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About the Story 
 

Will she embrace her inner demon to face the ultimate evil?

Velos and the Nameless blade have been stopped—for now. Sepia has managed to manifest the Jade Demon, but there is one problem: with each transformation, she loses a part of herself to the demon within. The Order has declared her Unholy and banned from the Hunters.

When Chimera, the Nightmare Lord, formulates a plan to destroy the wards around the Park, Sepia must gather the remaining Hunters to stop him before he unleashes all of the Unholy.

Now Sepia, the Sisters, and the remaining Hunters must face the greatest Unholy threat in history. Together, they must stop Chimera before the wards collapse, the Unholy escape, and humanity is wiped out.

Can she use the Jade Demon to stop Chimera? Can she harness the power within to defeat the Unholy, or will she surrender to the darkness within and lose herself forever?

 

Join Sepia in the conclusion to this thrilling series today!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three new worlds. Download three novellas for free.
https://BookHip.com/PZWGAVV


“Be careful when you cast out your demons that you don’t throw away the best of yourself.”

― Friedrich Nietzsche


 

ONE 

The cold gripped my body as I lay in the bed with my eyes closed.

Gan had just left, after informing me that he was going to give Chimera what he wanted. He was going to destroy the wards around the park and free the Unholy.

It was madness.

The Unholy roaming free in the city was the worst of all possible outcomes. Millions of people would be at risk. I couldn’t believe he was serious—this had to be a ploy of some kind.

“You’re going to have to drink that eventually,” a voice said. “It tastes worse when it’s warm.”

It was Mercy.

She was still wearing her white silk robe. The wards inscribed all along its length pulsed with deep blue energy as she entered the room. She kept her long blond hair pulled back into a tight braid, and gave me a look of quiet resolve.

I glanced over at the blue drink of death on the side table next to me. Drinking that poison was the last thing I was going to attempt in my lifetime. I looked around, taking in the state-of-the-art medical room. This was a world away from the stone rooms of the Hunter’s Keep.

Somehow, despite the advanced tech around me in the Sister’s Med Station, I felt safer at the Hunter’s Keep. It was probably due to the fact that the Keep resembled a small fortress, warded against threats of the Unholy. This place felt like a hi-tech hospital room.

I felt exposed, raw and sore all at once. The memory of facing Velos raced into my mind. More than that, it was the image of the Blight that burned bright in my vision.

His words echoed in my head: It will be my honor to take your life, but not tonight. You’re not nearly strong enough to face me—yet. You’re not quite there, but you will be, once I inflict enough pain upon you.

He was right: I wasn’t ready. I barely survived Velos. If it hadn’t been for Cade’s assist, Velos would’ve ended me. I groaned in pain as I shifted position.

“It tastes horrible cold, too,” I said with a shudder. “Can’t you just bandage me up?”

“What you’re going through is beyond any bandage,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“My body feels like I’ve been brute-stomped all over,” I said, watching Mercy glide across the room. “You want me to extend the agony internally as well?”

“We need to get you recovered quickly,” Mercy said, pointing at the glass. “That will help.”

I winced at her words.

“I seriously doubt it,” I said, sitting up and grabbing the cool glass. “The last time I drank this liquid—does it even have a name? The last time I drank your potion of destruction, my taste buds went on strike for days.”

“It’s good to see you haven’t lost your questionable sense of humor,” Mercy said, stepping closer to the bed. “It’s called Hunter’s Milk, and it’s designed to deal with your special constitution. Now, drink it all.”

I grabbed the glass, held my breath and drank the contents. My tastebuds were seared into numbness and my stomach rumbled as the “milk” threatened to dissolve my internal organs.

“I swear you could remove paint with that milk,” I said, handing her the empty glass with a wince. “What’s in it?”

“Alcohol and paint thinner with a dash of spice to make it palatable,” Mercy said with a smile. “How do you feel now?”

My body was suddenly warm, as if wrapped in a thick, warm blanket. The aches and pains I had felt earlier were vanishing, but a core sensation of cold remained in my center.

“Mostly good,” I said. “I can still feel Perdition, but it’s not giving me body chills.”

“That can’t be helped,” she said with a short nod. “You and your sword have been fundamentally changed. The cold will become second nature over time.”

“It’s like holding a block of ice in my chest,” I said, placing a hand on my center. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.”

“You will, in time,” she said, placing a hand on my arm. “I’m pleased to see you came through the events at the Keep intact.”

“Cade saved my ass with Velos,” I said, remembering the shot that stopped Velos. “He and Calisto saved me.”

“Which is why you must recover,” Mercy said, her voice grim. “I have a feeling the Jade Demon will be needed in the events to come.”

“Why am I here?” I asked, taking in the room again. “This place doesn’t feel as safe as the Keep.”

“It may not look safe,” Mercy said, waving an arm as wards around the room bloomed to life with different colors. “But the wards in this room rival those of the Keep.”

Every surface was inscribed with wards. It was impressive and worrying all at once.

“Are those wards to protect me, or to protect everyone else from me?”

“Both,” Mercy said, before waving her arm again, causing the wards to fade from view. “Anna knows about the threat you may pose. She suggested this room.”

“Are you saying the Keep isn’t safe?”

“The Keep is safe in the short term, but after Velos and the Blight,”—Mercy looked away for a few moments—“the Park isn’t safe for you right now.”

“This is just another cell,” I said. “Disguised as a hospital room, but still a cell.”

“It’s only a cell if you make it one.”

“That makes no sense,” I said. “Can I leave right now?”

“I think Anna would prefer you didn’t,” she said. “You still have to recover from your confrontation with Velos.”

“I feel fine,” I lied. “Especially after that Hunter’s Milk.”

“Give it time to work on your body.”

“Aside from not being able to taste anything ever again, I’m good,” I said. “Aches and pains are the new normal for me.”

“Your ‘new normal’ is accepting the transformation of the Jade Demon,” Mercy said, her voice firm. “That means recovering first.”

Her words brought Gan’s plan to the forefront of my mind.

“Where’s Gan?” I asked. “He told me he was...he was—”

“Going to destroy the wards?” Anna said as she stepped into the room. “Mercy, may I have a moment with Sepia?”

Mercy gave me a short bow and exited the room silently. Anna pulled up a chair next to the bed and sat, staring at me. Her short salt-and-pepper hair had become more salt lately. She looked tired and worn, the lines on her face deeper, more pronounced.

I could see she held the weight of loss on her like a physical mantle. Her body looked tired, but her eyes—her eyes were barely controlled infernos of determination and spirit.

She was the leader of the Sisters, and a force to be reckoned with.

“How bad is it?” I asked, looking away from her piercing stare. “How many did we lose?”

“Kala decimated the Sisters, but we will rebuild,” she said. “We are Sisters. It is what we do. I heard you faced Velos and his dark blade; how are you still alive?”

“I had help.”

“Two Hunters stronger and more experienced than you fell to his blade,” Anna said. “They had help, too. They perished. You didn’t, Why?”

“I was able to nullify the effects of his blade with Perdition.”

“Try again,” Anna said, crossing her arms. “Your blade alone was not strong enough.”

“I was able to stand against him with the Jade Demon.”

She nodded.

“The sooner you embrace this aspect of who you are, the sooner you can harness the power within.”

“It’s Unholy,” I said, keeping my voice low. “It’s dark.”

“We all contain darkness,” she said. “That does not mean that the darkness defines us, unless we allow it to.”

“Are you here to officially remove me from the Sisters?”

“What gave you that impression?”

“I haven’t exactly been acting like a Sister these days,” I said. “Kala was after me when he attacked the Sisters’ compound.”

“Once you become a Sister, you are a Sister until your last breath,” Anna said. “There is no leaving us…ever. We are the outcasts.”

“Even if I’m not entirely human anymore?” I asked. “This Jade Demon, it changed me, changed my sword. I’m not even sure where I belong anymore. There’s no group for hybrid human-demon Hunters.”

“You are the Jade Demon, and a Sister,” Anna said, her voice firm. “We do not cast out those who belong to us. We are not Hunters.”

“I thought that…it was my fault we lost so many.”

“No. Wrong,” Anna said, looking away. “The eventual confrontation with Kala was going to happen. It was a matter of when, not if.”

“Do you know who sent him?”

Anna looked away and remained silent for a few moments.

“You have some powerful enemies,” she said. “Whoever unleashed Kala and his Black Hunters also facilitated Velos getting a dark blade.”

“That would take some serious pull,” I said, thinking about who could access the dark blades. “Someone fairly high in The Order. Someone with access to the vaults.”

“The Sisters are working on it with Regional.”

“With Regional?” I asked, somewhat confused. “The same Regional that has no problem sacrificing Sisters on missions no one else will take?”

“Yes and no,” she said. “This particular situation works to our mutual benefit. We will find the mole within Regional who unleashed death and the Black Hunters.”

“What about Kala…?”

“He has been dealt with—permanently—but not before we suffered losses.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I heard about Lexa and the others.”

“She died protecting the Sisters,” Anna said. “It was an honorable death. She chose her path to leave us. It’s the least any of us could ask when the moment arrives.”

“Tell me what Gan is planning,” I said. “It sounds like suicide.”

“I will—but first, tell me about the Blight you encountered.”


 

TWO 

“I’ve met plenty of Unholy,” I said. “I’ve never met a creature like him.”

“It is not Unholy or human,” Anna said, her voice tight. “It is something more, something ancient, something other. Describe what you faced.”

I thought back to the man I had met before Velos attacked. The Blight could easily pass for human. It was the power radiating from him that revealed its true nature.

“He looked like a young man dressed in a black power suit,” I said. “He wore a black shirt, accented with a deep gray tie. His black hair was streaked violet in several places, and arcs of orange energy raced around his body.”

Anna stared at me.

“I didn’t ask you to describe what it looked like,” she said, giving me a look of thinly veiled disappointment. “I asked you to describe what you faced. Stop thinking like a Hunter. Assess the threat like a Sister.”

I thought back to the moment.

“Power,” I said after a few moments. “The Unholy respected and feared the Blight. They gave it plenty of space and waited.”

“Power is the only thing the Unholy respect. Remember that. Continue.”

“It threw this orange sphere of energy at me,” I said, recalling how the sphere launched Calisto away. “It tried to kill me. It was killing me, and then I turned—”

“Into the Jade Demon,” Anna finished. “It accelerated your transformation.”

“Yes, and I still wasn’t strong enough,” I said, realizing the truth. “I wanted to fight it, sink my claws into it, and tear it apart, but I knew…I knew I couldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I was facing death,” I said, admitting the truth. “I was facing not only my death, but the death of everyone close to me.”

“It possessed the means to end everyone around you. How did it react to your transformation?”

“It didn’t,” I said, recalling the Blight’s reaction. “Didn’t see me as a threat. It just called me a Jade Demon and promised me pain and death.”

I recalled the Blight’s words: You’re a Jade Demon. Now I understand why I was summoned. It will be my honor to take your life, but not tonight. You’re not nearly strong enough to face me—yet. You’re not quite there, but you will be, once I inflict enough pain upon you.

“The Blight will be a problem,” Anna said. “We nearly failed the last time we faced one.”

“You’ve met this Blight before?”

“Yes, once,” Anna said with a slow nod. “The name it used back then was Finis. It took a combined effort of Hunters, Sisters, and the Gray to deter it from its course of action.”

“You stopped it?”

“No, we changed its mind,” Anna said, her voice grim. “We convinced it that facing us would be too high a price to pay.”

“What did it want?”

“The same thing it wants now,” she said. “The artifact you possess.”

“Along with my life?”

“If it means taking one to get the other, then yes,” Anna said. “The last time we defended the vaults where the artifact was kept, we didn’t have a Jade Demon with us.”

“Like now,” I said. “Why didn’t it attack me?”

“No one truly understands Blights,” she said. “Perhaps it didn’t see you as enough of a threat yet. It could be that it’s waiting for Chimera to reveal his hand. I truly don’t know. What I do know is that it will come for you. It doesn’t serve Chimera, but for now, their goals align.”

“Let me guess, those goals are taking the artifact and ending me?”

“Yes. We will need to get help for the Blight,” Anna said. “I can’t believe one of his kind was summoned.”

“Shouldn’t that be the priority? Finding out who would summon that creature?”

“You don’t have to look too far for that,” Anna said. “It was most likely Chimera or someone close to him. We have a more immediate concern. A greater priority.”

“Protecting the wards?”

Anna nodded again and stood.

“If they fall, we lose everything.”

“Can’t they be strengthened? Reinforced somehow?”

“We’re working on it,” Anna said. “The wards are ancient and we don’t currently have access to a Ward Master. It’s slow going.”

“If we can’t reinforce them fast enough, we have to stop the Unholy trying to destroy them.”

“That would be a good place to start,” she said, looking down at me. “The Unholy and the Order want you eliminated. The Unholy I can understand—you represent a real threat to Chimera. A threat they must remove if they plan to succeed.”

“And the Order?”

“Do you know why Emiko placed the Keep in the Park?”

“It was actually safer living among the Unholy than the Hunters?”

“Yes. The Order feared her,” Anna said. “More, they feared what she represented.”

“What she represented?”

“Like you, your mother was a hybrid, unique and powerful,” Anna said, heading toward the door. “Some organizations lose their way. The Order was not meant to be a permanent institution. It was created to defeat and eradicate the Unholy from this plane. It was meant to disband after the threat of the Unholy passed.”

“Except the threat never passed,” I said. “The Unholy are still here.”

“Why do you think that is?” she asked. “Why keep them contained in the Park?”

“It gives the Order control—no, it gives them power.”

“Containment was never the original plan,” Anna said. “The Unholy were supposed to be sent back through the rift or eliminated.”

“I’m going to guess that somewhere along the way, the plan changed,” I said. “The Unholy are stronger now than I’ve ever seen them.”

“True,” Anna said. “Who stands to gain now if the wards are destroyed?”

“The Unholy,” I said, certain. “They want to destroy us all.”

“Wrong,” she said. “This is what your mother thought at first, and then she realized the truth. It was that truth that ended her life.”

“What truth?”

“The Order is a major threat that justifies its existence by combating a greater threat. They will not allow their power to diminish, not without bloodshed. They only recognize one threat to their existence.”

“The Jade Demon?”

Anna paused at the door and turned to face me.

“The Jade Demon is the embodiment of the end of all things,” she said. “When you realize what that signifies, you will understand what you need to do. Now, do you plan on staying in bed until something comes to kill you?”

“I can leave?”

“The building? No. The room, yes. I’m going to go visit Wake.”

“Wake? What happened?”

“She encountered Tekt, a Drinker,” Anna said, her expression dark. “One linked to Chimera. She was fortunate your Gunman was in the area. He managed to save her from a gruesome death.”

“He has a habit of doing that,” I said. “Drinkers are a nasty business. How is she?”

“Alive. That’s all that matters. You can visit her when she recovers.”

Surviving a Drinker was impressive. I only knew a few Hunters who had faced one and survived, mostly by running away. For a Sister to pull such a thing off meant that Wake was either lucky or more skilled than I had thought.

“I’m glad she’s going to be okay,” I said.

“As am I,” Anna said, glancing near the medical equipment. “Tell your guest to make herself useful when she’s done visiting. I’ll be in the main conference room. I expect you both there within the hour.”

For a moment, I thought Anna was losing it. I looked around the room, but it was empty.

“My guest?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

“You’ll see,”Anna said, heading out of the door. “Don’t delay.”

I slid out of bed and located my clothes.

“Dammit, how did she sense me?” a voice said. “I’ve been practicing, but she still locates me.”

“Jas?” I said, looking in the direction of her voice. “Where are you?”

“Over here,” she said. “How did she do that?”

Only my training prevented me from drawing on Perdition and slicing her in half as a threat—that, and I wasn’t sure what would happen if I actually manifested my sword. Would I turn into the Jade Demon? Could I even create it successfully after the fight with Velos?

Too many questions without answers.

She materialized into view beside the tech equipment on the other side of my bed. The machines around her gave off a high-pitched whine before calming down a few seconds later.

Her face still had some of the youth I remembered, but her eyes…she had gotten too close to death.

This wasn’t the innocent girl I had met when I first became a Sister. Jas had grown older in a brief time. Death and loss did that to a person. Her face had matured and her eyes contained a depth that had been missing when I saw her last.

She wore the Sisters black combat armor, meaning she had been elevated to a full Sister. After Kala’s attack, I figured her time as a trainee was over.

“Are you looking to end your life?” I said as the machines around her started making odd noises. “What are you doing?”

“Shit,” Jas said, taking a few deep breaths. “If I break these machines, Anna will kill me.”

“You appear like that again without warning and you won’t have to worry about Anna,” I said, semi-startled at her entrance. “I’ll end you myself. How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Hide in plain sight,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her. “You didn’t explain it the last time I asked.”

“I’m a technist. That means—”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“I can affect technology around me: I can boost it and make it work in different, more efficient ways.”

“Until it blows up or melts down,” I said, irritated. “You know that’s not what I meant. You did this on the copter going into the Park too. You hitched a ride without anyone noticing. How?”

“My ability lets me warp space around machinery,” Jas said. “The larger and more sophisticated the equipment, the larger the space I can warp. It lets me hide in plain sight by bending the electrical forces around my body, creating a small pocket dimension. Sort of like a form of energy camouflage.”

“What happens to the equipment after you warp around it?”

“Usually nothing,” Jas said, looking warily at the equipment around my bed. “As long as I don’t try to modify or boost it.”

“And if you do?”

“It doesn’t last long,” Jas answered. “Usually a few days.”

“Useful, but you need to get that ability under control,” I said. “Can this ability work in the Park?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Never tried it in there. I was able to manage it last time because I was inside the copter. I don’t know if it would work in the Park, though; not much tech there, and the EMP field is hard to work against. Not that I’m eager to try that out.”

“I have a feeling you’re going to get a chance to find out.”

An ability like hers would be essential for entering the Park unseen—and, more importantly unnoticed by the Unholy. I made a mental note to revisit her ability at another time.

“Is it true?” she asked. “You’re the new Jade Demon?”

“What did you hear?”

“Anna and Wake called you the Jade Demon,” she said. “So did Fuma and Calisto. I was there when you turned, when Fuma turned you. You weren’t exactly yourself.”

“Understatement of the year,” I said. “Does anyone know where Fuma disappeared to?”

“No,” she said. “After he jumpstarted your change, he left in a hurry.”

“I need to have a few words with him.”

“Are you going to kill him?”

“No, but he can help with the wards around the Park,” I said. “He would know how to make them stronger.”

“He won’t help you,” Jas said. “He wanted you to go on a rampage, killing everyone around you. I don’t think he likes the Order much.”

“He doesn’t.”

“Are you a monster?” Jas asked, her voice soft. “Are you Unholy?”

I gave her a long look.

“I’m not entirely human anymore,” I said. “Being different doesn’t make you a monster.”

“Being different makes people scared of you. They treat you differently, talk about you behind your back, and call you a freak.”

I realized we were no longer talking about me.

“Being different will scare some people,” I said, measuring my words. “Most people don’t like the unknown and right now we are both unknowns to those around us. If they call us freaks, it’s their fear talking. Let them talk; we’ll do what needs to be done while they hide. Some of the best people I know are freaks, present company included.”

“Thanks,” she said with a small smile. “It’s been a rough few days.”

“Tell me about Wake and the Drinker.”

“Velos had just finished trying to kill a Hunter and—”

“This Hunter, did you get her name?”

“Lina, her Gunman was named—”

“Misha,” I finished. “Brother-and-sister team. Both excellent, easily a level 2. Did they survive?”

“I was getting to that,” Jas said with a look. “This would be easier if you would stop interrupting me.”

Definitely not the same Jas.

“Go on,” I said with a wave of my hand. “No more interruptions.”

She described the initial confrontation and how she and Wake intervened to save Lina’s life.

“That was risky,” I said. “If Misha hadn’t taken him out of play even for that short time, you were all dead.”

“We didn’t have a choice,” she said. “If we didn’t jump in, Lina was dead.”

“Is that when the Drinker appeared?”

“No,” she said with a slight shudder as she looked off in the distance. “That’s when the old man appeared. The one with the glowing eyes.”

Her words froze my thoughts, gripping my stomach with a vise of ice.

“Glowing eyes?” I asked, staring at her. “His eyes glowed? Both of them?”

“No. Not both of them, just one,” Jas said, staring at me. “It looked like…”

“Me,” I said. “Like my eye when it glows?”

“Yes,” Jas said with a slow nod. “This old man had serious power.”

“What makes you say this?” I said, still shaken by what she had described. “I mean, aside from the glowing eye?”

“Velos was scared of him,” Jas continued. “When he tried to slice the old man, that old man stopped a named blade with his cane like it was made of cardboard. Then Velos hit him with that black cloud of death and…nothing. I saw the cloud completely cover the old man and it didn’t even affect him.”

“This old man have a name?” I asked, quietly dreading the answer.

“He said his name was Smith. Velos gave him two named blades and the Nameless.”

The old man had to be Chimera.

“What did this Smith say?”

“He was giving Velos a new team,” she said. “He said the end was near and it was Nameless—that, and he was going to destroy the wards around the Park.”

“Velos won’t be needing a new team anytime soon,” I said. “He’s been permanently retired.”

“Did you?” she asked. “You killed him?”

“Not alone,” I said. “I had help.”

“Are you sure he’s dead?” Jas asked, concerned. “He survived a shot to the face from Misha.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” I said. “He paid me a visit in the Park, wanted to discuss my dying and giving him Perdition. I disagreed…violently.”

“When you faced him, did you turn into that—?”

“Jade Demon? Yes. If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Are you still you?”

It was the same question I had been asking myself ever since I discovered I was the Jade Demon. I had no easy answer.

“Yes,” I said with certainty. “I’m still me, but some things have changed.”

“Like you turning into a large, scaled, dragon-looking thing?”

Some parts of her hadn’t changed.

“Did this Smith mention anything about a Blight?”

“A what?”

“Nevermind,” I said. “The Blight must be connected some other way. Did Smith say how he was going to destroy the wards?”

“No, just that he had much to do before he destroyed them,” she said. “He left and that’s when the Drinker attacked us. Wake tried to take him on alone and it nearly killed her. If it wasn’t for your Gunman, Wake…”

She looked away, gripped momentarily by emotion.

“I know,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I’m glad Cade was able to help her.”

“Do you know who the old man was?” Jas asked. “The Smith? Wake said he was an obscure Unholy.”

No sense in lying to her, not now. Besides, if she was going to risk her life, and she was, she deserved to know what she was facing.

“Judging from Velos’ reaction and the fact that he gave him the Nameless, I think that old man was Chimera, the Nightmare Lord in disguise.”

“A Nightmare Lord?” Jas said. “Why would he need that sword?”

“Good question,” I said. “Let’s go get some answers.”


 

THREE 

Rafael looked at Gan and sighed.

“What you’re proposing is suicidal at worst and insane at best,” Rafael said. “We can’t destroy those wards. That would put not only the city at risk, but the entire country.”

“What do you think the outcome will be if they destroy the wards?”

“You think accelerating the process is the solution?” Rafael asked. “Are you sure that mindswipe didn’t rob you of your senses?”

The training hall in the Gray headquarters was small. The hardwood floor in the center dominated the space. Around them, weapons of every kind adorned the walls. Both men were unarmed and both wore black training robes without designs.

Gan walked over to the center of the dojo floor, then gave him a hard look before speaking.

“Chimera wants a war. We should give it to him,” Gan said, stepping into a defensive stance. “We decimate his forces and remove his desire for bloodshed. Isn’t that what Regional wants?”

“I don’t care what Regional wants,” Rafael answered, stepping into the center of the floor. “Taking down those wards is not on the table. The risk to the populace is too great.”

“But you’re willing to risk Sepia’s life in this mission of yours?”

“Yes,” Rafael said without hesitation. “That risk is acceptable. She is a singular entity and instrumental in this plan succeeding. Unless we have another Jade Demon somewhere?”

“Her uniqueness doesn’t mean she gets sacrificed.”

“No one said anything about sacrificing her,” Rafael said. “Her involvement is instrumental because Chimera perceives her to be necessary. It’s the only way we can get him directly involved. This is a necessary risk.”

“Your assessment of risk leaves much to be desired.”

“If it’s any consolation,” Rafael said, “in regards to the risking of lives, I’m willing to risk mine and yours as well. Sepia is key to the success of this mission. You know this.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Gan said. “She hasn’t even mastered the transformation to Jade Demon. I just saw her. She has no idea what has happened, is happening, to her. She’s not ready.”

“Sadly, time is not a luxury we possess, old friend,” Rafael said. “A Blight has been sighted.”

Rafael let the words hang between them.

“A Blight?” Gan asked, concerned. “Are you certain?”

Rafael nodded.

“It made brief contact with Sepia before Velos attacked,” Rafael said. “You can be certain that won’t be the case next time.”

“We haven’t seen a Blight since the war. Has Chimera really grown that strong?”

“I’m afraid so,” Rafael said. “If we don’t stop him now, we won’t stop him at all.”

“This plan you’re proposing...If Regional finds out, it’s a death sentence,” Gan said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Do you see an alternative? We’re running out of time.”

“If you involve Regional, it will
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