finally, they handed me Valora.  I whispered to her.  “We have another fight.  Guide me to victory old friend.”  I strapped her to my back, crossed with my other sword, and then strolled upstairs through the main halls, where the security was active.  The royal halls were filled with heavily armed guards, more than this morning. I knocked outside the door of the princess' chambers. 
 She called out. “You may enter.” 
  I creaked open the double doors and entered inside, closing it shut again behind me.  “You summoned me, your highness?” I stood straight with my hands behind my back. 
  “I see you are ready for another battle.” The princess turned to glance at me.  Her eyes beat red and swollen from crying. “I wanted to wish you well before you leave. I’m sorry for all of this. I know Angelica and Claudia are not in the best mood seeing you and Eric off once again.” 
  “Thank you, princess. I’m sorry too.  Angelica wasn’t too happy about my orders.” 
  “Is it true? —that they are planning to assassinate me? My father lacks to inform me of the matter.  So, they want the throne.” 
  “It seems so, princess,” I answered. 
  “It’s a curse at times to be born into this madness. I’m the heir to a throne that has endless scandals.” She gazed off at the sunset outside the balcony. “So many wants to take my place and seize the power, but for what—to bring back the dark ages.” 
  “They just believe what they want to believe.” I responded with no care in my voice. “They believe the mundane are unworthy of the third realm.” 
  “That’s where they are wrong,” she retorted. “Every being deserves to decide their fate. Where others only see destruction, I see hope for humankind. They, like all of us, deserve to exist.  We shouldn’t deny them that right. We are all more alike than you think.” 
  “It’s difficult to understand your views on humanity.  Either way, your father has ordered me to annihilate anyone who does you harm.  I kill them where they stand in an instant if they were right here before me.” 
  “My dear Alucard—violence is not always going to solve everything. I want a world where I don’t have to fight for my life all the time.  Maybe one day you’ll understand that certain things need to change to get better.  Those Demons you are going to fight tonight don’t know any better.  They just think about themselves and what’s offer to them in return for helping such a cause.  They just crave for power and status. It’s a hunger to have.  If I were in your place, I would no longer have to worry about such a grim fate of receiving the throne.” She approached me and kissed my cheek. “Enjoy your life well when you can.  Hopefully, another wedding invitation.” 
  From the balcony, I could see the sun nearly disappearing over the horizon.  “It’s time, your highness.” 
  “Ali—please be safe.” She hugged me as a goodbye. 
  “I will.” I bowed my head and hurried to exit the room and into the hallway.  Waiting at the end was Claudia.  She leaned against the wall with an impatient expression as if she had been there a long time.  Her black her tied up and her eyes bloodshot from crying, when I approached her.  The moment I was within arm’s length, she shoved me into the wall as she always does. 
  “May we have a word?” 
  It didn’t bother me as she pinned me against the wall.  Her hand pressed against my chest, making sure I didn’t move. I knew she was just upset about Eric leaving, but it couldn’t be helped.  We had this last mission before their wedding.  Eric had already told the king after he weds Claudia that he would serve only the Nigrum family. He wanted to be a good husband and have a family with her.  Everything she dreamt of, he wanted to make it happen.  However, it still lingered on me she was my twin soul. That’s why I let her do what she pleases with me.  She was strong and hard to turn away when she was upset and needing something. 
  “I’m all yours, Claudia.” 
  “You are Eric’s friend—that’s the only reason I trust you.” She was stern and moved her hand to my neck where she squeezed it in a tight grip. “I’m going to tell you this now—make sure nothing happens to him. Make sure he comes home safe.” 
 “Claudia—I…” Her facial expression became aggressive, but I could feel it in her soul the pain she was going through. She was terrified. Even her grip loosened to where I could speak. “If it will make you feel any less worried.  I’ll keep my eye on him.” 
  She leaned her forehead on mine. “Thank you, Ali.” 
  “I know how much Eric matters to you. I’m happy for you both.  Stay strong for him until he gets back.” 
  Claudia caressed my face suddenly. “Why do I feel this way with you?” She said faintly, running her fingertips through my hair. “Like our energy connects us in some way. As I know, you would do anything for Angelica and me.  I always hated that feeling, because I don’t like you one bit.  I’ve only tolerated you this long, because you protected Angelica and you saved my life. You are Eric’s best friend, so I tolerate you for now. However, this feeling.  This feeling is wrong when I’m in love with Eric. But every time I’m near you and touch you like this, I suddenly crave for things I shouldn’t.” Her face became close to mine. “Ever since we kissed so long ago. That feeling has etched inside me.” 
  “Just don’t pay attention to it.” I turned my head away. “You have found your mate. Loving words and all.  It was very romantic how your relationship started in the first. Whatever feelings you have for me—it’s not worth it. Just continue hating me like you always do and let it be as that.” 
  “You know what I’m talking about—I can feel it.  You know everything don’t you?” 
  “It doesn’t matter Claudia. It’s better this way.” 
  “I want to know what power this is. Why do I want to touch you?  Even being this close now I can feel your heart beating and how nervous you are.  I can sense you have been hiding things as well.” 
  “Claudia—I have to go.” I tried to move away, but she gripped my arm firmly. 
  “What are you hiding from us Dark Elf? My sister trusts you, does she? I’ve seen you two together discreetly like I wouldn’t notice. How she catches glances of you and grins like a girl in-love.” 
  “Why does that bother you Claudia? What have I done to you to have you hate me so much? I wanted nothing from you two.  I just care about you and her.  Why do you have to act like this towards me? One moment you want me to be with you… then in the next, you hurt me. It makes no sense.  You are even holding me back right now, because you think I’m no good or you’re jealous because your sister has my attention.  Well… I’m only loyal to you and Angelica. I love you both to be even more upfront.  I’ve always been protecting you and your sister.  Never once, I wanted to harm either of you.  Tonight, I don’t fight for the princess.  I fight for you and Angelica like I’ve always had.  If I die today, it’s only because of that. That is my secret.  That’s what I hide from everyone.  Hate me all you want.  But let me do that.” Her eyes widened in shock until she released me.  “Farewell—Claudia.” 
  I made my way passed her and ran down the corridors to the stables, where Leonidas, Achilles and Eric were ready in armor next to their Shadow Striders.  Gabriel, Ethos, and Romulus were already mounted on their saddles with their gear, waiting for the orders to ride out. The Striders were restless, huffing and swaying left to right. 
  Eric caught my frustration as I grabbed the reins of my Strider. “What’s wrong?” 
  “Nothing,” I exhaled heavily.  “Just your fiancé.” 
  “What did she do now?” 
  “She asked me to keep an eye on you.” 
  He burst out into a hysterical laughter. “That woman worries too much I tell you.” 
 “Eric.” I looked sternly at him.  “Treat her well.” 
  “Ali…” It took him back by my response. 
  “I mean it. Never hurt her.” 
  “You are just saying that because you are in-love with her sister.” 
  I kept my stern look after he answered.  Then his smile turned to serious. “I’ll make her happy.” 
  I walked over to him and tugged him close until my lips were near his ear. “On this mission, listen to me every step of the way.  You follow my orders not Leonidas tonight.  I will make sure you get home to your fiancé.  But after this—you lay down your axe as you promised and serve Claudia’s family.  We are not serving the king after this.” 
  “You’re planning to leave too?” 
  “I don’t want to fight anymore brother,” I leaned my head on his. “After all of this. I just want to slow down.  I’m tired... You have no idea how tired I am.” 
  “Ali…” 
  “MEN,” Leonidas yelled out fiercely for our attention. “ARE WE READY TO BRING HELL TONIGHT?” The men pounded their chests with their fist. “WE RIDE TO FACE A FIERCE ENEMY WHO HAS THREATENED OUR BELOVED PRINCESS. WE WILL ANNIHILATE THEM ALL.” 
  “KILL.” The men yelled with spirit. 
  “WE SHALL RIP THEIR SOULS APART FOR THE THREAT THEY HAVE MADE AGAINST THE KINGDOM WE PROTECT.  WITH OUR VERY LAST BREATH WE SHALL DEFEAT THEM ALL.” Leonidas raised his steel sword upward to the orange sky above. “TONIGHT, WE MAINTAIN OUR HONOR, AND NONE SHALL SURVIVE OUR WRATH. GLORY WILL BE OURS.” 
  We all raised our weapons to the end of his speech. It was finally time to leave as I glanced one last time Eric mounting his Strider before I leaped on mine.  He looked back at me before he and the men raced off into the darkness.  I looked up in the tower where I last saw Angelica. She stood on the balcony staring at me before my Strider galloped down the dirt road.  The men entered the dark forest ahead at full speed with me close behind. 
  The night has only nearly begun, and it will be a long one indeed. 
  Wait for me, Angelica. 
 
 CHAPTER 24 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
 
ALI RODE OFF ON THE STRIDER to catch up with the men who raced off into the Dark Forest.  I just stood in the Seven Warriors Hall, gazing out, as the stars appeared clear in the night sky.  The full moon that followed was blood red as the wine I downed before the news reached my sister about the rise in the Troll Mines.  The aching feeling in my chest left me no comfort since something was off the way Ali was acting.  She seemed more stressed than normal and she nearly had a panic attack in my arms. That girl never seems to open up much about her feelings, so she becomes controlled by her emotions. 
  The letter Ali gave me never left my hand the moment she left.  I broke the wax seal and read the contents of the letter, written with clean penmanship. I carefully read the words written: 
 
 My Angel of Light 

  From darkest skies to starry nights, 

  I’ve crossed the heavens in search of a light, 

  My heart’s desire lingers in the night, 

  I’ve known no bounds for obtaining the most beautiful Angel in the sky, 

  You burn so beautifully and bright, 

  My heart weeps having you in my sight, 

  Tears of happiness fill the sky, 

  My love for you is beyond distant skies, 

  When you disappear in the night, 

  My heart dwells in despair without your light, 

  You give me joy, 

  Never leave my sight, 

  Please always remain by my side, 

  You are My Angel of Light. 



    
  My dearest Angelica, 
  I’ve written this poem to express how you truly make me feel. You mean so much to me. There are a few words to explain what my heart wants to say to you every day. For three years now, it has wanted to open up to the love you have given me. I know I’ve never expressed this around you. I hide my true feelings well. Without you, I’m just a Warrior running away from home and is always hunting the wolf that killed my father.  Since I met you, I have changed. You were there for me from the beginning, and you opened your arms to me… 
  Remember the night when you found me in the Enchanted Gardens? The horrible nightmares I had, I was in agony. You could have left me there to suffer, yet you didn’t. You eased my pain and held me as I cried.  We became friends that day. We survived that Obsidian castle.  And that special night we had… I still think about. Since then, I couldn’t see myself without you. I’m so much happier when you’re around, even if we were discreet about our friendship. I know it has been hard with your sister and her being the favorite in your family. However, to me… you are my world.  The realms can never replace the feeling I get when I see you in my sight.  There is no one better fit to gaze upon. You are the universe that draws me in until I lose myself in you. I now have a reason to feel love.  I love you, Angelica.  I love you with every fiber of my being. I had wished to gain the courage to say it personally.  I should have told you this entirely in person where you can see how serious I am. If you still feel the same for me when I get back, I wish to embrace your heart by kissing your soft sweet lips that I’ve longed to touch for eternity. 
  Angelica. 
  My love. 
 My heart. 
  You are truly the Angel I’ve been searching for. 
  Now, I’ve finally found you. 
    
  With all my love and always yours, 
  Alucard 
  Tears dripped down my face as the sadness and happiness set in all at once.  I longed to hear the words in person; however, Ali wrote it in this heartfelt letter.  Every word etched itself into my soul and every teardrop reminded me she might not come back. 
  “Why are you crying, dear sister?” Claudia’s voice startled me from behind. 
  My body automatically turned to see her flushed face.  However, her eyes read anger and confusion.  I could tell she wanted to find someone to let out her grief. “Nothing—nothing at all.” I wiped away my tears, trying to stop crying. 
  While clearing my eyes, I was unaware of her swift hand that snatched Ali’s letter from me. I shoved into her and tried to reach for it back. “Claudia.” My voice became enraged, yelling at her. “GIVE IT BACK.” 
  Her grin grew wide to the sight of it. “What is this?” She pushed me away and started to read the letter.  Her eyes widened to the words written on the page. “My Angel of Light.” She became playful saying it aloud. 
  “No Claudia—please stop.” 
  “Oh, my—a love letter.” As she read more her eyes suddenly became serious and her grin turned into a frown.  “This hand looks familiar,” she mumbled.” She looked up at me and then glanced back at the paper. “Who has graced you with these sweet words?” She glared at me again. “Was it Eric?” 
  “What are you talking about—no?” I struggled to take back the letter.  She was just too fast and so much stronger than me. “Give it back, Claudia.” She read the rest of the contents down to the end and saw the signature.  As she recognized the name, her face was stern with a rage that I haven’t seen her express since our friend’s death. 
  “Alucard,” she read. “Ali wrote this?” She was then in shock with a blank stare, not moving.   I took back the letter in her silence. 
  “Yes, sister—she was the one who wrote this...For me. Ali is better at writing than speaking.” 
  “How is this possible?” She uttered to herself. 
  “How’s what possible?” 
  “This is the same hand as Eric’s.  Penmanship and all.  Even the flow of the words are alike.” 
  “Claudia…” I stopped myself from saying more. 
  “Tell me the truth, sister. Did Eric really write that letter to me?” 
  “Claudia—what does it matter now? You love Eric and you are engaged.” 
  “Why are you accepting this love letter in the first place?” She stood near my face in pure anger. “I thought you didn’t have that kind of relationship” 
  “Claudia… I…” 
  “My dear Angelica can you give a single straight answer? You’ve not been very honest with me. Are we not a trusting family?” She grasped me by the arm and gazed deep into my eyes as she invaded my mind, knocking down all barriers to prevent her from seeing my memories. “Ugh—you’ve had that type of relationship all this time.” 
  “You shouldn’t have invaded my mind.” 
  “Oh—I needed to. Enough secrets.” She gripped my chin firmly. “I saw everything.  Every last detail.  Ali helped Eric seduce me—ha.” She finally let go and rubbed her fingers through her silk black hair as if she was still in shock about what she found out. “Why was I so blind?” She hysterically laughed. “That Dark Elf has a way of turning our lives upside down Angelica.  She has you lying to me. All the secrets—it’s not being respectful dear sister.  I will have to punish you for that.  Eric—I do love him.”  Claudia grasped her chest.  “Those words were not from him.” Then she looked at me. “You have been teaching her the dark arts. Are you insane? Don’t you have any loyalty to our family?  That will mean the end of us—if the others find out.” 
 “She has great potential.  Stop treating her as if she’s not a Demon.  She is a Succubus just like you.  You two are more alike than you think if you had just opened up to her. I’m sorry that I asked horrible things from you; and because of that, you pushed away Ali.  She actually cares a great deal about you. She never once talked bad about you even though you have been cruel.” I caught my breath. “I’m sorry for keeping things from you.  Ali was being a good friend, but she is wise.  She would have never helped him if she didn’t believe he was a suitable person for you.  I’ve even thought so as well.” 
  “Cares about me, huh!” She laughed hysterically. “Oh, my—I don’t think any of us are being honest with each other.  I saw something else in your memories that has disturbed me. But I’ll ask you this so we can finally have some truth in this matter.  Who is Ali really?” 
  “Claudia…” 
  “Sister—who is she?” 
  “She—she’s the granddaughter of the Dark Queen.” 
  “She’s a Harpy. My cold-hearted sister is in-love with a half-breed who slaughtered our kind by the thousands.” 
  “She’s not a member of the clan.  They exiled her.” 
  “How long do you think she will be as she is? The darkness has touched their kind in a way that is inescapable. What you see in her will turn to blackness before your eyes. Their kind are dangerous, and you have known of her race since day one.” 
  “She doesn’t want to turn, Claudia. She’s happy here. She doesn’t want to be like them.” 
  “You have risked this Empire, Angelica.  Turned or not, she’s still the heir to the dark clan. It’s in her blood.  The blackened eyes, the illusions. They are all symptoms of being swayed by the darkness. She will lose control eventually as it festers. Not to mention, if anything would have happened to her here, the Dark Princess would be at our doorstep. Maybe bring a war that would annihilate our race, because we were careless. You didn’t think this through sister.  I’m the next council member and already there is no loyalty.  My own flesh and blood has deceived me.” 
  “Claudia she saved your life. I know how stubborn and prideful you are. But that look you gave her.  You were more than impressed. You kissed her.  You don’t just play like that randomly.  You like something about her more than you let on.  She rejected you and it was the first time I’ve seen you disappointed about someone not wanting to just use you for something.  The old you would have appreciated that and actually persuade her the right way. The woman you have become has let no one get close.  I’m sorry that you push everyone away because you still hurt from everything that happened.  Stop blaming yourself for losing control after her death.  You loved her; anyone would have acted the same.  They shouldn’t have ever punished you for that mistake. Our family should have understood. But I understand.  You have never fooled me. One day you will take things too far and you might just lose everything, even me. I’ve tolerated this dark side of you for too long.” 
  “Do you love her?” She interrupted. 
  “Yes—I do. Let me have her.” I caressed her swollen face from all the tears she shed. “Do me this one favor—and I’ll do whatever you want to make up for everything.” 
  “Anything?” 
  “Whatever you need—I will do it. No questions asked.” 
  “Make your oath sister.” She held me in her arms. 
  “My word is my bond. I—Angelica—bound myself to this oath.  I will do whatever you ask of me.” 
  Claudia leaned her forehead on mine. “Very good. I’m happy for you.  I never thought you would find someone that you want this much.  I wish you and Ali well.  You have my blessing, sister.  And I’ll convince our family to accept your chosen companion even though she’s a Dark Elf.  I’ll hold back from mentioning she’s a Harpy half-breed.” She grinned. “It will please Eric that his best friend might become a member of the family.” 
 “I don’t know about that.” I suddenly blushed, thinking about being together as a couple. 
  “Angelica. The look in her eyes when I last saw her.  She looked like she wants to be a part of this family. I’m sure she’ll ask your hand.” 
  “Thank you.” I had a sense of relief that she gave her blessing. “For being supportive of this.” 
  “I rather have my enemy close where I can watch them.” She grinned playfully. “That way it will be difficult to hide anything from me.” 
  “No more secrets.” I reacted apologetically. “Again—I’m sorry.” 
  “It’s fine sister. It’s a pleasure. Ali will be an interesting addition to the family. But that doesn’t mean I will go easy on her.  She helped deceive me. Only a slight bit of punishment will suffice for the both of them.  Eric will get the cold shoulder until our wedding day.  Ali—I’ll come up with something.” 
  “Oh, Claudia…” 
  “No say about it,” she hushed me. “I have to avenge my pride as a lady. I’ll forgive them when they squirm.” She laughed deviously.  “And you will help me.” 
  “As you wish my sister.” I bowed my head in loyalty. “I will be your accomplice in their punishment.” 
  Claudia walked out of the room in better spirits and I exhaled in relief. There was no better feeling than having my sister on my side for once.  We were both in-love with warriors and breaking out of the norm of Demon lords only devoting ourselves to another lord.  She and I were among the highest in the ranks to finally agree that our hearts matter more than our title. 
 
 CHAPTER 25 
 
 Ali 
    
    
 
AWARM SENSATION FILLED MY CHEST with a happiness that I’ve never felt before.  It was Angelica and our bond. I grasped my chest, as the feeling grew stronger.  She must have read my letter. 
  Eric noticed my expression when we waited behind a thick oak tree.  Its base hid us from the Demon soldiers roaming about ahead of us. “Are you alright?” he whispered close to me. 
  It was pitch-black out, yet my eyes could see his face like it was day. He showed true concern, laying his hand on my shoulder as a single tear fell down my face. “I’m fine,” I wiped it away with my thumb and pulled out an arrow.  The black arrowhead, sharpened at the tip where I grazed my finger along the blade, mumbling a spell to enchant the head. “Power of light, bring to an end who’s within my sight.” 
  The arrowhead glowed red for a moment and became black again before the soldiers noticed it. We were near the entrance to a mine which didn’t seem that well-guarded being the stronghold.  There was one night watchman at the top of the rock flat above the entrance. He wore black leathers and carried a longbow to shoot at any intruders.   Two others stood near the trees before the mine, wearing hooded cloaks.  Their eyes illuminated red, which differed from what we had faced before. 
  The night was silent, and the air was still.  I drew back my bowstring and aimed at the night watch above the mine hole. Achilles and Leonidas hid in the trees behind the other soldiers on ground, waiting for the right moment to strike.  I took a deep breath and held it. The Demon warrior was clear in my sight. My arrowhead lined up to his chest. Then I released the string, and the arrow glided quickly through the air, piercing my target through the heart.  The magic in the arrowhead burst in his chest, sending glowing red veins throughout his body until it fully consumed him and exploded into dust. 
  Achilles and Leonidas rushed at the other night watchmen and in one swift swing of their swords, they cut off their heads, making them combust into thin air. The dust glimmered like black diamonds, floating down to the ground.   A silent kill didn’t attract others to their aid. 
  Leonidas nodded once at me and Eric, which meant we needed to move out of hiding within the shadows.  He intended for us to enter the diamond mine with him and Achilles.  He ordered Gabriel, Romulus, and Ethos to stand guard, while him and Achilles cautiously entered the darkness, expecting Eric and I to follow behind. 
  I pulled Eric back by the arm as he walked forward.  He glared at me, wondering what was going on.  I yanked him by his leather chest plate and went near.  “Fall back—I need you to stay behind.  Head down the trail.” 
  “What…” His jaw became crooked in shock. “What are you doing?” 
  “Remember what I said—follow my orders.  Head down the mountain and stay at watch in the trees.  I have a bad feeling about this.  You are swifter than the others. So, if anything happens, you will know.  I want you to get home to your fiancé safe. This is your last mission.” 
  “What about you?” 
  “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I’m the most powerful one here.” I shoved him back to get away. “I’ll produce an excuse for you. Just hurry.” 
  Eric didn’t think twice about what I ordered him to do.  He ran back into the darkness, moving fast as the wind. The night shrouded him from the predators I sensed in the woods.  My eyes followed him until I could no longer see him in the distance and his presence was not here. 
  Gabriel gawked at me oddly, watching the whole thing. “Where is he going?” 
 “I ordered him to leave the area,” I readied my bow.  “We don’t need him for this mission.  He will stay watch down the trail until it’s done.  His fiancé ordered me to make sure he comes home for his wedding.” 
  Gabriel maintained his stern look in silence.  Then his face softened, and he gave a slight chuckle. “That was a nice wedding gift to his wife.  It’s his last mission, anyway. Let us have the man retire in one piece. We can manage this without him.” He turned away and returned to Romulus and Ethos, who were still standing guard. 
  I pulled out my Elven sword instead of Valora. My stance became stiffer than normal, gripping tightly the hilt, not fully prepared for what’s coming in the dark tunnel.  The walls glimmered with glowing crystal as I made my way down to catch up with Leonidas and Achilles.  They were in my sight not too far ahead; crouched down, looking at each other with a confused expression. There were embedded torches in the walls the further down we went.  The flames flickered in the silence.  This was too quiet for a stronghold of rebellious Demons. 
  “I don’t feel right about this silence,” Achilles whispered softly to Leonidas as if he was on edge. Our General remained quiet in the tunnel that began to echo a rumble.  The ground shook and the walls cracked.  The ceiling above us began to crumble down.  We all rushed quickly away from the cave-in down the tunnel, blocking our way from going down any further.  There were boulders piled in front of us, creating a wall.  It didn’t take them long to realize someone trapped us. 
  “No—It’s a trap,” Achilles yelled out of shock.  “Fall back now!” 
  However, even I knew… It was too late. 
  The sound of Romulus and Gabriel’s voices echoed from the exit that seemed so far away to run.  There was the sound of swords clanging together above.  The war outside was coming in after the rest of us. “It can’t be—they knew we were coming,” Leonidas had anger in his eyes, listening to our brothers suddenly die out in the background of Demon soldiers running down the tunnel, heavily armed with swords and had archers with them. 
  “They were ready for us.” Achilles raced ahead to meet their forces head on. He had a desperation to his run that led me to believe he wanted to reach our men outside, knowing that they were most likely dead. 
  Soldiers charged towards us, going pass Achilles who collided into them with his shield and speared them.  They ran up to Leonidas, who tried to force them back from getting to me.  The ones that went by, I swiftly sliced them apart one by one, their bodies bursting into ash. 
  In the distance, archers drew back their strings and shot a group of arrows at us.  Leonidas tried to block most that came our way and I tried to duck behind him; however, one found an opening and sunk its tip into my right shoulder.  The force of it stabbing into my flesh rendered my arm useless and I could no longer grip the sword firmly. It slipped from my hand and fell as I knelt to the ground on one knee.  The rest of the arrows flew by and hit the rock wall behind us. Leonidas kept his shield up to cover us, spearing any soldier that came close. 
  In a brief second, he turned towards me and with one hand, snapped off the base of the arrow. I screamed in sheer pain. I grabbed my bow with my useless arm and held it firmly as I mounted an arrow and drew back the string with my good arm.  This wasn’t my shooting arm, but I’ll make due for the sake of fighting off the enemy that crowded in the tunnel more and more. I shot at them one after the other, my arrow never missing its mark. 
  Leonidas killed everything in his path, strategically keeping me safe from the arrows that tried to hit us. Any chance after he lifted his shield I shot an arrow and sent another soldier to his death. Although, it wasn’t enough to survive.  The army kept coming at us in full attack and my arrows were running out.  I pulled out Valora, trying to activate its power. The pulse wave that radiated from her blade knocked them back long enough to catch our breaths. 
 “We are dead if we stay trapped down here much longer, general.” I tried once more, killing the archers ahead until there were no more arrows left to shoot. “I’m out. If we don’t make it outside soon—this is it.” 
  “Stay close behind me,” Leonidas yelled with fierce determination in his glare. “I will get you out of here.” 
  “What are you talking about?” 
  “I need you to survive,” he groaned as he speared a soldier charging at us and pulled out his sword.  “Only you have speed to make it back alive and tell the king what happened here—and my suspicions. You must survive at all cost.” He was referring to Valora in my hand that glowed red at the engravings in the blade. He gave a soft smile. “This is my final order.” 
  “Yes, general.” I pounded my fist on my chest. 
  “May we fight together again in the next life?” He raised his sword and shield. Then charged the army ahead.  I followed closely behind, helping him push forward.  He knocked down soldiers as if he was a brick wall colliding against their small bodies. The last bit of strength left, we fought through to the exit and made it outside.  The night sky was above with the blood moon in sight.  Below, on the ground, we could see the bodies of our comrades, laying lifeless, covered in their own blood from being stabbed many times and cut open. 
  We found Achilles laying against a tree trunk, barely alive and bleeding out from his wounds.  The worst one was on his stomach, which he pressed his hand on to stop the bleeding. Blood poured out of his mouth as he coughed. 
  Leonidas shoved me forward. “Go—run now!” His voice had urgency when the army came out of the woods.  He held them back with his shield, struggling to keep them at bay while I made my escape. 
  All my strength went into my legs, sprinting hard into the forest. I panted heavily into the night, avoiding low branches and leaping over stumps and trenches. I ran at full speed, not looking behind to the scurries of the horde.  I could smell the cinder and the rotten stench of their odor close by. 
  Ghouls ran at my pace on each side, motivating me to run faster.  I needed to go faster.  They leaped in the trees above and tumbled on the ground, trying to tackle me down.  Each time I moved away, avoiding their teeth and claws that reached to take out my legs. 
  I got ahead of them, far enough to see the clearing.  They growled far behind and I ran out into an empty field which there were no trees for a few yards.  I didn’t have to worry about Ghouls jumping from above to attack in that moment.  I sprinted to the center of the field and suddenly stopped to the feeling of being surrounded.  The forest in the distance, all around, were swarming with the blood hungry horde, who waited for me to enter. 
  There was no escape as they exited in groups, closing in on me. They snarled, showing their long incisors used to rip a body apart.  Their eyes pitch-black and focused on me. 
  I circled around seeing them get closer and closer, their growls more ferocious to the sight of my helplessness.   When they were in a range of attack, I slammed my sword into the ground and created a shockwave that sent them flying backwards. There was a group not affected by the attack and kept coming towards me.  I exhaled in grief.  This cannot be it. 
  I spread my legs more apart then usual and gripped both hands on Valora. This was my last chance. I pointed the tip of my blade at the ground and raised the grip to my forehead.  The engravings began to glow black to my energy flowing into it. “Darkness lend me your strength!”  A feeling in my chest began to weigh heavy on my heart, as I felt my throat being choked by the dark energy, entering my body like a mist, and circulating around me.  Its very presence sent shivers down my spine, but I held my stance at the sight of the Ghouls before me ready to attack. “Grant me the power of Oblivion.” 
 All my focus went on the dark energy and forcing it to enter Valora.  It made my bones ache and my body slowly began to weaken to the amount of power that was conjuring around me. The blood ran down my nose and dripped from my eyes like tears. 
  A black flame formed around the blade of the sword, until I needed to raise it higher up.  “Darkness—I release you! Obliterate everything in sight!” 
  I plunged Valora into the ground and a massive shockwave exploded outward like a groundswell of black flames, devouring everything. 
  May you all turn to ash? 
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CLAUDIA AND I WAITED in the council chambers with the rest of the members sitting at the table with the king.  The princess stood by her father with the same look that my sister had. Their minds were not here as they dazed off with blank expressions towards the window. 
  The sun was rising and there was no word about the seven warriors.  Even I was on edge, not knowing what to do.  All we did was just stand and wait on any form of news. The king himself tapped the table with his long fingernails.  His eyes shut as if it exhausted him from not sleeping at all.  He still wore his black polished boots that tapped anxiously on the black marble floor.   He wore the same black silk attire from yesterday; it seemed shocking to the other council members that he would be this worried to not leave his chair and rest in the royal chambers. Everyone kept a close eye on him as he tapped constantly in the silence. 
  Suddenly, a soldier entered the room.  His boots sounded heavy, which gave me no peace of mind.  He kneeled before the king, inhaling and exhaling, out of breath. 
  “What news do you bring on the seven?” The king became wide-eyed at the sight of his sad face. 
  The soldier rose to his feet. “The scouts have sent back a message near the outskirts of the mountain. They don’t dare to go any further since the oracle sensed dark magic, coming from the location—a fatal amount your majesty.  Of the highest form.” 
  The room gasped audibly and glanced around at each other.  I look over at Claudia to see the terror in her eyes.  This was not good news. 
  “What was conjured?” The king asked as he looked at his daughter. Her eyes beginning to tear up. “Do they know what?” 
  “The black flames, your majesty.” The soldier cast his eyes to the floor. “It engulfed everything within the range of the mine down the mountain. None should have survived.” 
  “How can this be?” The king blurted out.  “Are you saying there're no survivors from either side?” His reaction became more angered. 
  “Yes, your majesty.” The soldier knelt on one knee with his fist over his heart. “It seems your finest had succeeded—but at a terrible price. There’s nothing left or any signs that either had survived.” 
  “That can’t be,” the king reacted in confusion. “None of them possessed the power to use dark magic at that magnitude. It must have been the enemy who annihilated their own to kill my seven warriors.” 
  Claudia looked at me enraged. I held my breath not knowing how it was possible.  Only a highly skilled Demon can summon the black flames of Oblivion.  “I never taught her that,” I mouthed to Claudia, knowing she was angry with me for teaching Ali the dark arts. It’s not possible for her to achieve such a spell.  Why was this happening? If everything was true, they are all dead.  Ali and Eric were gone. 
  “We don’t know, your majesty—how all this transpired.” The soldier stayed kneeled to the floor. “With your consent, I’ll send a message to the scout to investigate the sight for any further clues what might have happened. We are just waiting on your orders.” 
  “Is it safe?” 
  “Yes, your majesty,” the soldier answered. “The oracle senses no life on the mountain.  The enemy is gone.” 
  “Very well—send your scouts in on my command.” The king leaned on his armrest in grief. “Find out what happened to my warriors.  This is truly devastating news.” 
  “Yes, your majesty—princess.” He stood back up and then exited the room, leaving everyone in silence. 
  The king glanced at his daughter in tears.  “I apologize, my precious—I know Eric and Alucard were your dearest friends. My heart is weeping for you, my child.” 
 The anger inside me grew at his words and Armenia’s. 
  “Thank you, father.” She sobbed and came to me.  I grasped my chest in pain, trying to hold back my tears.  This girl before me is the center of my hate. How dare she sheds tears when Claudia and I are experiencing heartache?  The worst part of this all, I could no longer feel Ali’s life force. The magical link we had was now severed. 
  Armenia wanted to say something comforting, yet she just stood there and looked at me for a moment.  My ears did not want to hear what she had to say, so she kept walking, respecting my loss. 
  Claudia rushed by me, but I grabbed her arm, tugging her close. “Claudia…” 
  “Let go of me, sister.”  The tears began to fall down her face. 
  “I’m sorry,” were the only words that could come out, seeing how upset she was. Her eyes glared at me and she forced away, before leaving.  I paced after her down the corridors until my legs just stopped moving.  The ache in my chest prevented me from going any further after her.  She needed space through all this. 
  I needed comfort that didn’t seem to be around this dark hall.  The air was constricting and the Demons that walked by were staring at me as if nothing had happened.  They had nothing to grieve about with their smiles and laughs, which I heard down the hallways.  This wasn’t the place to be in this painful hour. 
  I finally ran outside into the courtyard to catch my breath.  The sun felt warmer on my face as it rose higher in the clear blue sky.  A slight breeze flew in from the east that carried the scent of flowers from the Enchanted Garden.  I strolled passed the gates, towards the nostalgic smell that reminded me of Ali.  She loved this garden.  The Fairies fluttered around glowing the colors of the rainbow.   The cherry blossoms had bloomed in the trees, floating petals of pink in the wind. 
  My fingers found the locket on my chest and held it in tears. Not holding back the sadness that began to overwhelm me.  My legs automatically walked me over to the old oak tree where we always met every day in secrecy.  Our memories locked into the bark, reminding me of her in vivid detail the times I wanted to kiss her and hold her close.  It was hard to fathom that she is gone with only this locket left of her essence. 
  All of a sudden, my heart throbbed hard against my chest.  I leaned against the tree, losing my balance.  It throbbed again, sending my body into shock. What is this feeling? It became stronger like it was getting closer. 
  In haste, I ran to the front gate where the guards were already waiting for the unexpected visitor.  My heart pounded more rapidly as in the distance a Shadow Strider galloped towards us. The rider appeared to be hugging the neck, trying to stay on.  When my eyes went into focus, I became stunned at the sight of Ali, barely alive. The guards sprinted towards the Strider the moment they recognized her.  She fell off the back, and they caught her.  Blood came out of her shoulder and a guard holding firmly onto her yelled.  “SHE NEEDS TO BE TAKEN TO THE HEALER NOW—HURRY!” 
  Why couldn’t I move to meet her? She was right there. 
  They rushed her body into the castle, and I followed close behind, trying not to get in their way.  “Is she alive?” I need to stay calm.  She’s alive… I can feel her now. 
  The guards ignored my question as they carried her into the infirmary, and they laid her on the table where three old hags huddled around her until I could no longer see Ali’s face.  They chanted healing spells and lit sage, waving the smoke over her body. 
 One guard came to me, blocking me from going in. “Milady—please leave this room so the Witches can have focus.” I glared in anger. “Please, milady—let them work in peace.” 
  I huffed in grief and did as asked.  He shut the door behind him and stood guard behind it all the same.  I waited against the wall next to him, waiting patiently for the chants to stop.  One guard exited the room and hurried off down the hallway which I assume he went to notify the king of Ali’s return. 
  Hours had passed since they brought her in.  The Witches hadn’t stop chanting or even left the room for a second.  There was only the sound of them down the corridors.   I kept gazing at the door in desperation, waiting with a little patience from ripping it off its hinges.  Ali was close yet I wanted the walls to disappear, so I could see her once again.  To hear her sweet voice, resonate in my ears. This was hard to endure, not able to do anything at all to help her. 
  The door creaked loudly as it slightly opened.  One Witch whispered out to the soldier guarding the door, but I couldn’t hear her words.  He nodded his head and raced down the hall.  The Witch opened the door fully and her curly gray hair caught my attention. She peeked her head out to have a look at me and recognized me as nobility. 
  “Ah… Milady Angelica.” She stepped out further and bowed her head. “You may enter if you wish.”  The door opened wider for me to enter. 
  “Thank you,” I politely bowed my head in return and stepped into the room.  They strung the scent of sage sticks along with candles that emitted the scent of lavender, they scattered salt around the table where Ali laid in a deep sleep, her wounds bandaged.  Her face looked at peace, even though I sensed her presence was weak, like she was still between life and death. 
  “How’s her condition, Alma?” I asked the gray-haired Witch who invited me in. 
  “We are not permitted to say.” A redheaded hag with one eye answered for Alma.  She stood looking through a grimoire bounded in a cracked brown leather and weathered pages. Then she rustled through jars of herbs on the shelves. 
  “Do you know who my family is, Beatrice?” I scowled at her and had a firm tone over her insolence. 
  “Yes, we do, milady.” The third Witch, named Beatrice, was blind with stitched eyelids and had knotted brown hair, tangled to where it couldn’t comb out. Her face turned my way as if she didn’t need physical vision to see who I was. “She’s alive—however, her aura is severely cracked. She can wither away out of existence in her condition.” 
  “Foolish girl. Dark energy has nearly consumed her completely,” Alma stated, nodding her head in pity. 
  “Dark magic?” It didn’t surprise me based on the news from earlier. 
  “This young one cast a powerful spell recklessly,” Beatrice answered. “One that is fatal to both her and everyone within its path.” 
  “However, at a terrible price,” Alma spoke out. “Her body couldn’t balance that kind of power in the first place.  She is vulnerable with how weak her soul is from perishing.” 
  “At this stage she can easily be ripped apart,” Beatrice added. “She must be careful now and let the cracks seal…” 
  “Or I’m afraid she will no longer exist,” Alma finished the sentence as they continued researching in old dusty books. 
  “May I be alone with her?” I wanted them to leave, so Ali would only see me when she awakens. “Please leave at once.” 
  “Yes, milady,” the three old hags answered together and bowed their heads before leaving the room.  The door shut behind them and it was finally just Ali and me in the silence. 
  I gazed down at her and gently touched her forehead, grazing my hand over her eyes. “Open your eyes and come back to me.” I leaned and whisper closely into her ear. “Awaken.” 
 Ali’s eyes flung open to my words and at first she glanced around the room and then it met mine. “Where am I?” She struggled to sit up abruptly. 
  “Easy.” I pushed her back down. “Rest–You’re in the infirmary. Do you know who I am?” 
  “Angelica—of course.” 
  “Thank the ninth heavens. You still have your memories.” 
  “How did I get here though?” She appeared confused. “I remember little.” 
  “It’s ok. Everything must be hazy right now after how much stress you put on your body.  You arrived here alone on a Strider—barely alive and had bled out a lot from the wound on your shoulder. They brought you here unconscious. So, I can understand why you feel disoriented and confused.” 
  She rubbed her forehead. “My head is throbbing. I feel so weak.” 
  “Ali…” I caressed her cheek. “You summoned a lot of dark energy. It almost killed you.” 
  “Now I remember,” she sighed in sadness. “I’ve never done that before. But I had no choice.” 
  “You damaged your aura.” I forced her to look at me as she tried to turn her face away. “Just a bit more and you would no longer exist. You mustn’t use any more magic until your aura has fully healed.” I lifted her chin to look me in the eye. “I read the letter.” 
  Her eyes widened. “What did you think? Do you understand now?” 
  My hand slid behind her neck and I leaned closer to her lips in a single kiss. Her lips were soft even in her weakened state.  “I love you.” The words rolled off my tongue with ease as my lips embraced hers once more. 
  “Angelica, can you please do me the honor…” I kissed her again before she could finish her sentence. 
  “You don’t have to ask me.  The answer is already yes since the first day we kissed like this. I’ll marry you.” I caressed her lips in a deep kiss that sent shivers under my skin.  Her lips embraced mine with passion as her arms went around my waist and pulled me down further until the gap between us was nearly filled. 
  Suddenly, there was banging at the door. 
  “What is it?” I spoke out of annoyance, having to move away from Ali. 
  “The king wishes to speak with the Dark Elf,” the guard replied. 
  “Ugh… She’ll be ready in a short while,” I answered. “I’ll bring her myself.” 
  “Yes, milady… I’ll let the king know right away.” 
  The outside became silent once again, and we heard the soldiers’ footsteps, pacing down the corridors. I glanced at Ali’s weak expression. “Are you well enough?” 
  “You don’t have to escort me.” She tried to sit up on her own.  Her face was paler than normal, and the injuries dulled her golden eyes out and not as bright with the redness around her eyelids. I could tell right away she needed more healing, but she insisted on getting up. 
  My hands gripped firmly onto her arm. “Yes, I do…. Hold on to me tight before you collapse.” She laid her arm over my shoulder and my arm went around her waist. “Lean most of your weight on me—keep close or you will fall.  I can tell you are too weak to be doing this right now, so I will take care of you.” 
  “This is painful.” Ali uttered in a moan. 
  “Your body or your pride,” I chuckled. “After this you do need to rest.” 
  “I will—I’m not going anywhere.” She leaned her head back in exhaustion. 
  I tapped her face gently. “Stay focused if you want to get through this.  The king is waiting for us.” She nodded her head and had her face forward again in awareness. 
  We made our way out the door and into the hallway.  I had to carry her with how she could barely stand alone.  However, her arm never lost its strength holding onto me as if she didn’t want to let me go.  Her breathing was faint to my ears, but I could tell she was still alive. 
 The guards bowed their head down the corridor in Ali’s honor as we struggled further towards the council hall, with the voices of members echoing our way. The king’s voice resounded above theirs and ordered them to exit the premises as we entered.   They scattered passed us in haste, leaving the spacious area vacant with only the king on his usual chair at the table with Princess Armenia, standing beside him.  Her face flushed red and eyes bloodshot, yet she cracked a smile at the sight of Ali. 
  We approached the king, stumbling side to side, until we stopped just a body length away from him. Ali released her arm from around my shoulders and attempted to stand straight on her own.  That meant she wanted me to stand back, so I stepped away cautiously watching her balance.  It didn’t seem like she would fall the way she got her back straight and her hands behind her back in a soldier’s stance. 
  The king sat in silence at first in astonishment. Then he stood to his feet and set his right hand on her shoulder.  “This comforts me you are alive, Alucard.” She bowed her head, not looking up at him. “When I was told there were no survivors—there were no words to describe my grief to lose such loyal warriors. This is such a tragedy. Leonidas, Achilles, Gabriel, Romulus, Ethos and… Eric.” 
  Ali had a single tear fall from her eye.  The face she expressed tore a hole in my heart. Her best-friend was gone. Eric. “It is your majesty.” 
  “I am sorry for losing your men,” The king gave his condolences. “Even though you gave up your title as General, they were still the warriors that followed you to the ends of the Underworld.  The trust they had in you was inspiring.” Ali exhaled a sigh, staying quiet. “As the king and head of the council, it’s an honor for the service you have given to the kingdom. Thank you.” The king bowed his head in front of Ali to see. “Thank you for protecting my daughter.” 
  “It was an honor to serve you, your majesty.” Ali gripped her chest as if she was in severe pain. 
  “I understand you’re still not well. The Witches had informed me of your weak condition—even so of this unfortunate circumstance of your health, I’m curious as to what transpired near the mine. Could you please fill me in on the details? 
  Ali stayed quiet for a moment, inhaling deeply as if it was burdened memory. “We arrived at the mine. The night shrouded us in the darkness well enough to stay hidden from the soldiers.  There were no hordes at first. So, all seemed to go well. Leonidas thought we had the upper hand until we entered the mine.  Romulus, Ethos and Gabriel stayed outside of the entrance to the mine. Leonidas, Achilles and I entered the tunnel.” 
  “Where was Eric?” he asked curiously. 
  “Oh—he scouted the rest of the surrounding areas of the forest.” 
  Her answer puzzled the king. “Curious.” 
  “Once we reached deep enough in the mine, there was a cave-in. A rock wall stopped us from moving further. Then we realized it was a trap to block us in like animals to the slaughter. Leonidas and I did what we could in the tunnels.  The Demon soldiers attacked us by the numbers, one after the other, giving us no time to breathe.  As if, they were ready for us. As they knew, we would be weak apart from each other. Achilles tried to help the men outside out of desperation. It was a massacre.  How I survived was the last wish of our general.  Leonidas ordered me to escape at all cost, so at least one will survive.” 
  “Why would he do that? Order you to escape?” The king’s eyes widen with anger. “Was it to make sure you could inform us of something? That it was a trap from the beginning? That would mean there’s a traitor among us if that was the case.” 
  “He chose me, because I was the last in sight alive. Achilles, Gabriel, Ethos and Romulus were already dead. I was the most capable of fleeing the horde over him. He cleared the way for me. When I saw the opening, I ran as fast as I could. However, there were too many Ghouls on the hunt for my head. A large pack surrounded me until there was no escape.” 
 “The messenger had informed me that a deathly amount of dark magic had decimated the top of the mountain. There was enough to even kill its summoner.  The Witches found traces of that energy in your damaged aura—telling me, you were the one who conjured such devastating power. How can you explain this?” 
  Ali was silent and then briefly glanced at me with sorrowful eyes. “I was to survive at all cost. That was my final order. I knew very well of what the spell could do. So yes—I’m the one that annihilated everything on that mountain.” 
  The king stepped back in shock. “How did you get such power and knowledge?” 
  Ali gasped at his questions and was about to speak, until I stepped forward and wrapped my arm around her waist. “I’m the one who trained her the ways of sorcery.” 
  The king fell back into his chair, glancing at me, baffled. “Angelica… What a remarkable surprise that you’ve had an apprentice all this time!” 
  “She’s not just my apprentice your highness—she’s my companion.” 
  “A mate—this I was unaware of.” 
  “It's true father,” Armenia spoke out. “They have long been together discreetly, away from gossip.” 
  “We are to be married,” I answered with a wide smirk. “We were waiting for the proper moment to go public and announce our relationship.  With my sister’s engagement—it wasn’t the time.  We wanted to wait out of the respect for Claudia and Eric’s wedding.  It was their time of happiness… Later after we would persist in our preparations.” I lied even more believable to protect Ali.” 
  “Is this true, Ali?” The king glared directly at her. 
  “Uh... Yes, your majesty.” She stumbled on her words. “We have been paired for quite a long time now. Like how she explained… We didn’t want to take the attention away from Claudia and Eric’s fine engagement.  My reputation as a Dark Elf and slayer of the fire lord would have overshadowed any event in the kingdom.” 
  “Well this is a miraculous surprise.  The unity of a Demon lord and a Dark Elf.  This is a sign of peace and building the trust again between us and the Fae community.” The king smile with excitement. “This is surely an engagement I’ll not miss. However...” He looked at me again. “I thought your family has learned its lesson from the last time to not practice with the black flames. This is not good news to hear.” 
  I gasped, forgetting my family was prohibited from using the powers from Oblivion. There were no words left to defend Ali and myself. The king’s face twisted into a frown of disappointed and he nodded his head, having to say something that would most likely harm my family’s future. 
  Suddenly, the doors flung open, and I heard Claudia’s voice.  “Sister—there you are!” She approached and stood beside Ali, lifting her weight in her arm.  “My word… You have been a naughty one, haven’t you?” She spoke to Ali with a playful tone and her grin was devious, even though her face was beet red with swollen eyes from grieving. She looked at the king. “I’m sorry for intruding your highness—but my sister is not to be blamed for teaching this young one such dangerous practices.  “This was all me. I knew this Elf had the potential, but I never knew she could use it to this extent.  I actually never told her we forbid to use it.  But as you can see, it was used to your benefit. They ordered her to survive. She probably felt there was no other choice.  Because of that, you have received the information you need, and you have one warrior alive.” Claudia gave a look to Ali as if she was hiding her pent-up anger behind her dark eyes. “I’m sure all others were dead before she would consider using such power. Otherwise, I would be rather disappointed.” 
  “They were all dead—I’m sure of it,” Ali answered in guilt. “Either way, we were all going to be dead. If the power would have killed me, as well I didn’t mind the sacrifice, as long as it annihilated everyone that killed my brothers, and everyone here remains safe from harm.  It was an act well taken and I’ll accept the consequences if someone needs to be blamed for such destructive power. I’ll answer for it—not Angelica nor Claudia.  I was the one who summoned the black flames, not them.” 
 “Hmm… Oh very well.” The king sighed. “No one needs to be punished for this.  The important thing is you are alive, and your efforts were successful. By the way, do you believe there’s a traitor in our midst?” 
  “Your majesty, if there were, I don’t know who. My brothers had nothing to do with such conspiracies.  Leonidas claimed he had an idea, but he never had good judgement in the first place.  I would have sensed if one of our own was a traitor.” 
  “So, this would mean the traitor is within the upper ranks here in the castle?” 
  “I don’t have the answers for that, your highness,” Ali answered. “For now, I do need a long rest.” She nearly collapsed on my sister. 
  Claudia leaned in and held her from falling over.  “Oh, young one. You have really overdone yourself.” Something was odd the way her eyes softened as she looked at Ali.  I’ve never seen a look from my sister before that seemed to be different from the lover’s gaze she would give Eric.  Her hand caressed Ali’s pale cheek, and then she glanced up at me.  “Sister you should take her to your chambers. Since you’re secret is out, might as well take care of your fiancé properly.” She carefully leaned Ali against me where I could get my arm around her waist to hold her up. 
  “Ali—you have earned a good long rest.” The king bowed his head. “Thank you again for telling me what happened and being honest. I wish you well. You are all dismissed.” He looked at me. “Take care of her and congratulations.” 
  Armenia curtsied. “Congratulations on your engagement, Angelica.” 
  I bowed my head and Claudia helped me move Ali out into the hallway. “Thank you, sister. You saved us in there.” 
  “I’m just a better liar, my dear Angelica.” She grinned. “You need to get better at it if you want to manipulate anyone around here.” Ali suddenly grabbed onto Claudia’s arm.  “What a forceful grip!” She came close to Ali’s sad face and remained quiet with a frown.  Claudia sneered and began to walk away. 
  “Where are you going?” I asked. 
  “To go mourn, sister,” she answered. “My heart needs time alone with the wines in the reserves. Take care of the young Elven girl before I change my mind to ever show you both kindness.” She turned at the corner and disappeared from our sight. 
  “Good afternoon, my ladies.” A voice startled me from behind.  It was Lord Derex in an attire more unrefined; loose black shirt untucked and linen slacks tight-fitted to his legs. “Well done my friend.” He bowed and his smile more radiant for some odd reason. “I’m honestly glad you are still with us after such an unfortunate circumstance at the troll mines.” He glanced at us both. “Congratulations on your engagement. I couldn’t help but overhear the good news out here in the halls.” 
  “Thank you,” Ali replied with barely any life in her voice. 
  Derex then stared directly at me. “Take care of her well. She may appear solid as stone, but she is quite soft and absolutely vulnerable.” 
  “I won’t let anything happen to her.” I assured him, holding her more protectively. 
  “Good…” Derex finally glanced at Ali for the last time. “And you, Shakespeare… Have a wonderful evening.” He winked as if he were hinting at something personal. Ali blushed, and he chuckled at the sight of it. “She’s really shy—can you see?”  He bowed his head once again and walked away in a relaxed pace, whistling a harmonious tone. 
  Ali heaved a sigh. “He really likes to embarrass me.” 
  “He’s right though,” I added. “You are too shy for your own good.” 
  “Oh, so you think.” She grinned as we strolled down the corridors. 
  “Claudia is right… You should stay with me tonight,” I brought it up.  “That way I can have you all to myself.” 
 “If that’s what you wish, I will not decline.” 
  I hauled her into my chambers with gray-painted walls with black trim and molding. I laid her in the lavish king size bed with black silk covers that glistened in the sunlight, coming from the balcony window. Ali glanced above at the black, gilded chandelier dangling over the bed with candles already lit. She lied back without hesitation and then glanced at me as I lied next to her. 
  “Do you like?” I asked. 
  “Yes—you live well, milady. The bed is heavenly as well.” 
  I touched her pale face. “It feels like you belong here.” She was silent, closing her eyes to the warmth of my hand. Her skin felt cold as my fingertips made its way down her neck and found the wound on her shoulder.  Her vest was loose, so I untied and unbuttoned it more until I could remove it completely, exposing her beautiful fair body to my sinful eyes.  She didn’t even shy away or blush at the touch of my fingertips, grazing across her chest where I could feel her heartbeat. “You kept your promise by never letting your heart stop beating. When I couldn’t feel our connection anymore… I thought I lost you. It was the worst feeling I’ve ever had to experience in this realm.” 
  “I’m sorry.” She laid her hand over mine. “The dark energy blocked our link. I didn’t know that would happen. Maybe it was for the best since a lot was happening and it was awful. I didn’t want you to feel what I was going through.” 
  “You survived—that’s what matters to me right now. I’m so happy despite the sadness that has fall upon losing the others.  I’m the lucky one right now having you.” I kissed her lips. 
  Ali moved her face away. “I feel sad over Claudia’s loss. Eric was my best friend and her fiancé. This is not how it’s supposed to be… Yet it is. I thought he would be safe.” 
  “What do you mean?” I became concerned with the look of guilt she expressed. “What really happened out there?” 
  “Angelica, I put Eric’s safety first over mine. Although, it didn’t matter.” 
  “Are you blaming yourself for his death?” I forced her to look at me. “It’s not your fault. Eric was a warrior.  He died a worthy death. Don’t dishonor him by blaming yourself.” She looked away again.  “I feel you have a lot of guilt in your heart.  I don’t know what weighs you down like this, but whatever it is—I will still be here. We Demon lords have done worse than what we say within these walls. Anything you hide we have our secrets as well.  I would like to share those secrets with you.  All of them.  When you are ready—I would only hope to know what you hide. No more secrets the day we are bound officially, and we will share our immortality.” 
  “As you wish,” Ali finally looked at me with love in her eyes like I said the right things to ease her heart. She reached up and met my lips in a kiss I haven’t had from her in a long time. My body moved on its own with my leg going over her, until her thin waist was between my legs. 
  I lifted away and began to untie my corset.  She stayed pinned on the bed, watching me undress before her eyes.  I flung my corset on the floor and removed my dress.  Ali tried to sit up to meet my face, but I pushed her back down.   She glared at me. “Do you want to kiss me?” She nodded her head.  I leaned down and licked her lips. “Anything else you wish from me?” I kissed her briefly. The heat that radiated off her body was warm on my thighs. “Are you enjoying this?” I whispered in her ear, teasing her. She nodded her head not speaking. My lips caressed her neck and within a split second, she grabbed onto me and flipped me over on my back.  The wounds didn’t stop her from lifting me in her arms, holding me close until I gasped from the passion forming between us as we kissed.  Her lips tracing down my neck, down my chest where she bit my navel for teasing her. 
 I gripped the back of her hair and yanked it back, digging my nails into her skin.  The aggression excited her even more where her face met mine again as she slowly grazed her fingertips across my thigh and in between my legs. The bliss of her touch sent a warm sensation throughout my body until I could no longer hold in the feeling of ecstasy throbbing deep inside me like the heartbeat we shared. Her lips embraced me as the sensation became more extreme.  My legs wrapped around her, squeezing her tight while she continued to press into me, penetrating me deep until I let out symphony of moans. 
  The pores in her skin began to open wider, revealing fine scales that glistened in the sunlight. Her eyes not looking away from mine, as we had become more deeply connected until I could feel how pleasured she was by making love to me.  She absorbed my bliss into her the moment I climaxed, making my body feel light, and I no longer felt weighed down in the bed.  My legs weakened and couldn’t hold on to her any longer. 
  Her face had color again and the gold flakes in her eyes were brighter. She was being healed by feeding off my energy that circulated more rapidly as her lips caressed my inner thigh until I could feel her tongue making its way inside me.   She kept feeding like a Succubus.  Her skin remaining scale-like, making love to me until near the hour of dusk when she finally drifted off into a peaceful slumber. 
  Oh, the ninth heavens… I need to feed as well! 
  Sleep well my love; I’ll be back before you notice I’m gone. 
 
 CHAPTER 27 
 
 Ali 
    
    
 
THE NIGHTMARES LOCKED IN MY MIND were there to remind me of every vivid detail of that horrible moment.  Even being in the bed and within the warmth of my beloved, there was no comfort in the darkness of my dream, slipping into the abyss.  Eric… 
  The field was cold as the black flames lifted from the ground, disappearing into the starlit sky.  A dark mist floated off the surface of my skin and the black veins that streaked underneath, faded away.   The heat of my breath created a white fog as I panted in exhaustion.  I have no energy left to fight anymore. 
  The full moon in the sky was no longer blood red like before. It had returned to normal, making it appear peaceful with the silence of the forest.  I destroyed all the horde and Demon soldiers in the Flames of Oblivion. Something that surprised me was that I could survive.  However, my life force feels off as if I would wither away right here.  Even the will to fight was not there. 
  Valora was still in my grasp, but she was asleep, and no power coursed through her.  This was all there is.  The night and me. 
  Suddenly, I heard a rustling in the woods. Out appeared Demon soldiers in black hooded cloaks and ahead of them was Derex, rushing to me. His eyes wider than ever at the sight of me dropping to my knees. 
  “Ali!” he called out. I struggled to get back on my feet, using Valora to keep my balance. He rushed beside me and aided me to stand straight.  His eyes found the wound. “Does it hurt?” 
  “I can’t feel anything right now,” I answered. “I feel numb.” 
  “You are severely injured.” His eyes glowed red, looking around my body. “Your Aura is fractured. I’ll have my men heal you.” 
  I gripped his shoulder with what little strength left to stop him. “No—it needs to be like this to fool the king.” 
  “King Balthazar doesn’t need to see you this badly injured,” he stated. “You will not make it back to the castle in this condition.” 
  “I’ll make it,” I assured him. “I’m more than determined.” 
  “I see,” Derex whistles for a Shadow Strider that leaped out of the night. “Angelica awaits your return.” 
  “Now that the men are dead. It will not be hard to gain what you longed for all this time.  The princess dead and the throne.” 
  “I knew you would abide by your word ever since that night we talked about the well-being of Angelica and Claudia.  A fair trade for such good work. You have done well.  It will please the others that we are so close. As a part of the deal, we agreed upon.  Angelica and Claudia will maintain their status as lords in my reign. No harm will ever come to them.” 
  “Thank you, Lord Derex.” 
  “I need no gratification. We are friends, aren’t we? I do hope you can keep that friend of yours under control.  The one you ordered to leave.  My men spotted him down the trail.” 
  “I’ll make sure he knows nothing about this.” 
  “If he does… You know what needs to be done. My only happiness is to gain the key to oblivion.  No one shall stand in my way.” 
  “Ali.”  Eric’s voice was from within the shadows. My eyes widened to the sight of him and his confused expression. 
  “Eric what are you doing here?” my voice carried fear. “I ordered you to stay down the mountain. Away from here.” 
  “I saw the flames…” He glanced at Derex.  “What’s going on here?” 
  Derex had a wide grin. “Oh, dear…” He looked at me and whispered. “Kill him.” I gasped gripping Valora. “Him or Angelica.” 
 My hands trembled at his threat.  The breath I exhaled was my final decision, looking at Eric’s innocent face.  “I’m sorry old friend.” I charged at him with all the strength in my legs and swung my sword at him poorly.  The blade of his axe blocking it away.  I tackled into him, pushing him back until he ran the other direction to flee the area.  I sprinted after him, matching his speed. We leaped over thick roots that stuck out from the ground. My legs barely could get all the way over without tripping.  He was fast, but not fast enough. 
  We exited the forest, running on lumps of hills until I tackled him down. Our bodies rolled and tumbled to the bottom and landed on a soft patch of grass. Eric took his defensive stance at the sight of me raising my sword, ready for another attack.  I charged him again and fought him blade on blade.  With every strike, he shoved me back.  I wanted him to kill me.  If he killed me, I wouldn’t have to kill him with my own hands.  Derex would have to do the deed for me.  As long as they knew I tried, Angelica and Claudia would be safe. 
  “Why are you doing this?” His eyes were sadder than mine. “Our brothers are dead. Why is Lord Derex here?” 
  “I ORDERED YOU TO STAY AWAY,” I yelled at him. “YOU COULD HAVE SURVIVED THIS MADNESS.” I swung my sword again, trying to provoke him. 
  “Stop—you are too weak to fight me, just stop.” 
  “I can’t Eric.” I shoved into him. “I have no other choice.” 
  “What do you mean?” He pushed me hard until I fell backwards onto my back. “What in the ninth heavens is going on? Why are you trying to kill me?” 
  “We both are dead Eric.  We cannot stop them.  Lord Derex wants someone dead Eric! Remember when I said he reminds me of someone.  He reminds me of someone that will do anything to get what he wants, doesn’t matter who else dies. There are too many falling to his side.  The assassination attempts on the other Demon lords—it would not stop.  I made a choice to side with the one that will leave the ones we love out of harm’s way. Angelica and Claudia are at risk now if I don’t kill you.  But I rather not.” I panted, trying to catch my breath. I rolled back onto my feet and used Valora as a cane. “Kill me, Eric.” 
  “What?” 
  “Kill me.  I killed our brothers.  I arranged this trap, and I sent them to their deaths after serving with me loyally. I betrayed all of you. We both need to die here tonight.” 
  “That coward,” Eric sighed in sadness. “Claudia.” He looks up at the night sky. “Raise your sword, Ali.” 
  “Huh?” 
  “I won’t strike you down unless you fight till your last breath.” 
  Laughter left my mouth. “Alright.  I’ll fight with what’s left of me.” I raised my sword as he lifted his axe. 
  He rushed at me fast. I tensed up with no intention of swinging my sword or moving aside. I just wanted his blade to meet my skull with grace as he drew closer. 
  Suddenly, he dropped his Axe and kept running towards me. It only took a second for my fighting instincts to activate at the sight of him coming at full force.  I automatically held my sword firmly; the tip pointed at him as he rammed me hard and plunged into the blade.  It pierced through his armor and sank into his flesh. 
  We stood there in silence, my hands no longer shook as he grabbed onto my arm and thrust the blade deeper into his stomach. His breath exhaled into my ear but stood strong as if the pain didn’t bother him.  My arm wrapped around his shoulder, holding him close as I twisted the blade. 
 “What were you thinking?” I said. “I told you to kill me. Don’t you ever listen?” 
  “You were just going to stand there until I take your head.” 
  “You know me too well, brother.” Tears ran down my face. 
  “This is for Claudia. Make sure you continue to protect her.” He let out a slight laugh. “You were protecting them all this time. You’re better at this than I am.  Only you could endure all this. I don’t think I would have had the heart to kill our brothers for the two we love. But Ali… I love you too much to kill you. You need to be the one to survive and continue on. Don’t let this be in vain.” He dropped to his knees, weak, and I helped him unto his back.  I pulled out Valora dripping in blood, and her mirrored blade stained with my best friend.  “Do it, Ali.” 
  I held back my grief and took a deep breath when Valora awakened in my hand, glowing red on the engravings.  “Are you ready, brother?” He nodded his head, closing his eyes.  “Travel well to the far end of the sea.  There you will find peace.  I’ll see you there one day, brother.” I swiftly swung down and cut off his head at the neck.  It sliced so clean, blood didn’t splatter. 
  I kneeled on one knee and bowed my head. 
  He was dead. 
  All my brothers are now gone. 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  Wait… 
  What is this feeling in my mind? 
  Thunder roared in the sky.  The sky awakened in anger as lightning bolts hit the ground. Someone else is in my dream.  Who is it I sense in the shadows? Her power is strong enough to pierce my darkest memories.  I cannot protect myself from her. 
  Claudia faded in and out in my vision as I looked up to see her eyes enraged at the sight of Eric and the blood on my blade.  The ground rumbled to the power of her hatred toward me and then everything turned to black. 
  My eyes opened out of focus to see Claudia sitting beside me on the side of the bed.  Her face was the first thing I saw.  That devious smile that frightened my soul.  My lips tried to speak her name and tried to move. However, she placed her hand on my chest and pushed me back.  “You shouldn’t move yet.” She whispered as I tried to catch my breath. Sweat dripped down my forehead and the deathly look in her eyes disturbed me more than the nightmares. “No need to speak… I saw everything.”  Her hand waved over my eyelids and a spell whispered from her lips. 
  Sleep… 
 
 CHAPTER 28 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
 
THE CORRIDORS DIDN’T SEEM AS DREARY this evening while heading back to my chambers.  Images of Ali and the feelings of her touch lingered on my body, creating that sensation of happiness tingling on my skin.  Her scent was still all over me as I walked back from visiting Agnes in the atrium.  The elixir she made was stronger this time, so my hunger’s quenched and I could feel more aware instead of fatigued from being drained by Ali. 
  While entering the halls, the door was slightly cracked open into my chambers even though I shut it when I left not too long ago. The room dimmed from the sun disappearing over the horizon, and the candles in the chandelier had ignited on their own.  I pushed the door wider to see Claudia, sitting at the edge of the bed next to Ali. Why was she here? Her face was unusually blank with no life in her eyes.  Something’s off when I saw the darkness form around her Aura. 
  “Claudia!” 
  She didn’t even look at me. “Good evening dear sister.” 
  “What are you doing here?” I walked into the room and stood at my side of the bed where I could see that Ali was still asleep and unharmed. Claudia kept staring at her and the dark haze grew stronger in my mind’s eye that overshadowed her presence with something foul”. 
  “Just came to check up on everything.” She grazed Ali’s chest. “She seems more rejuvenated than before. I assume she fed quite a bit.” 
  “She did.” I sat back in the bed.  “The cracks are filling in the more she feeds.” 
  “I would go through at least five hosts before healing myself completely after overusing my powers. Then again, her body is frailer than you and I.  Just keep a close eye on her—for now.” 
  “It’s unlike you to be this concerned.” I noticed my sister being too caring, yet her energy was darker than normal. My eyes glanced at Ali. “She appears to be in a deep sleep.” 
  “She is,” Claudia answered with a crooked grin. “You can wake her when I leave.” She sat up from the bed and walked towards the door.  “I’ll see you later tonight sister.  I have some matters to take care of.  If mother comes looking for me, tell her I’m elsewhere for the time being.” 
  “Are you alright, Claudia?” 
  “I will be.” She glanced at me one last time. “Don’t worry.  Take care sweet sister.”  Then she closed the door from behind. 
  I laid next to Ali and gazed at her peaceful expression. When I caressed her cheek, I noticed her eyes appeared to be enchanted with a sleep spell. The energy was like a shroud covering her eyelids.  Did Claudia force her to sleep? 
  I waved my hand over her face. “Awake,” I whispered, and Ali’s eyes flew open.  She panted heavily in distress, rising into a sitting position.  “What’s wrong?” I grabbed her arm to prevent her from leaving the bed. 
  “I don’t know.” She looked frightened yet confused. “I don’t know why I feel like this.” Ali grasped her chest. 
  I sat up with her and held her for comfort. “Was it a bad dream?” 
  “I don’t remember.” She fell back into the pillow, sighing with relief. “My memory is hazy.” 
  “It’s ok.” I nestled next to her and laid my head on her chest. 
  “You’re probably still in shock from everything that happened. I can’t even imagine what you went through.” 
  “Where did you go?” Her hand brushed the hair away from my face. “I felt you weren’t here.” 
  “I went to drink Agnes’s disgusting elixirs.” 
  “Did I feed too much?” 
 “It’s fine,” I closed my eyes to listen to her strong heartbeat. “You’re much better because of it.” 
  “I feel stronger than before.” She raised her hand towards the ceiling and looked at it with a distant eye. “The cracks in my aura are filling in.” 
  “There’s still residue from the black flames around your energy field. I will have to cleanse that when you’re better. Otherwise, it will make you ill.” 
  “I didn’t think there was all these consequences to using that type of power.” 
  “I’m still surprised you could summon oblivion in the first place.  I did not teach you the spell and we both know Claudia didn’t teach you anything either.   Thankfully, my sister is a remarkable liar. I owe her for saving the both of us from being scorned by the king. So, you have a lot to explain.” 
  “It’s complicated.” 
  “You are skating on thin ice because of all of this.” I glared at her. “A high born can only teach that kind of power.  Actually, only a Demon lord from the four main bloodlines can conjure the black flames. You being from neither the main bloodlines nor a lord, I don’t know how it’s possible. I’m just grateful you weren’t punished for such an act, or even assume that our enemies gave your abilities.  Last thing you need right now is to be accused of treason.” Ali burst out laughing to my concerns. “This is not funny.” 
  “It is.  The Demon Empire is not what I expected after leaving my family behind. The whole idea of status and the laws never concerned me.  It’s all silly, don’t you think? To live your life based on what you are allowed to have.  Who can I associate with while being a part of this bloodline? To be honest, Angelica if I walked into this kingdom stating my full title, none would treat me as they do now. This kingdom itself would not look at me the same.  I could have had anything I wanted, and it would not have been denied regardless of me being a savior. But then again it was my choice not to share my life and you probably wouldn’t love me as you do now.” 
  “What are you talking about?” I laid my hand on her head. “Did you lose your mind in battle? You are speaking nonsense.” 
  She took ahold of my hand and kissed it. “I have every right to marry you Angelica… I always did.” 
  I suddenly noticed she was being serious. “What are you saying?” 
  “I’m saying that I’m the granddaughter of Tobias. My mother and I are the second family to receive the throne. Our title, Absence of Light.  I am a Demon lord.  My status is as high as the king and princess and my seat in the council would put me above Derex and your sister Claudia.” 
  My eyes widened to her confession.  This was not a joke. “How can this be? You and your mother are the heirs of the Erebus Family.  We all thought Tobias had no kin.” 
  “It’s a well-kept secret for now. My grandfather’s disappointed though that my mother was the next heir to my grandmother’s throne and not his. She hasn’t chosen to come forth about her lineage or accepted her title as a lord and there’s no reason to. If this empire needed my family… It would be hard to convince her otherwise to take her place here—if things were to happen to the king and princess.  Since I’m a first-born—I can actually claim rights to the throne in my mother’s place. Only a first-born remember. My grandfather already said I could announce my title and take my place as one of the high four.” 
  “Tobias taught you to summon oblivion.” 
  “Well I asked him how it was done. It just came naturally when I invoked it.” 
  “I don’t know how to grasp this.” I was still shocked. “I can’t believe you kept this a secret all this time—behind everyone’s back.  I don’t know if the king will either be overjoyed or threatened.  Tobias and he has never been on good terms in the first place.  Your grandfather was supposed to be the true king to the Empire, but he denied his position to stay as a soul collector. King Balthazar only received the throne, because of that.” 
 “I never knew they had a conflict,” she answered. “My grandfather doesn’t talk much about neither the empire nor the king.  “I know he wanted the princess’s hand in marriage, but she declined him. Which is how he came into an agreement with my grandmother? They both needed an heir and my grandfather doesn’t really have charm. My grandmother just needed a strong bloodline to bring into the Dark Clan.  It was a well-matched deal until my grandmother didn’t keep her end of the bargain. I guess now I’ll fulfil the broken deal by choosing to stay.” 
  “This is all overwhelming.  Not in a bad way though…. I’m just so happy that you are sharing this with me. It means we have trust, which is what I desired from you in the first place. Contract will finally bound you and me in the Underworld and you will have my lineage flow through you and yours into mine. That means I’ll be above my sister.” 
  “Yes… That’s if I do make myself known to the king and council. I’m not sure if it’s the right decision yet—but after everything—I don’t think I should keep myself hidden any longer.  Not with the rebellion showing its true colors. My grandfather will share his powers with me and maybe even make a deal with my grandmother to help bring stability back to this Empire, since its lords are not all to be trusted. Not with the lengths one has to endure to ensure the safety of their family and love ones.” 
  “Bringing in the Harpys is not the best idea to bring stability here.  Your grandmother might even collect you instead of leaving you to your grandfather to help keep a balance to a falling faction.” 
  “She wouldn’t do that,” she answered. “My grandmother has a lot of respect for me. She learned her mistakes from my mother that free will shouldn’t be taken away. My mother can always make another heir when she wants to. She knows it—my grandmother will make sure she will make another heir. I don’t need to be taken by force, because of it. My mother considers me special, but she won’t cross my grandmother again.”  
  “That’s good to know that the Dark Queen can be rational. However, getting back to the subject of your lineage as a lord. You are going to need proof that you are an heir to the Erebus family.” 
  “I don’t need it.  My grandfather will come when I summon him to announce who I am.” 
  “Tobias hasn’t set foot in this castle in ages.  Are you sure he will do so?” 
  “He will if I ask him to.” 
  “Does anyone else know about this?” 
  “Just you. I haven’t even told Lord Derex.  I actually don’t want to associate myself with him anymore.” 
  “Eric said he was getting you information on the wolf that killed your father.” 
  “Yeah… I don’t want to go after him anymore. I just—want to find peace in my life once again.  That feeling when I was a child. I get that feeling when I’m here—with you.  Live my life out the best way possible. Besides… Too much has happened, and this is what I truly want.” 
  “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say this.” I kissed her softly. “I won’t have to worry about you anymore.” 
  “Hopefully you don’t have to for now on. There are no more battles I want to fight.  Not for anyone.  Just you and me—like this. Even Claudia is someone I’ll like to get close to.  I failed her and I want to make up for it somehow.  Maybe, over time she will forgive me.” 
  “Eric’s death is not your fault. I nearly lost you too.  But if you want to get close to her, I’ll help you.  She has reason when she is not angry and rampaging through these halls.  Besides, she helped you. Maybe, there’s hope for you yet to make Claudia as a friend and a sister-in-law. She even gave her support to our relationship. Anyway, are you absolutely sure your mother will allow this?” I asked, thinking about it suddenly. “This would mean it would bound you to the Demon Empire for eternity.  This would become your home.” 
 “Angelica—you are my home. I chose not to give up my heart and lose you over the Dark Clan. My mother will just have to respect my decision and accept that she will just have to produce another heir.” 
  “I’m thrilled right now.” I embraced her lips once again. Suddenly, Ali’s stomach rumbled. “Are you hungry?” I giggled to the loud sound echoing in the room. 
  “I haven’t eaten actual food since yesterday.” 
  “You need to go to the kitchen and get some pie.” I moved away from her. “There should be some leftovers on the counter from dinner.” 
  “Apple pie?” 
  “Yes… The chefs made your favorite today.” 
  Ali stood up quickly from the bed and dressed in a hurry. “I need to get to it before anyone else then!” 
  “Take it slow.” I ordered her sternly. “You are still healing. Don’t be careless.” 
  “I won’t.” She smiled. “That pie is waiting for me.” She didn’t struggle to get her vest on and slacks.  Even the wound on her arm didn’t seem to bother her as she raced out of the room barefooted, leaving her boots behind. 
  I guess she really wants that pie. 
  This will be my life for now on. 
  The wife of a Dark Elf. 
 
 CHAPTER 29 
 
 Ali 
    
    
 
THE MARBLE FLOOR WAS COOL on the bottom of my feet while walking the dark corridors. Shadows shifted around the ceiling to the moon shining in through the arched windows.   The halls appeared to be in silence for an evening of mourning.  Usually there would be soldiers gossiping, yet the further I reached the kitchens, there wasn’t a soul in sight. 
  Suddenly, I smelled the scent of a delicious aroma that my stomach had long awaited for.  It was a freshly baked smell, which was strange since the mess area appeared abandoned with not a cook or servant in sight.  I entered the kitchen where the scent was coming from and in a dimmed area of the large space by the brick ovens; I saw Claudia, standing next to the countertop. Below her eyes was a steaming apple pie. The fires in the brick oven was still ablaze to light the room where I could see her in her usual short black dress; shoulders exposed with sweat dripping down her chest. It was warm and comforting being around all the fresh fruits and vegetables in stacked crates and the silence of just me and her meeting each other’s gaze across the room.  At first, I didn’t know how to react, just standing there wide eyed and speechless that she would be in place that nobles don’t venture. 
  A crooked smile formed on her flushed face. “I figured you’d head this way, eventually.” Then I noticed a knife in her hand as she sliced into the flaky crust. “I found out you love apple pie.  Unfortunately, all the desserts were eaten before the evening. Demons find an excuse to eat a lot when there has been death. So, I did the honor of making you my special recipe instead.” 
  “I didn’t know you baked.” I sniffed more deeply from a distance, as the aroma was more intoxicating the closer I drifted towards it without controlling my body. 
  “You’d be surprised about the things I know… Baking a pie is simple for someone like me who can mix ingredients well for potions and spells.” She lifts a slice on a plate and sets a fork in it. “This will taste more delicious than anything you’ve ever tasted.” She extends the plate towards me. At first, I was hesitant. Then she took the fork and ate from it. “It’s good. I promise… You will like it.” 
  I finally took the plate from her and sniffed the piece again. “Thank you, it smells wonderful.” I used the same fork to cut into the crust, caramelized apple, and tasted the warmth of its sweetness in my mouth. I could feel blood rush to my face from how fresh the flavors were.  Even the crust melted on my tongue, giving me a sensation of happiness to taste something so good after being too close to death. 
  Suddenly, Claudia moved towards me, closing in the gap between us. “See—it’s good isn’t it? Not even Eric knew this secret skill of mine for sweets.” She glared at me seductively like that day she tried to seduce me.  Her eyes have ill-will intent that didn’t allow me to trust her, so I stepped back. She followed me, moving her arm around my waist. “You like sweets, don’t you? Actually, I believe that’s your favorite since you arrived here in the kingdom.  You’ve had an eye for pastries. Did you not have such things on that forsaken island you once called home?” 
  I put down the plate and tried to move away, but her grip became tighter.  “Can you not—please?” I uttered out, trying to keep my distance, but her strength pulled me back in and held me firmly. 
  “Please what?” Her face became stern. “I can’t help the things I say, Ali.  I’m honest about what I think and how I feel. Nothing holds back my anger when something enrages me.  When I’m sad I don’t hold back my tears.  When I love someone—that creates a completely new side of me. A vulnerability that gives me no comfort right now, because the one I loved is dead.” I sighed and looked away from her sad face coming towards mine.  “Now the one that denies their love for me won’t look at me.” 
 “I’m sorry that I couldn’t uphold my word. It hurts me more than you think to look at you right now.” 
  “You would have rather died instead.” She forced me to look her in the eye.  “Granddaughter of Tobias.” 
  My eyes widened suddenly remembering the dream. I gasped, and she squeezed me tighter. “You saw it…” 
  “Of course, I did.  I saw everything.  Every—little—dark secret you have kept from me and my sister.” 
  “Claud…” 
  Her hand grazed over my lips to silence me. “Don’t talk right now! I’m a lot stronger than my sister when it comes to invading someone’s mind.  It only took an instant to break down all those walls to see everything. Believe me, your mind revealed all to me about your life.  The hardships you had to endure.  Even the memory of the wolves that gave you these scars.” She caressed my cheek with hers.  The heat from her face was hot like the pie I just tasted. 
  “I’m sorry,” was the only words that could spill from my shameful lips. 
  “You’re sorry.” She whispered in my ear. Her hand grasped the back of my neck hard. “Which part are you sorry for? The lies about working for Lord Derex. That you are a Demon lord—next in line to the throne once, the king and princess are gone. Alternatively, is it you’re sorry about spilling the blood of your own friend and betraying your brothers by leading them to their deaths? I have to admit you are wicked, manipulative and conniving under those innocent eyes. They scream such pain that even I can’t compare to.” Tears fell from my eyes where she licked them up. “I wonder what dear Angelica would think of you now if she knew what you have done. She will be so disappointed.  That trust will wither away.  Scheming with Derex to keep us from being killed.  You could have outed him if you wanted to or taken his life yourself. However, something else drove you to agree to it. What was it?” She pressed her lips on my face holding me gentler than before.    “Say it… What did he say to you that night that made you turn on the king?” 
  “You already saw it. Why do you want me to say it?” 
  “Because I want to hear it from your lips.” 
  I sighed. “You were under enchantment Claudia. He had you under his grasp without you knowing it.  It was have them turn you to ash or do as he says.  His roots run deep here.  You’re not powerful enough to go against him or you wouldn’t have been caught so easily off guard.  I thought you were strong enough to protect your family.” 
  “And were you strong enough to protect all of us?” 
  “I wasn’t… I did what I could.  You are my twin flame.  It was not a hard decision to make and Angelica is my soulmate. I will do anything for you both.” 
  “And that’s the thing my sister doesn’t know. I am your twin flame.  The very thing you have manipulated.  You trick me to fall in love with Eric to avoid me noticing you, and you lied about it saying it was me that hasn’t noticed you all this time. You were just avoiding Derex having even more leverage over you. Our hearts were toyed with if you really think about it.” 
  “Eric really loved you, Claudia. He chose you over himself. It would have been easier if my life was taken instead of his. Then you would know none of this.” 
  “So, you would let my sister suffer without having you instead? I believe you haven’t thought this through. Besides, I fell in love with the person who wrote that letter.  The words grabbed ahold of my heart and there was no escape after that. I thought Eric was the one. You all fooled me. Whom I read in that letter that night was you. And I saw it all in your mind. Inspiration wasn’t because of your love for my sister.  It was the pain of being torn between two women you cannot resist.  You spilled every ounce of your soul that longs to have me. Even the thoughts of those memories came into me. The confusion you have felt having both Angelica and I in your sight.  The two sisters you cannot seem to choose, so you made it less hard to make a choice.  Me or Angelica.” 
 “Angelica loves me and has been more kind than what you have been all this time. You have been so stuck in your ways you could have noticed on your own without me coming forward about it.  Because I’m a Dark Elf and not considered worthy of your presence, it was easy to let someone else have you.  At least I’d know Eric would treat you well for eternity.” 
  Claudia recited: 
    
  “In the darkness I fall, 
  In the dark I shall stay, 
  Her whispers are like sweet chills that embrace, 
  My heart is alive at long last, 
  She vanishes before my eyes, 
  She is gone, 
  Nowhere in sight I seek, 
  She is my soul, 
  A spirit black as night, 
  Her heart is my moon, 
  Guiding my way, 
  This love for you is genuine, 
  I’ll never stop with the hardships we play, 
  I love you no matter what is at stake, 
  Forever and always… 
  My sweet Angel of the Night.” 
    
  Claudia finished expressing what I wrote to her perfectly with sadness in her eyes. “Maybe you’re right.  That just means I’m now left alone with a broken heart because of you.  What are you going to do to make this up to me?” 
  “So, you’ve memorized parts of the letter.” 
  “I’ve memorized it all.” 
  “What do you want from me Claudia? I don’t know what to do.” 
  “Don’t push me away anymore and I will accept everything you have done.” She looked me in the eye. “I want you to be with me, not Angelica.” 
  “I can’t do that, because I love her.” 
  “But you love me as well—don’t you?” Her lips kissed mine. “The connection is so deep between us. More than I’ve ever felt before.” 
  The taste of her lips was even better than the pie and the hunger inside me grew as she embraced me. Her hands grazed my face, making me mesmerized by the look in her eyes.  This woman was not playing anymore.  She was completely serious about wanting me. 
  “I can sense that you are hungry.” She kissed the side of my neck. “Did you know a Succubus can sense each other more deeply in a state of hunger?” My stomach twists as she took my hand and placed it on her abdomen. “It feels like a whirlwind in here. Drawing us closer and closer to each other.” She whispered in my ear. “Having sex with another Succubus is intoxicating.” 
  In that moment, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and embraced her in a hug.  My heart was racing out of my chest just from her words.  The connection that I didn’t want to happen had finally set its roots inside my soul.  We cannot undo this if we let this happen. “Are you sure you want this? You don’t know how much a curse it is to find your twin flame.  No one knows until they find them.” 
  “I saw what it can do.” She took my hand and held it over her heart. “We can try to make this work.  I’m being too selfish making you choose between Angelica and me. I know perfectly well how much you love her.  I love my sister as well. If we are honest with her about this, we can figure out a solution together.  Angelica is a lot more reasonable than I am. Let’s just be honest with her.” 
  The hand on her chest, I moved to caress her face.  She kissed the palm of my hand where the fire between us began to ignite.  The flames in her eyes glowed blue, and she noticed mine did too. “Your eyes?” 
 “I can see your flame,” she said as the fire burst around us. 
  “It doesn’t feel hot.” We looked at it radiating off our skin.  “You don’t burn.” I said before embracing her lips in a passionate kiss. The blaze expanded further and further the longer we kissed. 
  Until all of a sudden, my stomach rumbled a loud growl. Claudia stopped while being overwhelmed with laughter.  I shied my face away in embarrassment, realizing I still needed to eat actual food. She slid the pie a lot closer to us and handed me the fork.  We ate the pie together, and she had a smile once again that finally comforted me. 
  Once the pie disappeared into our stomachs, we parted ways for the time being and agreed to talk to Angelica together in the morning.  Claudia went one direction and I went the other way, having to pull apart our hands that were intertwined for longest time in the kitchen. 
  Her touch and scent lingered on my mind while making my way down the shadowy halls.  Something I thought wasn’t possible, it happened.  She was in my heart right next to Angelica.  I can no longer deny either of them.  However, if things don’t work out when all secrets are let out, I might have to leave this place. 
  Strangely while passing the royal corridors it appeared unguarded without a soldier in sight, and I saw from a distance the door to the princess’s chambers cracked open. The candles in the room brightly lit and there was the sound of struggling in the room.  When I pushed open the door.  The princess was fending off three invaders, attacking her. She had her back against the corner of the walls as two male demons in black leathers tried to get close to her, but she was armed with poisonous daggers where one cut can kill in an instant like a Ghoul’s touch. The third, was a woman in red leathers, came at me with her sword the moment she saw me enter the room. Her movements were agile as she moved quickly to try to get a cut worthy to slow me down. I rolled to the ground and used my entire body to trip her over. She collapsed over me where I was able to wrap my legs around her waist and squeezed tight to disarm her.  I was unarmed, no armor and not even boots.  My strength was only half facing these assassins.  They were quick in their movements without making much of a sound.  The princess lunged at one man when I had the woman in a hold.  Her blade cut across the side of his neck.  The poison in the blade seeped in quick, turning the veins black. He knelt in extreme pain, screaming for his life. 
  Armenia yelled desperately for the guards, that I knew were nowhere near assisting right away.  She just wanted to yell loud enough to echo down the halls for anyone to hear. The woman in red dropped her sword to grab onto my legs to pry them off.  She grunted with straight black hair in my face. I could see in the corner of my eye the princess charging at the other assassin that tried to avoid the blade of her daggers.  His comrade had already disintegrated to ash and combusted across the white marble floor.  He grabbed a torch mounted on the wall and used the flames to push the princess back from attacking.  Suddenly, he came at me on the floor and in a split second, the flames of the torch came at my face.  The fire burnt the left side of my cheek and the vision in my eye had gone to black. I screamed in pain since it was excruciating until I lost my grip on the woman. 
  He grabbed her by the arm and lifted her up to run.  They rushed out of the room, leaving the sword on the floor where I could see it with my good right eye. I stared at it thinking of Eric’s face and voice echoing in my mind. ‘Get up.’ 
  The princess kneeled over me in tears, reaching out for the burnt side of my face that I could not see how it looked.  I crawled on the floor towards the body mirror near the vanity.  The princess’ expression had nothing, but shock displayed on her face and her eyes speaking how mortified she was by my face.  I gripped the frame of the mirror and pulled myself up to my feet.  In the reflection, on the left side where my scars were supposed to be were now covered with burnt red and black chard skin. My eye shifted white with my eyelids completely black.  I gasped at the sight of my injuries.  I lost my eye. 
 Still feeling disoriented from the loss in one eye, I stumbled across the floor and picked up the sword once my hand could find it. “Ali!” The princess called out to me.  “Stop.  Don’t move anymore.” But for some reason I didn’t listen to her.  It filled me with anger and the darkness that I’ve kept under control raged out of me.  I rushed out into the hall, falling against the wall.  I could see the two assassins escape through a window not too far down the hallway where I also watched the guards racing back.  Without the vision in my left eye, my whole-body balance was off.  I tried to run forward, but I collided into the wall instead, until I fell to my knees in pain.  I grunted loudly, slamming the grip of the sword on the floor.  Angelica’s voice was in the distance and from behind me was Claudia. I couldn’t see which one reached me first.  However, Claudia’s breath brushed my ear as her arms went around my chest and held me. “Stay still—don’t move anymore.” Her voice panicked.  I felt her breath on the side of my face where I could not see her at all. I heard her gasp. 
  When I looked up, Angelica raced to her knees in front of me with terror in her eyes and nearly in tears. She couldn’t say anything at the sight of me.  “We need to get her to the healer now.” Claudia’s stern voice order Angelica to get back into focus. 
  The soldiers passed by us and into the princess’s chambers.  I could hear her voice in the background, angry and sad because they badly injured me.  I rested back into Claudia’s chest, not knowing what to do anymore with the anger consuming me from within.  This was my doing and now I no longer have both eyes.  The very thing that a Dark Elf needs; otherwise, we are rendered useless. I gripped tightly the grip of the sword where I could feel my veins turn black.  Claudia moved her hand over mine. “Let it go. You’re hurt right now.”  Angelica tried to get my hand away from the sword along with her sister.  Although, I exhaled in anger not letting go. 
  I leaned forward and away from Claudia and crawled to my feet using the sword.  “Ali stop,” Angelica’s voice tried to reach out to me, but I could no longer hear their words seep in over the darkness, clouding my soul.  I raced to the open window down the hall and leaped over and out, landing on my feet from the huge height.  I felt the grass on my bare feet as I ran across the courtyard to the scent of the red warrior, the smell of her hair was still strong in the distance. They haven’t gotten too far.  I ran faster and faster with more balance as the darkness gave me strength.  The very strength my mother warned me was hard to resist. It coursed through my veins as it did with hers.  I am almost my mother’s daughter.  The smell of her was near, and the woman in red had caught my sights and by the look on their faces, they didn’t expect anyone to follow. 
  Her sword in my hand I struck at them.  The male assassin jumped in front of the blade where his skill didn’t match mine.  I sliced right through him, his body combusting into ash before our eyes.  The woman leaped through his disintegrated body and tackled into me. 
  I could hear voices far behind, trying to find our location.  However, I continued to fight the woman out of anger.  She struggled to get me down until I plunged the blade into her stomach. “Dark Elf. You were not supposed to be there.”  She uttered at me her last words before I cut off her head. 
  The exhaustion hit my body like a wave.  My legs seemed heavier than usual and I stumble backwards away from her dead body.   I sighed in sadness thinking about Eric. “This was for you brother.”  Suddenly, a shadowy figure emerged out of the darkness and in a swift second, it lunged a dagger into my chest where I could feel it pierce my heart. The blade exploded magic into my chest where it finally shattered my aura. It was crumbling around me and my body began to wither away. Then with my last breath before my heart stopped, I whispered. “Brothers—please forgive me.” My vision turned to black until it was all over. 
 Father… 
  I am sorry. 
 
 CHAPTER 30 
 
 Angelica 
    
    
 
ALI! IN THE DISTANCE, HER BODY LAID lifeless on the ground.  Her face pale white with her eyes still open as I knelt down above her in agony. All I could feel was sadness and Claudia hunched over, holding her chest desperately, crying as if she was in physical pain.  The color in my sister’s face began to wash out at the sight of Ali. She was dead, and magic shattered her soul into pieces around her body. 
  My hands trembled as I pulled the dagger out of her chest and sensed the enchantment of the blade.  This was a cursed weapon. 
  I laid my hand on her wound and tried to heal together her shattered soul beginning to disappear before our eyes.  She would not exist anymore if something isn’t done.  I don’t have the power to undo this. Claudia glanced at me desperately and then fell to her side to curl up in a ball. I rushed to her not knowing what was happening.  She’s acting as if she’s the one dying.  Then I realized the stream of fiery blue linked between her and Ali.  The stream from her dead body turned completely colorless and was effecting Claudia dramatically, making her lifeline slowly rot and wither.  What was going on? 
  All of a sudden, a dark portal formed near the dead body and a long dark-haired woman steps out of the portal with two giant hounds that smelled like an awful scent of cinder and burnt hair.  Their eyes glowed bright red like fire.   Their growls sent chills down my spine with how deep it sounded. 
  The woman glared at me with her deep golden hazel eyes, her red lips curled in anger.  I held Claudia in my arms and gasped in fear.  The Dark Princess is here. Alphard! 
  Her hand reached into the portal and another woman with long golden chestnut hair walked out in a shimmering blue dress.  Diamonds embedded in the cloth glowed and her blue eyes caught my attention as if I was gazing into the vast sea.  It was like a Goddess was standing before us. Her fair features and the color of her skin was so beautiful it was something that I haven’t seen before in the Underworld.  She appeared devastated at the sight of Ali.  She gripped onto Alphard’s hand in shock, not knowing what to do. 
  The Dark Princess was cold and turned her eyes away as if she didn’t want to be bothered by the Goddess. Alphard pushed her forward towards Ali.  The hounds stared at us growling, especially one that appeared to be angrier than the other.  Her red eyes looked straight into mine. Then I realized the hound was Phyla, who seemed like she wanted to rip my head off along with my sister; the way she revealed her teeth.   This was Ali’s terrifying family. 
  The Goddess knelt before her body withering away.  She laid her hand over Ali’s chest and a white light formed around the body.  The light felt cool as the ocean water and then I remember the same light that appeared when Ali used Valora. This woman was a Goddess who protected her. 
  I saw the fragments of Ali soul absorb back together into one ball of light that faintly glowed in the woman's hand.  She held it gently against her chest like a mother nurturing her child.  Her eyes glanced up at Alphard who formed a wide grin, while looking at the ball of light.   The woman stood back to her feet and then strolled over to Claudia and me.  My sister had already regained color back to her face, and no longer ached in pain. 
  “You two must be the sister’s Ali loved so dearly.” The woman spoke. “My name is Amphis. I am the Ocean Goddess that watched over her.” She holds out the ball for Claudia and me to see. “This is Ali’s soul.  Would you like to hold her for a while before she goes away?” 
 “Go away?” I reacted in confusion. 
  “She’s going to reincarnate into the third realm.  It’s the only way she can live again. In time, she will gain back her memories of who she once was, but she will have a completely new life living among the mundane.” 
  I brought the ball to my chest where I felt how warm her soul was.  This was Ali in my hands.  Claudia sat up and touched the ball with her fingertips, and blue flames formed around her hand and around the ball. 
  Amphis’ eyes widened to the response that Claudia and Ali’s soul had to each other. “Twins—my dear Ali found her twin flame.” Then she looked at me. “And her soulmate. She was surely blessed. I wish she had been around longer to live a fulfilling life.  She would have been happy with you both.” 
  I didn’t understand what she was talking about until I saw the sad look in my sister’s eyes that spoke shame. 
  “Looks like she didn’t know that my daughter was in-love with her sister as well. Love is such a fickle thing.” Alphard stepped towards us and squatted down to look me in the eye.  “You must be the gullible one.  And older sister here is the devious one.” She glances loathfully at Claudia. “Huh—I don’t see why she would give up her life for you both.  My daughter is a disappointment in so many ways. Nothing sinks in.” 
  “Alphard please.” Amphis pleaded with her to stop talking badly. “Have some respect.” 
  “Why?” Alphard gripped Claudia’s chin firmly. “I warned her of the consequences.  I even warned my father she does not belong here. The darkness in her blood is like mine.  The urge drives us to bring disaster.  Did she choose either of you? I think not. She ran off on her emotions as she always does.  Love doesn’t have the power to keep her still.”  Alphard grabbed the ball from my hand. “Ali is special to me.  Her soul was once like mine. Sweet as love.  Then we realize it doesn’t last.  The bitterness sets in ladies.  Just as you Claudia.  That tastes grows stronger looking at me.” She gripped her by the neck. “I heard you have a delicious hate towards the clan. It must be painful right now not being able to do anything at this moment and you just lost your chance to steal Ali for yourself.”  Claudia bit the bottom of her lip and Alphard manifested a knife in her hand. “Would you like me to ease all that hate for you? And save you from your sister despising you for seducing Ali behind her back?” 
  Amphis placed her hand on her shoulder. “Alphard, please. Your mother doesn’t want to deal with your mistakes right now.  I’m sure she’s upset receiving news about Ali.  Don’t give her a reason to punish you like last time. And you promised to behave.” 
  “Ugh.  You and my mother are going to be the end of me.  It’s not fun if I don’t get to torture them a little.” 
  I sensed Claudia’s rage grow as if she was about to summon the black flames until I wrapped my arms around her chest and held her close.  “Don’t play into her games,” I whispered. “There’s no point.” 
  “You there—whispering.” Alphard looked straight at me. “Does it look like I’m playing games right now? Are you not the slightest bit angry that my daughter was in-love with your sister as well?” 
  “I’m upset about it, but it doesn’t mean that I should be angry to the point of allowing you to harm my sister or speak ill of your own daughter.” 
  “Huh—you are no fun at all.”  Alphard shrugs and hands Ali’s soul to Amphis. “I have to admit you made my daughter quite happy in her final days. This is not something I’m proud of since her true place is with the Dark Clan.  I would hope you agree to this by now Angelica.  Ali must become a Harpy in her next life.  For that to happen, I will need help.” 
 Claudia stood to her feet and confronted Alphard face to face. “Help—we are not helping you.” 
  I grabbed my sister by the arm and pulled her away before anything else happened. “My word—this one has a temper.  I like.  You are an honest one, aren’t you? Feelings and all.” 
  “I don’t know what you’re planning.  However, you shouldn’t force things your way.  Ali wanted nothing to do with you or the clan.” 
  “Claudia…” I tugged at her. “Maybe we should hear her out.” 
  “Are you serious?” She acted enraged by my words. “You say you loved Ali and you want to scheme against her! Do you have any idea what she has done for you and me?” 
  “It doesn’t matter—I wanted Ali to turn in the first place, because I was worried about this happening. As you said, she is frail not invoking her true potential.  And I was in such a wishful state, thinking it was possible to keep her out of harm’s way for eternity.  Now she’s dead and they almost destroyed her soul.  Her only hope is to become a Harpy.” 
  “Oh, so you are the rational one!” Alphard laughed. “Claudia you should listen to your sister and stop being stubborn about this.  Ali belongs with her true family and me.  The Underworld would never become her home. Have a family with you two.  Huh—please! Happily ever after is not a thing in our family.  Shame on you for believing things would actually work out that way. Especially you, dear Angelica.” 
  “What is it do you need from us?” I asked. 
  “You are Demon lords from the four major families, so your power is great on manipulating the mundane.  I need your influence on the third realm. You are going to play a big part in Ali’s human life.” 
  Claudia glanced at me as if she was asking ‘are you seriously thinking of doing this’. Although, I shied my face away from her. 
  “I want nothing to do with this plan,” Claudia clarified. “I’ll not dishonor Ali this way by meddling in her life.  I don’t want to see her in pain because of you two.”  Then after her final words, she left back towards the castle. 
  “Oh, what a shame,” Alphard didn’t act as if she cared. “Her power would have been extremely useful.” 
  “I’ll get it done,” I replied. 
  “You know what I want, don’t you Angelica?” 
  “Yes, I do.” I sighed. I will break her heart. 
  In the end of my decision, the sky sparkled with blue from the Moon Butterflies, fluttering their wings in the night.  They spread across the darkness lighting a trail to the full moon while it was at its closest to the ground.   I turned to look at Amphis who gazed upward, holding Ali’s soul with the saddest look someone could ever give. She kissed the white ball and raised it up above her head to let it float into the sky towards the silvery moon, along the trail of blue butterflies within the distant night. 
    
  I’ll assure you this, Ali’s soul will turn black… 
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