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Dedication
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This book was one of the hardest I have ever had to write. The issues went beyond a small amount of writers block. There were times when finding the end of this book seemed to be a monumental challenge. But, it happened; it is finished. I dedicate this book to everyone who has stood by my side for the last few years and encouraged, yelled, and demanded I continue this. No matter what the challenges, the bumps, road blocks, or pain in life we all must continue on and face the day with our heads held high and our backs straight. This book... this is for you! Love you all! 

Glossary

Characters-

Main Characters-

Neivayka (Nah-vay-ka)- Main Character

Theole (Theo-l)- A good guy, mostly known as Theo

Pontius (Pon-tee-us) another good guy

Nesha (Ne-sha)- Saves Neivayka begrudgingly

Lorimer (Lor-i-mer)- Bad Guy

Shantane (Sh-ann-t-ane)-Friend

Avery-(A-veeree)- tree friend

Supporting Cast-

Gair (Gah- air)- Little boy that saves Neivayka’s life

Iola (I-oh-la)- Gair’s mother

Wuden (Woo-den)- Another bad guy

Argwyn (Ar-gah-when)- Wuden’s girlfriend

Artor (Ar-tore)- Odd bad guy

Gerant-(Grr-Aunt)-werewolf

Sorian- (Sor-e-an) the prince of Merpeople

Triaton(Tri-a-ton) the king of merpeople

Nore (NOR) demon of the ocean

––––––––
[image: ]


Elders

Fenril (Fen-reel)- Elder from the Grey Pack

Jenese (Jen-eess)- Elder from the Moar (Unseelie)

Torta (Tore-ta)- Elder from the River Elves

Steval (Ste-val)-Elder from the Valley Fauns

Rosilen (Ross-i-lyn) Elder from the Briar also Theo’s grandmother

Airyana (Ari-anna) Queen of the Light World

Harmon-(Har-Mon) elder of the village
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Language

Ceisiwr Umbra (Kie-shoe- you) (ooom-bra) Seeker of the Shadows

Milwyr (Mill-wir)Soldiers/Guards/ Military

Iachant (iah-hant)drink that will heal and get you drunk if you have a full stomach

Anteris (An-tear-is)Legendary people that are said to be Giant Ants

Hestona-(Hiss-stone-eah) horse peopel

Fin- A rude derogatory term for a Mermaid

Unseelie (un-sea-lee)- Dark Faireis

Seelie (Sea-lee) Light Faireis

Guise-(Guys) The shape a non-shifter uses to hid their true form

Cenrebal-(Sin-re-Ball) leader of the rebellion

Arathryrebals- the term for the rebellion

Diacaine (D-I-ah-cane)- godspeakers

Dryad (Dry-add) tree people

Legged-ones- People who live on land

Grove- Dryad counsel

Druager (Drew-ah-jur)- Shadow infected Soldiers

Dirk- (just like the dagger) A tiny, but furious, deer that have been known to gore people who are trying to hunt or capture it.

Luparthbra-(Lou-Par-th bra) Shadowed/ wolf bear

Luparth- wolf/bear

Trillis-(trill-us) three tailed horned cat creature

Faenus- (Faye-nus) stupid/silly- general a vacant headed girl
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Animals-

Tillis-

Nimbus (Nim-bus) (like the cloud)

Hippocampus-

Felitior (Fel-i-tor)

Beutaur (Beyou-tur)
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Dragon-

Asthrian (As-three-an)

Balorus (Ba-LORE-us) Evil Dragon

Phoenix-

Doritha (Door-i-tha)

Cerberus (Sir-bur-us)- three headed dog that guards the underworld

Places-

Eroteeia (ERO-Taa-eia)—the name of the jungle

Hornsoth- Desert to the south

Sorath-forest-to the north

Coogar (coo- gar) piece of the jungle
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Chapter One
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Darkness surrounded and penetrated Neivayka until it felt as if they were one. Twisted and cruel, the voice in the darkness began to speak to her, taunt her, with the heinous things that it wanted to do to her, do to those she cared about. 

The pain and anguish filled her until her legs could no longer hold her upright. Curling into a ball, she covered her ears to block out the words that were slamming into her over and over again. No matter how hard she tried she couldn’t hide from them, couldn’t silence them. They didn’t resonate from the impenetrable Shadow that surrounded her, they came from deep inside where there was no place to run. 

“No!” she screamed hoping the sound would wake her from this horrendous nightmare.

“Neivayka!” a loud voice broke through the taunting and silenced it finally. 

Neivayka sat up cautiously and wiped the tears from her face. The darkness still held her, but a dim light seemed to be growing in the distance. She stood and walked towards it, desperate for something to dispel the blackness that seemed to be swallowing her. The closer she got the brighter the light became and the more relieved she felt. Anxiously, Neivayka reached out towards the glow wanting to grab it and hold it close; anything to burn away the Shadow pulling at her. The moment the glow touched her outstretched hand, it enveloped her completely. 

The light grew brighter until she was forced to close her eyes. The very next thing she became aware of was laying on an incredibly soft bed and an overwhelming sense of familiarity. She didn’t even flinch when a hand touched her shoulder to wake her. 

Slowly, she opened her eyes then blinked several times trying to bring the face in front of her into focus, then a few more times not believing who she was seeing. Neivayka sprung up in shock and looked around at all the people that surrounded her bed; people she knew, people she had watched die.

Her voice quivered with a multitude of emotions as she asked, “I’m dead... aren’t I?”

Iola sat down next to her on the bed and clasped Neivayka hands tightly. 

“No, sweetheart. You’re not dead,” Iola told her reassuringly. 

“Well... not yet anyway,” came a voice from the end of the bed. 

Neivayka’s gaze swung eagerly from her mother’s face to the familiar voice. Elder Steval looked much like she had seen him at the Sanctuary, hunchback and all. Relief swamped her and she jumped at him, throwing her arms around him and practically squeezing the life out of the elderly Satyr as the tears poured down her face. 

“Now, now, girl,” he replied gruffly patting her back awkwardly. “I’m just fine.” 

“But... I saw them rip you apart,” she whispered in horror. 

“Yes, but now my spirit is free of that rickety old body,” he said with his signature cackle. 

Neivayka pulled away and gave his ‘rickety body’ a suspicious look. “Not that free it looks like.” 

He laughed once more and with a wave of his hand he transformed from an old man to a much younger healthier looking Satyr. His white hair thickened and turned to a jet black followed by his beard, which practically touched his knees. His frail arms and torso filled out until he looked like he could lift twice his weight.

The awe must have shown on her face because he let out another belly laugh.

“The only reason why I presented myself to you like that was so I didn’t startle you,” he explained once his laughter subsided.

She nodded absently, still unable to believe the frail man she had known was the same one standing in front of her now. Looking to her right, she found another familiar face that she was really happy... and sad... to see. 

“Jenese?” Neivayka whispered her heart broken. 

Jenese just gave her a sad smile and a big hug. “Hello, my dear. As glad as I am to have you here, I am also very sorry to see you.”

“Me too,” Neivayka answered honestly before pulling away and turning back to the group. “Will someone please explain what is going on here?”

Never in her life had she seen so many adults look awkward and hesitant. They all waited for the other person to start out the hard conversation. Neivayka closed her eyes and tried to breathe through her turbulent emotions before they drove her to the brink of her insanity. 

When she opened her eyes again the luxurious bright bedroom was gone and in place of it was a dark brick receiving hall of a castle. Neivayka had no idea how she knew it was the receiving hall, but the information floated through her head as if it was common knowledge to her even though she knew it wasn’t. 

She felt odd, different, out of place; like she had somehow been transported into a different body. She lifted her hands up trying to figure out what was wrong with her. The slender digits were indeed her own, however, they were tipped with sharpened nails that resembled talons and had been painted jet black. Neivayka looked down at the dress she was wearing that seemed to weigh her down like an anchor tied around her waist. To say the dress was opulent, was an understatement. Pure black and sprinkled with gems that eerily looked like diamonds, the stupid giant piece of fabric weighed as much as a car. It was cut low in the front, to the point of embarrassment, then the back darted up into a high neck that stopped just under her intricately knotted hair.

Yes, this was her body... but it wasn’t.

The window standing next to her caught her eye and she turned to look at the reflection. Neivayka was terrified of what she would see, but she had to know. A scream bubbled up as she gazed at the reflection, at first glance it looked like her, but when she kept looking the creature in front of her was not. She couldn’t figure it out at first, but suddenly the key difference was all too clear. Her eyes, though they had been dark originally, were now black as night.

A hand fell on her shoulder and the scream that she had been biting back cut loose. She closed her eyes and ducked expecting to be attacked, but it never came and when she opened them again she was back in the bright open area of the bedroom.

Iola’s worried eyes were on her face. “Neivayka, are you alright? What happened?”

Neivayka’s breath was coming out in gasps as she looked around the room once more not quite believing that she was back. Or maybe that she had been gone? She didn’t know, all she cared about was that she felt safe again. 

“What... the heck... is going on?” she panted out at Iola. 

Iola gave her a sad look and helped her back up on the bed, having not remembered falling out of it was more than a bit disconcerting for her. 

“Sit here while I explain,” Iola said softly.

“I’m not dead?” Neivayka asked jumping into it before Iola had a chance to back out. 

“No... Your body is alive and so is your soul. But... they are separated.” 

“How did this happen?” 

“The best we can guess is that when Lorimer tried to infect you with his Shadow, instead of taking over your soul, it was ripped from your body. Jenese, who was on her way here, grabbed you up and brought you with her to keep your soul safe,” Iola explained grasping Neivayka’s hands to comfort her. 

Neivayka’s heart pounded so hard that she felt as if it was going to burst from her chest. 

“So, if I’m not dead then why is my soul separated from my body? Isn’t that the definition of being dead?” Neivayka questioned. 

“Normally, yes. The soul leaves the body, usually, only when the body can no longer function. However, your soul was forced out... Steval speculated it was the power of the Shadow pushing against your shield caused it to go into and through you, ripping your soul from your body in an effort to protect it. But, it’s only a guess.” 

Neivayka’s shoulders slumped as if the world had come crashing down around her.

In essence, it had. 

She was not in her world, not in any world. 

She drew in a deep breath trying to relieve the tightness of her chest. But her breath seemed to fail her, no matter how hard she tried her chest just kept getting tighter and tighter. 

She was going to die.

That thought hit her hard and insane laughter boiled up from the depth of her stomach and spilled out of her mouth until the whole place echoed with the sounds of insanity. The look of pure horror on Iola’s face just spurred her laughter on. Neivayka doubled over and clutched her stomach hard trying to stem the cackling at its source. 

“I couldn’t breathe,” she giggled out. “I thought I was gonna die.”

Iola still didn’t find the humor in the situation. 

“I can’t... die!” Neivayka tried again, gasping and still giggling. “I’m already dead!”

She rolled around on the bed like a lunatic in a straitjacket. Two strong hands reached over and grasped her shoulders then shook her head enough to make her head rattle around on her shoulders. 

“Snap out of it, child!” Stevals deep voice demanded. 

Her head snapped back and forth, rolling around like a limp noodle. The pain of the hard shake did its job snapping her back into reality. 

Once the insane laughter faded, the tears broke through and began rushing down her face like a torrent of water after a dam burst. 

Iola scooped her up and laid her gently on the bed, murmuring soothing words and stroking her hair much like a mother would do to a scared child. Not that Neivayka would understand much about that since her adoptive parents had been monsters... literally. The tears took a long while before finally faded into whimpers and sniffles. Limp and drained she finally fell into a deep dreamless sleep, grateful for the escape.

Neivayka woke a while later and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but when they did, she felt her heart sank a bit when she realized she was still in the Otherworld. She choked back a sob and buried her face in the pillow. This couldn’t be happening... she couldn’t be here... she couldn’t be dead. 

“For the last time you’re not dead,” Iola’s voice came to her from the balcony area of her room. 

“That’s right... I’m not dead just... in a world where the dead are and outside of my body,” Neivayka murmured. 

“There are worse places to be, my daughter. At least you have family here and are not alone,” Iola said her voice sounding a bit wistful. 

Neivayka’s heart twisted a bit for her. 

“You were alone?” Neivayka said softly. 

Iola nodded. “Before the Elders showed up I was all alone. The other spirits that have come through have either kept to themselves or been recycled back.” 

“Where is Gair?” Neivayka asked her. “I figured he’d be here with you.” 

Gair was Neivayka’s younger half-brother who had saved her life. She had only met him for a short period of time, but he seemed to have been a spunky child that she had instantly taken a liking to.

On the eve of her 16th birthday, she had met and become entranced by a group of Shadow Sirens. Sirens like her and Iola but filled with the Shadow and wanting to suck out your life force by mesmerizing their victim in a hypnotic dance. When the minute of her birth arrived, Neivayka had been snapped out of their trance and saw a little boy standing in a window and waved her inside his house. 

This little boy... was Gair. He had happily answered any question that she could ask and those she couldn’t since he could read her mind. She had barely met him and understood what she had seen and learned from him or Iola before Lorimer had shown up to claim Neivayka as his bride-to-be. Iola had known why he was coming and had sent Gair through a painting of a castle on a cliff top over-looking the ocean. Neivayka herself had escaped into a different painting far away from Lorimer and inadvertently into the Light World.

Needless to say, it was by far the most exciting birthday she had ever had. 

“Gair’s still hidden in the white castle. It’s not a place you can get to easily and well hidden. It is a place of pure Magick and is extremely sacred. Sending Gair there was a severe breach of protocol, but they have allowed it only due to the fact that they wish to keep the line of true royal succession going... just in case,” Iola’s voice trailed off slowly as if she realized exactly what she was saying. 

“Just in case I fail or die... well, guess what...I did!” Neivayka shouted. 

“You are not dead... and only time will show whether or not you have truly failed,” Iola said.

Neivayka shook her head and turned away from Iola. “I’m sorry, Mother. That is not really as comforting as it should be.” 

“Time, Neivayka. Time is something we have in abundance here and that’s what will be the only thing that can show what our life was,” Iola told her from the doorway. 

“Time, Mother? Time is something that those back in the World of Light don’t have,” Neivayka said softly.
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Theole of the Briar

Theo stared into the campfire sightlessly. The loss of Steval and Jenese had been devastating, but it was the loss of Neivayka that killed what was left of his will to carry on. 

She was the one, the one from the prophecy, he still believed it through and through. Even more, he had seen it with his own vision and he had known with every fiber of his being. But there was still this little voice in the back of his head that whispered his worst fear. What if she wasn’t the one? What if his and his grandmother's vision had been wrong? Or worse... what if they had failed and the prophecy would never come to pass?

He knew better than anyone else that the future held many twists and turns, and a single decision can change it. But then, what was the point of prophecy? 

“Theo...” came a small hesitant voice. 

He looked away from the fire drowsily into the sad, teary eyes of Pontius. 

Pontius had followed him without question because he had believed in everything that Theo had said about the fate of the world and the fact that Neivayka could be the one to change it. The guilt made Theo’s stomach churn and he felt as if he was going to throw up. Pontius had gone with him through hell and back, literally, and now Theo had failed him. Pontius’ dark eyes, which were normally filled with such mirth it was hard to look at them without smiling, were now filled with tremendous pain. Theo had to look away unable to stomach the sight. 

“Theo,” Pontius said once more. 

“Yes, Pontius?” Theo finally answered softly. 

“What now?” he asked sadly. 

Theo choked back a sob as he spoke, “I don’t know.” 

“We have to figure something out,”

“I know,” 

“We can’t let them die in vain,”

“I know, Pontius,”

“We have to avenge their deaths,” 

“I know, Pontius!” 

“Well if you know that what are we gonna do?!” 

“I don’t know!” Theo shouted back as he jumped to his feet his rage exploding from him. “I don’t know what to do, anymore! Nothing is the way it was supposed to be! The only person I know that could actually defeat Lorimer is gone! Dead! And we are still left here and he is stronger than ever! ‘What are we gonna do?’ ‘What can we do?’ Is the better question!” 

“Theo, we cannot sit here and let him get away with any of this! We have to do something! Anything! We can’t let him win! We have to fight!” Pontius shouted back. 

Pontius grew a bit so he was looking Theo straight in the eyes. His dark eyes bored into Theo’s daring him to do something... anything. 

“Who is going to fight with us, Pontius? If you haven’t noticed most battles are won by more than four people!” Theo yelled. 

“There are others, Theo! You know there are! Otherwise, we would never have gotten this far!” Pontius spewed back. 

“We didn’t! Our first real fight and we lost-” he gulped. “We lost the one person who was supposed to save us all.”

Nesha melted into the clearing out of the tree line like a shadow in the night. “Maybe we should stop worrying so much about who is supposed to save us and worry more about how we can save ourselves.”

Her words struck Theo in the gut so hard it almost dropped him to his knees. He had spent all this time trying to make sure that he protected Neivayka to make sure she could free the realm. It hadn’t really occurred to him that anyone else could save them. 

“Nesha is right. We need to do something,” Fenril agreed, popping out of the shadows behind her. 

“You guys really need to stop doing that!” Pontius shouted his nerves on edge. 

Fenril raised an eyebrow at him but dismissed him just as quickly before turning back to Theo. 

“We can’t just take this lying down. No matter what, if I’m going down... I’m going down fighting and defending the people I love,” Fenril stated looking over at his daughter. 

She looked back at him and for a moment the buried love she had for her father shined in her eyes. It had taken a lot for Nesha to forgive her father for abandoning her family when she was really young. However, it looked like whatever he had said to her to explain his absence had finally given her a chance to forgive him.

“Exactly!” Pontius practically shouted. 

Theo looked at him worried about the eagerness in his voice. By all rights, Pontius was younger than Theo and he couldn’t help but see the young elf as a little brother. There was no way he wanted to see his little brother going to war. But, he could tell by the stubborn look in Pontius’ eyes that there was no way Theo could talk him out of this. 

If Nesha and Fenril were ready to start a coop... Theo was going to have to go along to keep Pontius safe.

“Fine... but once more, who the heck is gonna fight with us?” Theo asked. 

“If we made it known that we are up to fight... I think you’ll be surprised who is willing to take up arms and fight for the Realm,” Fenril told them. 

“There better be an army,” Theo said sardonically as he thought of the mass of Shadow Soldiers he saw in his vision. 

The vision of the battle was as fresh as the day he had it. The valley soaked in blood and the sounds of people screaming and weeping echoing off the steep cliffs. Standing above it all, on the highest cliff, was Lorimer and Neivayka in a passionate embrace. They turned and looked at him and he could see that the creature before him was no longer Neivayka... that she had given up to the Shadow and was gone. 

Is that what happened? Did Neivayka give up to the Shadow? He didn’t have the answers to those questions and he didn’t know if it mattered anymore. 

“You’re right,” Theo finally said. “It is time to fight.” 

Everyone gave him a wide grin before sitting in front of the fire and began to plan how best to quietly gather the army they were going to need. 

I hope we are doing the right thing, Theo thought to the sky hoping that the Gods were listening. 

“Keep an eye on us, Neivayka... we’re gonna need it,” Theo whispered out loud.
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Neivayka

Neivayka awoke the next morning feeling heavy and exhausted despite the hours of sleep she must have had. She had an eerie feeling that she couldn’t shake, she could have sworn that she had heard Theo’s voice in her head asking her to watch over them. Just the idea made her want to cry again and she was extremely tempted to just go back to bed instead of facing whatever the morning was going to bring. 

At least she assumed that it was the next morning, but she couldn’t be sure. The sun seemed to be in a perpetual state of midmorning no matter what time she woke up. One minute it would be sunny out then it would blend seamlessly into a beautiful night sky then back into a sunny day again. Warm cool mornings and warm cool evenings... that was it.

Sitting up, she noted a slip of silky fabric at the end of the opulent bed. Grabbing it up, she found it to be the most beautiful dress she had ever see. It was made from the prettiest white silk with a small emerald green accent around the edges, and she felt like a princess just holding it. 

She would never have picked the dress for herself, it was too fragile and too pretty, but with the option being presented to her she took it happily. Slipping into it quickly, she oohed and awed of the impossible silky lightweight feel of it. She couldn’t help but twirl and watch the bottom of it flair out a bit before settling gently back against her legs. 

Feeling a sense of girly giddiness, she found a gold and white hair brush and quickly fixed her hair into a single manageable braid down the back. The dress fits perfectly and her hair went up neat and tidy without a single complaint as always. Even if she fell asleep crying she would wake up almost perfectly primped and without a headache.

“This must be heaven,” she said to her reflection. 

A voice answered her musings from the doorway. “It’s an interpretation of heaven, yes.” 

Neivayka turned to find Jenese standing there leaning against the door jamb. The lithe dark fairy was dressed casually in a pair of soft jeans and a purple tunic that matched the copious amount of purple in her wings. The delicate appendages were on full display behind her looking as if she was going to take flight at any moment. 

“An interpretation of heaven?” Neivayka questioned 

“We call it the Otherworld. It resembles the world of Light, but only on the surface. If you are able to come here and the Gods have not chosen to recycle your soul back down, then this world is paradise,” Jenese explained waving her hand towards the bright city. 

Neivayka followed her hand and realized for the first time that Jenese was right, everything was perfection. From the freshly made bed, which she had just noticed had happened, to every single brick in the walls that she shaped, molded, and shined exquisitely.

Neivayka nodded slowly in understanding but didn’t comment as the weight on her chest returned. 

“Come, my dear. Iola and the others are holding food for you,” Jenese called. 

Neivayka had spent days just sitting in her room watching the sun and moon trade spots in the sky. By leaving the room, she felt as if it would make her stay all too real and even more permanent. Her mother had come and went several times but hadn’t really tried to engage her in conversation or asked more of her beyond how she was feeling that day. The others had stopped in as well, but always briefly and always hurried out as if they were afraid of upsetting her too much. 

Neivayka followed Jenese out of her bedroom into the hallway, finally ready to see more of this extravagant cage she was in. 

“I’m not really hungry,” she admitted.

“And you never will be. Food, sleep, and other daily tasks we would normally require are now an enjoyable habit, not a necessity,” Jenese explained. 

Something about Jenese's tone bothered Neivayka and she grabbed the feys arm to stop her. 

“Have I done something wrong to hurt or upset you?” 

Jenese’s gorgeous eyes were shining brightly with tears. 

“No, my dear,” she assured Neivayka weakly. 

“Then what’s wrong?” Neivayka asked. 

Jenese sighed heavily and Neivayka could feel every emotion resonating through the small sound. 

“Wuden is not here. His soul has been sent to the depth of the underworld to work the Shadow out of it,” Jenese told her, her voice breaking on a sob. 

Neivayka grabbed both of Jenese’s hands and squeezed them tightly hoping just that touch would be enough to sooth the pain. 

Wuden had been the leader of the Wild Hunt, banished to the forest of the World of Light with Shadow in his soul as punishment for Jenese’s refusal to support Lorimer’s quest for world domination. Wuden had, in turn, captured Neivayka with the intent to sell her to the courts for a very high profit. 

Neivayka tried not to hold a grudge, but if it hadn’t been for the werewolf Artor, who used the last shred of his soul to save her and destroy the Wild Hunt, she would have been dead or worse... a slave. Her friends, Theo, Pontius, and Nesha, as kick-ass a Ceisiwr she was, were no match for Wuden and his band of huntsmen. 

Just the thought of the those still in the World of Light made her heartache painfully and her breath hitch in her chest. She could have sworn she heard Theo’s voice whispering in her ear once more, asking her to watch over them. 

Forcefully she shoved those thoughts aside and focused back on Jenese. She had been one of the guides, advisors and a loyal friend to them all despite her questionable Unseelie connections. Connections, ha! She had once been the queen of the entire Dark Fey court. But, all that had changed when Lorimer had taken control of the Light world. All those who opposed him had been killed, banished, or infected depending on how badly he needed them. 

Bright anger burst through Neivayka in Jenese’s defense. She had already lost so much, how dare her Gods force her to be separated from her child any longer. 

“What can we do?” Neivayka asked determinedly. 

Jenese shook her head sadly. “There is nothing we can do. The underworld is inaccessible for anyone, save the Gods and those they wish to cleanse.” 

“Do you know how long he’ll be there?” 

“The diacaine... ummm godspeaker... say that it might be a century. Maybe longer if he’s stubborn,” Jenese disclosed to her.

“There has got to be something we can do!” Neivayka shouted frustrated. “This is too black and white!” 

“I have asked the diacaine to formally request I be reborn,” Jenese explained. 

“What? Why?” Neivayka gasped out. 

“Because once I am reborn I will forget all of this until I pass again. With any luck, the stripping of his soul will be over, or near enough, to it that I can stand the wait,” Jenese replied in a tone that brokered no further discussion. 

Neivayka felt her heart shatter when Jenese turned and walked away not giving Neivayka any further chance to argue. She wanted to comfort Jenese, but the weight of the world was a heavy burden for anyone to carry and from the set of Jenese’s shoulders she was determined to carry this one on her own. 

The long hallway opened up into a marble dining room that was accented in gold. Multiple pillars were set in the walls, obviously placed there to hold up the immense dome ceiling that was covered with ornate cherubs and ivy from one end to the other.

An intricately carved bust of a familiar hippocampus sat in one corner and a phoenix in the other. Looking to her left and right, sure enough, there was a dragon and a wolf in those corners. Each creature was the exact replica of the table top in the meeting hall that Steval had taken them to when they had come to Henge village. The moment Neivayka stepped up to that table the carving of the sweet little hippocampus had come to life. His long eel-like tail had flipped around excitedly and his beautiful horse upper half preened with pride when she had complimented him. 

Magick, Neivayka thought in awe once more as she hurried over to the statue of the sweetly familiar hippocampus. Neivayka wondered if it would come alive if she walked up to it like Beutaur had.

Much to her disappointment, this one remained silent. She turned back to the table where the others sat looking at her expectantly.

“I thought this one would come alive and say hi like the others did,” Neivayka admitted feeling slightly embarrassed. 

Steval shook his head. “Unfortunately, my dear. The souls that resided in those have all been recycled back to the Light World.” 

“Oh...” Neivayka acknowledged sadly.

She looked around the giant rectangular table and felt completely out of place with the sheer amount of elegance that the one marbled piece of furniture represented. 

“Sit, my daughter,” Iola told her patting the seat to her left. 

Neivayka hurried over anxious to begin asking the millions of questions she had been holding inside. However, when she opened her mouth she realized she couldn’t remember a single one of them. 

“Tell me what happened once more,” Neivayka asked quietly looking at everyone. 

Steval sat back, his face white as a ghost as the memory played behind his bright eyes. Jenese’s eyes filled with tears as she looked away unable to speak. Not that she blamed either of them for their reaction, the very thought of her own “death” was extremely difficult for her as well. 

Iola was the only one brave enough to answer Neivayka’s plea. Though her voice quivered, she steadily went through everything that happened just before Neivayka had “died”.

"I will NEVER bow to you, Lorimer," Neivayka stated firmly as she stood on shaky legs. "I will kill myself before I allow you to use me in such a way. I fear you not, I fear death not. When our battle is through I will be victorious." 

With a cry of anger, Lorimer raised his arms above his head and in between his hands grew a large black cloud. It grew and swirled around him until he was encased in a fog of Shadow. She braced herself knowing that she had to block it, had to protect herself before that Shadow devoured her. 

Time seemed to slow down as he released the power... but not at her... at the large dragon still struggling to help her. Horror dawned on her as she watched the streak of black Shadow head straight for them. She raced towards them as fast as she could, but her legs felt like they were made from lead. 

She had to make it.

She had to stop him.

Neivayka reached deep inside herself and pulled all her power, every last drop of it forward into a bright white shield and threw herself in front of the large beast. The Shadow slammed into her at the same time the dragon took flight sailing out of there and across the sky. The dark power ripped through her, tearing at her, wrenching something deep inside her out. From the pain that flared through her body, she was certain it was her still beating heart.

Hitting the ground, she looked up and through the fog, she could see Nesha's brightly colored wing flap out of sight. Darkness was eating at her eyesight and her body wasn't listening to her commands to get up, to face Lorimer once more. 

She reached inside of her, but there was nothing left. Even the cage that had held the Shadow deep inside her was gone. The Shadow stretched like it had woken up from a long slumber. 

I told you, you couldn't cage me. I am Shadow, I am Darkness, I will prevail. It chortled in joy. 

I defeated you before, I will do so again. Neivayka whispered back to it.

She looked for some power to help her, but there was only a tiny ember and when she pulled it, the pain in her chest forced her to stop. She let it go and watched as it floated away hiding in the darkness that was quickly growing.

No. She whimpered as the darkness began to push her out. It was too strong, too powerful and she was weak, fading. No matter how hard she clawed at it, she was unable to hold onto herself any longer. 

The Shadow swallowed her.

Neivayka’s whole body was shaking by the time the story was finished. She barely managed to keep the tears and screaming at bay despite the immersive panic and terror that was brought on by the memory. Her hands shook horribly as she brought the golden cup to her lips, the water was the sweetest thing her desert dry mouth has ever tasted.

“Now, what?” she asked them, hoping she sounded more determined than she felt.

“What do you mean?” Iola asked confused. 

“What do we do next? What’s the plan?” Neivayka expanded. 

The other’s exchanged glances obviously confused. 

“We eat...” Iola suggested. 

“No!” Neivayka shouted aggravated. “I mean beyond that! There is a Shadow creature in my body and we have to get her out! And hopefully me back in. We need a plan!” Neivayka told them.

Steval shook his head. “There is not a lot we can do, my dear. No one has ever gone back after fully awakening here.” 

The complete lack of effort or help from anyone was beginning to grate on Neivayka’s already shot nerves. She set her hands carefully on the table to keep from pounding on the marble, knowing her hands would give long before it did. 

“Look,” she began slowly. “I don’t know why you guys, who apparently started a whole revolution, are so eager to give up. But, I’m not going to let this go so easily.”

The room was ominously silent and she couldn’t tell if she had managed to shame or shock them. It didn’t matter, either way, she wasn’t going to back down. She would fight the whole stupid war by herself if she had to. 

“Maybe the diacaine can help us,” Jenese said finally, breaking the silence.

Neivayka looked at Janese with mild shock, she hadn’t really expected Jenese to be gung-ho to take on the Gods. Jenese gave her a weak half smile then returned to her drink obviously not having any more to say. Neivayka gave her a grateful look before turning back to the others. Steval avoided her gaze and looked out over the garden. However, Iola’s face was a pale sheet of horror as she looked her friend down.

“No!” Iola shouted suddenly, startling everyone. “This is ridiculous! You will not do this!”

Neivayka gave her a look of shock. “What?! Why not? You were the one who said it was my destiny to stop Lorimer. Is that still not true?”

“No! You have already paid the ultimate sacrifice for your fight. I will not allow that to continue!” Iola shouted then turned to the others. “How can we stand here and ask her to do this?”

“Iola, the last time we did not back her is when she died,” Jenese explained softly. “Your girl is just as stubborn as you. What more can we do besides help her?”

“That’s easy for you to say... she’s not your daughter! Your child is away from the coming war!” Iola snapped at Jenese cruelly. 

The color in Jenese’s face drained and the determination turned into despair once more. 

“My child is absolutely not safe from the war. He is battling it more fiercely than any of us are, or ever will. He is dying a thousand deaths to wash the Shadow from his soul. I know what I am asking of you and I know the pain you are going through. But, we cannot ask any other parent to know the torment we do if there is a way to stop it. To do so would be selfish and cruel. Don’t you think?” Jenese asked.

Each word was weighted and each sentence dripped with the agony of Jenese’s loss. Even the bright sunny day seemed to dim in respect for the pain she was going through. The only one not affected by her words was Iola who, if nothing else, seemed angrier.

“I understand that. But you are asking to be reborn so you will not have to go through the pain of the wait. I, however, am going to be forced to watch the whole thing. Watching as my daughter gets tormented and tortured by the Shadow she will have to battle to reclaim her body. You are asking me to allow her to suffer! Willingly! No! I won’t do it!”

“This is not your decision,” Neivayka finally broke in so quietly that the words almost escaped on the wind. 

Both Jenese and Iola’s eyes focused on her, and even Steval pulled himself back from where ever he had been.

“What?” Iola snapped. 

“I said, this is not your decision to make,” Neivayka repeated. “It’s mine. It is my life, my body, my path to follow and I chose to follow it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t need to be a hero, Neivayka,” Iola spat at her. 

Neivayka chuckled humorlessly. “I am no hero, Mother. However, my friends are down there fighting and I refuse to sit here and hide.” 

“Do not ask me to watch as my daughter goes off on a suicide mission,” Iola pleaded with her desperately. 

“I am not asking you that, Mother. I am asking for your help so it won’t be a suicide mission. I need to help my friends. They have risked their lives for me multiple times how can I ignore that? How can you ask me to ignore that?” Neivayka responded her tone softening.

Iola looked like there was more she wanted to say, but she knew deep down that Neivayka was not going to listen to her anyway. Anger fear and guilt ate away at Iola until they took her over. She slammed her hands down on the table and the power of her blow sent a wave of thunder through the room. It took Neivayka a moment to realize that the sound was actually coming from outside. Iola’s anger had gathered a horrible storm, but just a raise of her hand the storm dissipated. Iola stood and swept out of the room without a backward glance.

Neivayka flopped back in the seat feeling the fight drained out of her. She knew she hadn’t won the battle, instead, she had just stalled it for the moment. 

“I’ll be right back,” Jenese said as she hurried after Iola. 

Neivayka didn’t have the strength to go after either of them. She pushed her plate away in disgust and aggravation, despite knowing she wouldn’t feel hungry anyway, Neivayka didn’t even have the stomach to try and pretend. 

“Take solace in your determination,” Steval said quietly, breaking the tense silence. 

Neivayka met his stoic gaze and the emotion in his eyes sent a chill down her spine. 

“Keep your determination,” he repeated. “It’s going to be all that will get you through the hell you will find back on the other side.” 

His eyes held the dark knowledge of what she was going to have to endure. Doubts began to crowd in at that moment, doubts about her strength and doubts about going back. After all, this place was paradise, who in their right mind would want to leave paradise for anything. 

I wouldn’t, she thought honestly. But, she had to. Her friends were down there and they needed her help... or, maybe she needed theirs, she wasn’t sure.

“Iola!” Jenese called trying to get the figure with long blond hair to stop.

However, Iola refused to. Her long white gown waved behind her like a flag in the wind as she raced away from everyone. The last thing Iola wanted was to hear any words of reason at this point. How on earth could anyone ask her to allow her child to go back? To encourage her child to go back? She had finally got Neivayka back where she belonged and everyone was bound and determined to take her away again.

“Iola, STOP!” a voice yelled at her. 

Iola turned and blew
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