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It’s been two weeks since Rolan ended my parents' lives and placed their souls in the filigree necklace that hangs around my neck. The glow coming from inside it is the only light I have as I sit near the lake's edge on Jensen’s family property. The iridescent lights swirl around like they're locked in an eternal dance. Slowly, it dims as dawn approaches. 
Tears slip past my lashes as the sun breaches the horizon, turning the sky from dark blue to a watercolor of pinks and oranges. I’ve made it another day without my parents, and another day I don’t give in to the thought of wandering into the lake and waiting until the world fades to darkness. As fast as that thought comes, I let it go and clear my head. 
The wind tries to soothe me with its long, slow caresses while making my hair float on the breeze, but it does the opposite, driving the cold even deeper. I pull my thick cardigan tighter around me while bringing my knees to my chest. The chill settles deep in my bones, and I wonder if warmth will ever thaw the ice that has formed around my heart. 
The sound of crunching leaves catches my attention, but I don’t bother to move. I’m too cold and too numb to see who is walking up to me, but the smell of pine and salty sea air wafts toward me. Leo sits beside me and leans back on his palms with his legs stretched out.
"It’s beautiful," Leo says softly.
"Yeah, it is," I whisper, not able to fully enjoy it.
We sit there in silence as we watch the sunrise before Leo speaks again.
"I’m gonna pick up breakfast at the cafe. Want to tag along?" He asks. 
As much as I want to sit here and stare at the sun's reflection shimmering off the surface of the rippling water, I need to do something else. I can’t sit here all day and watch the world pass me by. 
"Yeah, I think getting out will be good for me," I say as I stretch back out. Leo is up and on his feet, holding out a hand to help me up. I take it, and his strong grip lingers around my hand as I look up to meet his eyes. His brows turn up, showing his concern, but his warm smile lets me know he's here if I need him. I lean into his body, and he immediately wraps his arms around me. I melt into his embrace, accepting it even though I want nothing more than to go curl up in bed and be dead to the world. He doesn’t say anything to make me feel better, but he just allows me to get the comfort I need in silence. 
When I pull away, the smile I’m used to seeing has reappeared. Leo quietly intertwines our fingers and leads the way to Charles' truck. We hop in, and the drive is quiet, with the low drone of one of Leo’s podcasts in the background. Thankfully, it isn’t one of those women-hating podcasts that seem so popular recently; instead, it has something to do with space.
While he listens to a man explain spaghettification and black holes, I stare out the window, watching the tall trees pass in a blur. It doesn’t take long until we pull into a parking spot outside of the cute cafe that is preparing for the breakfast rush. Leo takes my hand once we’re out of the truck, and we walk inside. 
"Why don’t you find a table to wait at while I order?" Leo offers, and I nod before wandering off to a back table by the window. Two other early risers are looking over menus in the quiet, peaceful morning. Staring out the window, I watch the now bare branches sway in the breeze. The bell chimes, signaling another person entering the cafe, but my eyes follow a pair of cardinals that have perched on the branches. They flitter from one limb to the next, almost as if they're playing a game of tag.
I’m pulled from watching the flurry of red feathers when someone sits across from me. It takes a moment to realize it isn’t Leo, but my boss from the library, Clint.
"Good morning, dear," Clint says with a croak.
"Clint, what're you doing here?" I ask, confused.
"Well, I’m having breakfast, and you took my table, so I figured I would make myself comfortable," he says as he unrolls his silverware, refolds his napkin, and places it on top. He has yet to look up at me, but when he does, his brows crease, and his mouth turns to an even more dramatic frown. "What’s wrong, sweety?" He asks me so softly that it immediately triggers the tears.
"My parents passed away two weeks ago," I say, sniffling. I quickly pull an extra napkin from a dispenser sitting on the table to blot my eyes and blow my nose. 
"I’m so sorry to hear that. Your parents were very kind people," he says, reaching a frail hand across the table to give mine a squeeze. 
"Yeah, they were," I say as I try to hold back tears. "Sorry, I haven’t been to work. My life has gotten extremely hectic." I spare him the details of the last two months.
"Oh, don't worry about it. We aren't exactly the hottest spot in town. I've been able to manage. Hopefully, you'll be done with all this Order business and can come back soon. I miss having you around," Clint says, and my blood runs cold. How does he know about The Order and that I'm a part of it? 
"What?" I ask in complete and utter shock, but I try to take a page from Jensen’s book and keep my features as blank as possible. Which is a challenge, considering I wear my emotions plainly on my face.
"I figured once you disappeared, it had to do with The Order," he says nonchalantly as he looks over the menu. He's completely oblivious to my rigid demeanor, or if he isn't, he's playing it off well. 
"I don't know what you're talking about," I say, trying to see how much he knows without saying too much. The hairs on the back of my neck rise, and the sense of unease is making my stomach turn uncomfortably. Was he responsible for Gage knowing where I was the year prior to my abduction? Did he plant the book in the library? Did he set it all up right under my nose, and I was just too blind to see it?
"When I was a young boy, I stumbled across two men trying to open a portal in the woods just outside town. When suddenly another group, I now know as The Order, confronted the two men. Much to my surprise, the Order killed them and buried the bodies deeper in the forest. I was scared, in shock, but so curious. Since then, I've kept a close eye on the comings and goings of the forest. It seemed like with every new generation, The Order became smaller and smaller. So I thought it'd died out until you found that book. I knew it was just a matter of time," he admits as he places his menu to the side. 
"Can I get you something to eat, Clint?" a server asks when she approaches the table.
"Yes, I would like the eggs Benedict with hash browns and a black coffee, please."
"Of course. I'll get that started," she smiles and walks away. It was then that I spotted Leo making his way over to me, his face looking perplexed. He pulls a chair from another table and places it next to me, sits down, and drapes a protective arm over my shoulder.
I watch Clint curiously as he sets the menu aside and fiddles with his cutlery again.
"Why didn't you say anything about the book?" I ask, almost emotionless. Leo does a double-take from me to Clint as if he’s trying to understand our entire conversation with that one sentence.
"There was a woman in that group carrying a book that looked just like it, but it took me a while to place it. I only saw it for a few minutes, so I wasn't going to open my mouth and be wrong." His logic makes sense, but I still feel uneasy about this whole situation. There are so many questions circling my mind, and every minute of sitting here makes me feel more exposed, even though the man who was after me is now dead and slowly rotting away in a hole six feet deep.
"How did you know about me then?" I ask curiously.
"Because the woman carrying that book was your great-grandmother," he says. I'm still wary, but Clint has never given me a reason to distrust him.
"So, you know where the portal is?" I ask.
"I do. It's been acting strange, too," he says.
"Actin’ strange, how?" Leo asks, finally catching up on the conversation.
I notice the server coming over with Clint's coffee and placing it in front of him. She turns to Leo before speaking. "Sir, your food and coffee will be ready soon," she says, then heads to another table to check on the other customers.
Clint pours sugar into his coffee, then stirs it slowly, trying not to spill the already too-full cup.
"The color was duller, and the energy around it felt dormant. But now," he pauses, taking a sip of his coffee before shaking his head and contemplating how to tell me this information. Or maybe he's just still trying to understand it himself. "It's like the surrounding air is vibrating." He uses his frail hands to emphasize the vibrating sensation he's talking about. 
"Interesting." I cross my arms and lean back in my seat, thinking about what this portal could lead to. My unease settles, knowing that he's watched the portal this entire time like a personal sentinel.
"Has anything come through it?" Leo asks.
"Not that I've seen, but I plan to place a trail camera out there. I figured you could keep tabs on it, seeing as that's your job." Clint takes another sip of his coffee before placing it back on the table and fiddling with his silverware again.
"That... Would be incredibly helpful." Leo looks down at his lap and mutters to himself, "Why didn't I think of that?"
"Here's your order, sir." The server places our two bags and our coffees on the table in front of Leo. 
"Thank you," Leo says before giving her a tip. We stand, and I grab the drink carrier holding the coffee.
"Thanks for being so understanding about me not being at work," I say.
"Of course, and I'm sorry about your parents. Take all the time you need. Your job will be waiting for you." He pats my hand, and I give him a sad smile before Leo leads us out of the cafe and back home.
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After having breakfast with the guys, Leo and I explained our run-in with Clint. Then I spent the rest of the day the way I’ve spent the last two weeks, curled up in bed until dinner. Thankfully, the guys have been really understanding about giving me space when I need it, which has been constant. I worry I’m pushing them to a point that I won’t be able to get them back. No matter how much they tell me they’re here for me, a nagging voice in the back of my head baits my insecurities about them getting tired of my distance and my cold behavior until they decide they’re over it and move on. The longer I drift from them, the harder it'll be to rebuild the relationship back to what it was. Which, now I’m realizing, was built almost entirely between the sheets. 
I’m not ashamed of it, but it feels like that relationship is far more fragile when sex has been the tie holding it together, and then I shut them out sexually. And it's not that I don’t want sex. I feel guilty wanting to feel pleasure when I should be grieving. It’s weird, feeling that way, but I can’t help it. 
It's as if any happiness I feel will be tainted by the fact I should be sad, and I am sad, but I don’t want to be. I want to feel the way I did before this happened, even though I know deep down it's impossible. There's no going back to who I was. A small piece of me died that day with my parents, and guilt had wormed its way into me even though my parents told me they were at peace with their choices. 
But I'm not. 
How do I cope with the fact that my very existence is the reason they're now gone?
A light rapping on the door grabs my attention, interrupting my morning downward spiral. The squeaking of the hinges makes their arrival known before they do.
"You up?" Charles whispers.
"Yeah," I say as I roll over to look at him standing in the doorframe.
"Can I come in?" he asks, his eyes wide with hope as he looks me over, evaluating if I’m in a better mood or not.
"Sure," I say as I curl to my side, tucking the blanket up to my chin. The winter air is becoming bitterly cold, and I hope Jensen gets the outside patched up soon so we can turn on the central heating. But until then, we pile up the blankets and light the fireplaces.
Charles moves to the bed, pulling up the covers quickly and hopping in, which makes me shiver as the cold air infiltrates the warm cocoon I’ve created. He moves in close and wraps an arm around me, tucking me tightly to him. The cold feeling of a different spot on the sheet makes me flinch, but it's quickly replaced by the warmth of his body.
"How are you feeling?" Charles asks.
"Cold. You let the warm air escape from under the covers," I say dryly. Charles chuckles at my attempt at humor, even though I feel anything but hilarious.
"You know that’s not what I meant," he says against my hair before kissing my head in the same spot.
"I know. I’m clearly trying to avoid talking about my feelings," I admit.
"Amy, if you don’t get it off your chest, you'll continue to bottle it up until you explode and have a meltdown," Charles says softly. I want to be angry at him for calling me out, but I don't have it in me.
I sigh. "I know." I tuck my head into his neck, breathing in his clean, stormy scent and letting it wash over me. I could drown in the smell of him and the way my heart swells when I'm in his embrace. Even though I’m avoiding the obvious, I know he’s right. Lately, it seems like he's always right. It's honestly getting annoying.
"What's on your mind this very second?" he implores.
"That you smell really, really good," I answer honestly, and he laughs. The vibrations of his laugh make me sink even further into his arms.
"What do you like about my smell?" he asks.
"It makes me feel like I’m home. That I’m safe, and I never want to leave it," I whisper as tears prick my eyes.
"You’re always safe with me, and you'll be by my side until the day we die." The sentiment is hopelessly romantic, but I know he can’t promise me those things. As much as I want them to be true, I know life is cruel and unfair, and it takes no prisoners.
Then the serene faces of my parents flood my mind with the memory of their last moments on earth, wrapped in each other's arms until they were gone. So, while death has been callous towards me, my parents' lives ended the way they planned, together and full of love.
"I hope so," I breathe.
"I know so," he says before kissing my head again. We fall into silence as the sun crests and fills the room with its radiance. I really should ask Jensen for the measurements of these windows so I can buy some blackout curtains, even though sitting in a dark room will only push my mental health into a deeper sense of unrest.
"I should probably get up. Surprisingly, I don't know if I want to stay in bed all day," I say. 
"Just a few more minutes. I want to hold my wife in my arms a little longer," he says as he squeezes me. Sometimes, I forget we got married. I have been so consumed with grief that I haven’t felt like a wife. So I let him have his way, and we lay there for a few more minutes until he sighs and releases me.
"Well, I should probably get dressed, too. Jensen wants our help measuring every window." Charles slowly gets up and heads for the door.
"Why don’t you move your clothes in here with me?" I ask. He turns to look at me, his brows lifting in surprise.
"Are you sure? I thought you wanted your own space."
"I mean, I do, but you're my husband. Isn’t sleeping separately and having different rooms a little weird?"
"It isn’t typical, but neither is our relationship, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to offer me a place here with you permanently when you have more than one ‘husband,’" he says with air quotes. Although Charles is legally my husband, Leo and Jensen performed the handfasting and are my spiritual husbands. 
"I guess you’re right, but the offer's always open," I say with a halfhearted grin.
"I know, but as long as we live under the same roof, I’m satisfied," he smiles, the warmth reaching his eyes.
"Okay," I answer before he steps out and closes the door behind him. Getting up and dressing seems like a monumental task, and I can’t seem to find the will to get out of bed. I close my eyes for a few minutes before letting out a deep sigh and pushing myself to get out of bed. I need this to be over with so I can crawl back into my pile of blankets and hide away.
I decided on comfortable clothes instead of trying to look good for anyone. I put on some sweatpants, an oversized sweater, and a beanie over my long, tangled hair. 
Should I brush it? Probably, but I can’t be bothered. At least I brushed my teeth and put on deodorant, which is more than I've done in the past couple of days. I pull on my thick wool socks and put on my slippers.
As I walk down the hall, the door to the room my parents stayed in is ajar. Am I ready to even go in there? To be around all their things and all the reminders that they won't be here to take any of it home.
I stare at it. Maybe I'm strong enough to go in there. Even though I can't seem to make myself move, and I feel paralyzed, almost as if I'm shielding myself from the raw emotions that will rip through me. Do I want to ruin my day by going through their things? What if I go in there and can hold it together? Or what if I break all over again?
"The only way to know is to just do it," I whisper to myself, putting my muddled thoughts into words to get myself to do something. With a newfound determination, I force myself to move and stop just short of grabbing the handle. 
Frozen again, my hand trembles before slowly reaching for the handle and pushing the door open. The scent of my dad's body wash and my mom's perfume envelopes me in a wave, and I question if I can do this. I blink away the tears that threaten to spill past my lashes as I walk into a time capsule of their last days. My dad's silly slippers are neatly beside the nightstand that holds his wallet, keys, and phone. My mom tossed a cardigan over an armchair, and their suitcases sat on the bed.
Tears well in my eyes. Everything is just as they left it. The Christmas presents I had picked out specifically for them, which will never be used, are just a reminder of my naivety. I hoped I could save them, even begging to take their place, but it couldn't be done. Anger rolls through me. My throat is painfully tight, and my chest aches as a scream rips through me. I grab anything I can get my hands on and throw it across the room, destroying anything and everything in my path, and sobs wrack my body. A hard slam against the door frame causes the door to smash into the wall, and I spin toward it.
"Are you okay?" Leo stands in the doorway, panting from running to me.
"Why? Why are they gone?" I sob, and he rushes to my side as I slump to the floor. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me onto his lap, while stroking my hair as I bawl my eyes out. 

[image: ]

Leo had brought me back to my room, brought me food, and stayed with me the rest of the day. Then he tucked me into bed and fell asleep with me, but now all I can do is toss and turn at the way I lost control. I sneak out of bed and back into my parents' room to find the mess I'd left behind. My stomach turns with guilt from tossing their things around as if they meant nothing. I spend the next hour cleaning up when I find a letter tucked in the front pocket of my mom's suitcase.
My Dear Sweet Amy,
If you are reading this, it means your father and I are gone. I know we've said it to you several times, and I'm sure no matter how many times we have said it, you don't believe us. We are at peace with our decision. We've known for so long that this day would come, so we made sure to pour as much love into you as we could. As long as your father and I are together, we'll be okay. 
I know this is incredibly hard for you. I don't want you to feel guilty about what we choose to do. But I know all too well how grief, guilt, and anger can consume a person. So I have left a stack of books for you with a few spells marked. These are to help you through it, but use them with caution.
You are the last in our family line. I hope that one day you will have children of your own to pass down the gifts we have as the women in our family. I hope you will teach them and raise them the way I wish I could have with you, but I let fear of the unknown stop me. Now, I have to struggle with the eternal guilt that I'm leaving you unprepared for what you may face.
I am so beyond proud of the woman and wife you have become; I can't believe I'm writing that, with Charles, of all people. Anyway, I am proud of you!
-Love you, 
Mom
I tucked the letter back in its envelope and placed it on the bed. Looking around, I spot a stack of books next to my mom's side of the room. The books range in age, a few looking pretty ancient, while others appear to be relatively new, leather-bound journals.
I sit cross-legged on the floor next to the stack and start flipping through the pages, finding tons of recipes for potions, rituals, and spells. Some are super simple, while others are pages long with elaborate ingredients I've never heard of, and rituals that last for days. 
I notice a few tabs sticking out of a much older grimoire. I flip to the marked pages, finding a spell to remove sadness caused by grief and another spell to commune with the dead. It's almost like my mom knew their deaths would affect me more than I ever realized. I continue to flip through, and near the back, I find a spell I never would have thought possible: resurrecting the dead. The feeling of dread creeps up my stomach and twists my insides as I read the ritual. 
"That is one... involved ritual you're reading." Rolan's smooth voice startles me as I slam the book shut. I feel like a child who was caught with their hand in the cookie jar, even though these books are now mine.
"Don't sneak up on me like that!" I scold him. I clutch my chest in hopes it will calm my rapidly beating heart and bring my breathing back to normal.
"I see your mom left you the family collection of grimoires. Those will be exceptionally useful."
"How can you tell it's a stack of grimoires?" I ask.
"They're radiating power."
"Why are you here, Rolan?" I ask, trying to cut to the chase.
"I think it's time I relay what's been happening in Larcaroth. I wanted to give you time to grieve, but unfortunately, we need your help."
"How can I help?" I question, not sure how I can make a huge difference against an army of demons.
"We've had numerous negotiations with Von, but he refuses to come to any agreement. He's persistent and stubborn while amassing an army and creating allies." Rolan’s voice is tight, and it's obvious he's frustrated. He isn’t used to things not going his way, which shows.
"Of course, I’m irritated things aren’t going my way. He’s being irrational, petty, and, quite frankly, stupid. He’s willing to throw off the balance of our entire world for what? More land? More people under his control? He’s a power-hungry fiend. It's been seven princes for almost as long as demons have existed, and he wants to destroy that," Rolan says in a huff. 
"And how am I going to help?" I ask.
"You’re going to be my secret weapon," he says, lowering his voice.
"How can I be your secret weapon?" I say a bit more sarcastically than I meant to, but I wanted to sit and read the grimoires in peace. Now, I'm being dragged into demon politics.
"The other demon princes know you escaped Larcaroth, but they don't know if you're dead or alive. I've alluded to the former and have been putting on quite the show. Zarinith is the only one who knows the truth, and it's been a guarded secret."
"Okay, but that doesn’t explain how we’re your secret weapons. Would you like to elaborate more, please?"
"Well, as much as Vonnalun believes he's powerful, he lacks the extra strength that the other princes have. He reaches deep into a person to see what drives them to greed and uses that to his advantage. Manipulating what people want can be useful, but it can also backfire. Most people’s wants in life fluctuate frequently, and once satisfied, they want something different."
"So, Von has to find the right people in the right positions to entice, or he’s stumped?" I ask, piecing together what I think Rolan is getting at.
"Exactly, which has been our only grace at this point. Trying to find demons to align with his ideas has taken longer than he expected, and if he isn’t careful, his power can turn the very people he needs against him. Then they'll try to take what Von wants for themselves. I can imagine it's a delicate balance he has to play, but that gives us the upper hand. He wants to meet with us, and we believe it's a trap, so that's where The Order comes in. You'll hide yourself and the guys in the shadows and be my extra eyes."
"But I haven't hidden anyone else before. I don't think I can do that; I haven't been practicing that or any of my other powers with everything that's happened," I say, looking around the room that's mostly back in order.
"I know, but we'll go to Larcaroth to fast-track your learning again. I know you've gone through a lot, Little Shadow, but I..." he swallows hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. "I need you." My eyes find him again, and he looks uncomfortable with his admission.
"Okay. When does he want to meet?" I ask, trying to calm my inner panic in order to help him. I know I could use a distraction, and this may just be what I need.
"He wants to meet in three days," he admits.
"Three days! Rolan, how am I going to learn to do that in three days? If I fuck up..." I trail off, knowing this could be extremely dangerous.
"That won't happen," Rolan says defiantly.
"We'll see. I guess I'd better go tell the guys to pack."
"You may want to pack more than you think you'll need," Rolan informs me as I stand to find Charles, Leo, and Jensen.
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Ifill my bag with plenty of warm clothing. Packing underwear seems like a lost cause since the guys rip them to shreds, but I throw some in my bag, anyway. Remembering the stack of grimoires in my parents' room, I walk in, ignoring everything but the stack of books. Grabbing it, the top books tip precariously, so I tuck them under my chin and head back to my room. 
"Do you need help?" Jensen asks from down the hall.
"Uh... Yeah, can you grab the top few books?" I ask. He quickly strides over to me in four steps. Sometimes I forget that the height difference means he moves much quicker. He grabs them, which makes that stack far easier to handle. "Do you have a backpack I can borrow to carry these in?" I ask, knowing my duffel bag is almost full.
"Yeah, I'll go grab it," he says after setting the books down on the bed.
I sit on the edge of the mattress while I wait for Jensen to come back and stare out the window. The once bright winter day is now grey and overcast. I wonder if that is a sign of what's coming. Our lives have been at a standstill, but that'll change once we get to Larcaroth. 
Am I even ready for this? I want to help Rolan, and I need a distraction from my emotions, but is this too big for me to handle? If I fuck up, it could mean someone getting hurt or worse, and I'm not sure I can handle the death of others falling on my shoulders.
"Here," Jensen says, holding a black backpack toward me.
"Thanks," I respond quietly. Carefully, I add the books to the bag, trying not to damage the older grimoires. The silence in the room becomes thick and uncomfortable.
"Want to talk about it?" Jensen asks.
"No offense, but I don't think you would understand what I'm going through," I say with a bit more bite than I meant and instantly feel like a bitch.
"Harsh," he says under his breath. He's quiet for a moment more before speaking again. "I may not understand missing my parents the way you do, but our bond allows me to feel the turmoil you're dealing with. All the grief, guilt, emptiness. I feel it all." 
Now I really feel like a bitch. I'd completely forgotten that he could feel my emotions through the bond. Now, I wonder if I haven't felt his or Rolan's because they are so in control, or if mine have been so strong that nothing else is coming through. 
"I'm sorry. I didn't realize you could feel everything. I'll try to keep a better handle on it," I say apologetically. 
"Stop. That's not what I meant. I was trying to say I know you're going through a lot, and I'm here if you need me."
"I know." Genuinely, I wish I could talk to him and open up, but every time I open my mouth, everything hurts all over again. I don't want to keep crying and feeling everything over and over again. 
"Well, I'm going to get my stuff and head downstairs." Jensen turns and leaves before waiting for me to say anything.
Fuck. I know how to fumble it sometimes. Not only is Jensen dealing with his own baggage since being in his childhood home, facing his god-awful dad, and coming to terms with his brother being a ghost here. He's also taking on my gut-wrenching grief. I couldn't imagine dealing with this kind of pain, and it isn't mine. Eyeing the backpack full of grimoires, the spell of taking away pain comes to mind. 
How would a spell like that even work? Will there be any drawbacks? As I reach for the bag, another knock comes from my door.
"Come in," I shout over my shoulder.
"Hey," Charles says quietly as he approaches me. He moves my bag, sits beside me, and places his arm around my shoulder. I lean into his firm body, and I melt into him.
"How're you doing?" Charles asks, his lips brushing against my hair as he speaks, sending shivers skating across my skin.
"I was just a massive bitch to Jensen," I sigh, my shoulders dropping heavily.
"What do you mean?" he asks as he rubs my arm.
"He just asked me if I wanted to talk, and I shot back at him that he wouldn't understand since he wanted his parents dead. Which was super insensitive, but then he reminded me that sharing the bond means he can feel my emotions. So, I feel like a piece of shit now," I say as I drop my head into my hands.
"Yikes." 
"I know." I peek between my fingers to look at him, and he smiles at me.
"Maybe opening up to him would help you since you don't have to explain how you feel," Charles suggests.
"I don't want to talk about it," I reiterate.
"You'll have to let us back in sometime, you know," he says as he stands.
"Maybe being in Larcaroth will help—you know, a change in scenery and all that," I say. 
"Maybe," he says.
"Ya’ll ready?" Leo asks from the open door behind us.
"Yeah," I say and stand. Charles grabs my bag before I can, so I throw my backpack over my shoulder and walk toward the door. Charles laces his fingers between mine and squeezes my hand. I squeeze back, and as much as I want my space, I crave being with him, Leo, Jensen, and even Rolan. I really hope that going to Larcaroth will remove the constant reminder of my parents' presence. Not that I want to forget them, but right now it's a painful reminder that they're gone, and Larcaroth won't be like that.
Jensen and Rolan are already waiting for us in the open foyer. The nerves kick in, and my stomach knots. I can feel my palms sweating in Charles's hand, making it uncomfortable to keep holding. Thankfully, he lets go to set my bag down next to his.
"Right. Is everyone ready?" Rolan asks. We nod or hum in agreement. 
Rolan steps out in front to put space between himself and the rest of us. He pulls a black orb from his pocket and tosses it to the ground; smoke swirls around until a portal reveals itself.
"Well, shit, that must be nice to have instant travel in your pocket," Leo chuckles to himself before picking up his bag and walking through. He didn’t hesitate for even a second to contemplate what we could walk into. Jensen follows behind, then Charles grabs our bags and walks through. I follow but stop short. Feeling the icy smoke swirling around me brings back all the memories from the last time I was in Larcaroth. 
I was attacked not once, but twice by demons, and Jensen almost died, not to mention the virility ball nightmare that had life-changing repercussions for Jensen, Rolan, and me. I did what I needed to in order to survive. I don't regret what happened, but it changed so much for all of us. 
Rolan rests his hands on my shoulder. "You'll make it back home, I promise," he whispers, and a chill runs down my spine.
"You can’t know that for sure," I sigh. "You can’t promise me we’ll all make it back." I already sound defeated, but what can I expect? The last few months have been a rollercoaster of loss, trauma, and pain. There's been plenty of ups, but the downs are tipping the scales monumentally in its favor.
"You’re right, but you can’t wallow in despair here. We need you," Rolan pauses. "I need you, and I don’t think we can win without you," he confesses. His voice is soft and tender, which is unlike him, but then again, I don’t know Rolan all that well, so maybe this is just a side of him I’ve never seen before.
"I know," I sigh. Everything weighs so heavily on me, and I'm not sure how much more I can take.
Taking a deep breath, I walk through the portal into the familiar foyer of Rolan’s massive castle. The icy chill feels harder to shake when I enter a world where the typical temperature is consistently freezing.
"Is everything okay?" Charles asks me as he looks me over.
"Everything’s fine. I was just nervous coming back here. That’s all," I admit, as Rolan steps through the portal. Leo and Jensen watch me closely, but quietly.
"Vogmun," Rolan says, his voice elevated ever so slightly. I wonder how anyone could’ve heard him in this massive castle, but I’m not surprised when I see Vogmun walk up to Rolan dutifully and await his instructions.
"Be sure to have all the curtains closed in the castle. I don’t want anyone to get any ideas about our guest's arrival. Also, if any of you imps say a word about the humans being here, death will look like a vacation, understood?" Rolan’s voice is commanding and stern. Vogmun answers in his native tongue and then flies off. 
I look at Charles and Leo, who seem on edge after seeing an imp. I had forgotten they'd never seen one before.
"They’re harmless. They do like to play tricks on people, like taking all your clothes and tossing them in the center of your room after you just finished unpacking," I inform them.
"I think I’ll keep my distance for now," Leo says, his eyes bulging from the little red demon’s presence.
"Agreed," Charles says.
"Well, I'll give you a tour to show you around," Rolan says, stepping effortlessly into his role as host while looking from Leo to Charles. "And to refresh your memory," Rolan tells Jensen and me. 
Even though we'd been gone for almost a month, it's hard to forget the castle that changed my life forever. I followed behind everyone and listened to Rolan explain the castle's rules, but I tuned him out for the rest of the tour.
Charles and Leo both look stunned at the expanse of Rolan’s home. When we finally return to our starting point, Rolan speaks again.
"Well, I have given you all separate rooms on the third floor. Just grab your things, and I can take you there so you can all get comfortable." I quickly grab my bag, not wanting one of the guys to take it for me. With my depressed mood, I already feel like a burden, and I don't want them to feel like they need to help me every step of the way. Charles gives me a sideways glance as if he expected to take it. 
"I got it. You don’t have to carry my bags everywhere, you know," I say, trying to joke, but he just walks up to me and whispers in my ear.
"I have another way of carrying your stuff. I'll just throw you over my shoulder instead." His lips brush against my ear, and a tingle races up my spine. I push him away and look into his eyes to find he's being serious.
"Okay, fine, you win." I raise my hand in mock defeat and give him my bag. As much as I don’t want to be a burden, I don't want him carrying my ass up three flights of stairs and down numerous hallways. 
Charles takes the bag and smiles at his success. Rolan leads us up to the third floor, and I follow behind, hoping I'll have time to crash into the bed and hide.
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Rolan gave us enough time to unpack before rounding us up again and taking us to the gym. It looked like a regular run-of-the-mill gym. The equipment was all off to the left, and to the right was a huge sparring mat. 
"We have three days to make sure you can hide yourself and them in the shadows," Rolan says, nodding his head toward the guys.
"Rolan, this feels like a long shot," I admit. Cloaking myself took me multiple days. Being able to hide myself plus three others while not touching feels impossible.
"Well, you certainly won't by giving up before you start."
"Ugh," I groan, not sure why I even agreed to this crazy plan. 
"You three can go work out. We need you in peak condition while I work with Amy." They hesitate before heading for the gym equipment. Rolan removes his jacket and places it on a bench near the wall. He rolls up his sleeves and walks over to me, and I can't help but notice how strong he is. It's easy to fool everyone when you're in a three-piece suit, but I know he's ripped underneath, and his forearm is just the slightest indication of that. If sleeper body had a picture next to it in the dictionary, it would be him.
Rolan tsks at me, but smirks when I look up at him."Naughty girl."
"Sorry." Warmth spreads across my cheeks. I need to focus.
"Alright, I want you to cloak yourself." It doesn't take long until I feel the darkness overcome me, and I'm hidden amongst the shadows. 
"Okay, now what?" I ask.
"Now grab my hand and make it spread to cover me as well." Rolan puts out a hand, and I place mine in his. I always forget how warm his skin is. 
Instead of thinking about how his hand feels in my mind, I try to focus on spreading the shadows. I envision them covering his hand and up his arm.
"Slower. You are picturing too much at once. It moved, but as soon as you thought of my arm, it receded. Try again," Rolan instructs.
Closing my eyes, I imagine it slowly creeping up his hand to his wrist.
"Think smaller. Start at the fingertips." 
I take a steadying breath to help refocus. I imagine the shadows gliding over each of his fingers, slowly moving over his palm and the back of his hand. Then it moves over his wrist.
"Good. Keep going." Keeping my eyes shut, I keep it going up to his forearm until it reaches his elbow. Once it moves past the elbows, I stall out. Having a direct skin connection helps to cover him, but it's almost like the clothing is acting as a barrier. I try to force the shadows over the clothing, but I'm losing that direct contact, and it fails.
"Try again," Rolan instructs. 
This time, I open my eyes. Maybe seeing what I'm trying to cover will help. I try over and over again until sweat covers my brow, and my head aches. My body wants to give out from the exertion.
"Rolan, this isn't working, and I'm exhausted." I drop his hand, and the guys have long since finished working out. They've even taken showers already.
"You need to keep trying."
"I can't. If I keep going, my brain may explode. It's killing me right now." I let out a sigh as I rub my forehead above my eyes, the throbbing becoming unbearable. Nausea washes over me in waves. My knees give out, and hit the mat hard.
"Amy?" Charles calls out and rushes to my side.
"I'll be okay. I just need to rest and take some pain relievers." I try to sit up straighter, but the nausea makes the room spin.
"You don't look good," Leo says from beside Charles.
"Trash can." I point to the small bin near the bench, and Charles rushes to grab it, placing it in front of me just before I heave.
Leo moves to my side, holding back my hair, and my face feels hot with embarrassment. Nothing is hotter than barfing in front of everyone. I could curl up and die right now, but my ribs are contracting so hard with each heave that it makes it impossible.
"She's done," I hear Jensen say in the short break between wretching.
Finally, my stomach was thoroughly empty, and I fell back on the mat.
"Why does the light have to be so bright?" My head pounds viciously, and I see white spots dance in my vision. I close them in hopes it will help, but it just makes the room feel like it's spinning again.
I feel arms beneath my knees and behind my back, and I'm hoisted into the air.
"Just remember to take deep breaths, and it should help," Jensen instructs, and I lean my head against his shoulder.
"I don't think deep breathing is going to help this one," I admit. 
"Is it a headache or a migraine?" he asks.
"Is my brain exploding an option?" I ask seriously because it feels like that's what I'm on the verge of.
"I don't think so."
"Well, either way, I need water and a shit ton of pain relievers," I whisper into his neck as the spots dance in front of my eyes again from talking.
"Don't worry, we'll take care of you. I think Charles and Leo went to get you some food, too." My stomach rumbles, but the thought of food sounds like a terrible idea. But I guess I would rather have something to throw up instead of dry heaving, if I have to throw up again.
Next thing I know, Jensen is laying me in bed, and I pull the covers up over my head. "Can you turn the lights off? It's making it worse."
"Yeah," Jensen says softly before I hear the click of the light switch. I pull down the covers slightly. Now that I'm laying down, the splitting pain has gotten worse, and I wonder if it'll ever go away. 
"Here." Jensen stands before me with a bottle of pain relievers and water. 
"Thank you." I open the bottle of water and take a sip, before opening the medicine bottle and dumping four into my hand. Tossing it back, I follow it up with water and lie back down slowly, not wanting the room to spin again.
Charles and Leo came in and set the food down on the bedside table before they all quietly exited the room to let me rest. Once they were gone, I took an additional three pain relievers in hopes it would kick in sooner. 
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The last two days have been nothing but training with Rolan to strengthen my shadow walking. Every night ended with a migraine, taking far more ibuprofen than what's safe for a human, drinking a bunch of water, and passing out in a pitch-black, silent room. But I could successfully hide the guys in the shadows without touching them. 
We meet with Von and the other demon princes in less than an hour, and my stomach is in knots. My nerves are already frazzled, and I'm not sure I can pull off the shadow walking under pressure. Doing it in the safety of Rolan's home is one thing, but knowing I will be around six other demon princes has me on edge.
I quickly adjust my black, high-impact leggings and tight, long-sleeve shirt, making sure they're sitting just right to minimize noise. I decided against my Converse for a pair of rubber-soled boots that lace up just past my ankles. I pull my hair up into a high ponytail and consider taking off my necklace, but I can’t bear the thought of leaving it behind and something happening to it. I plop down on the vanity stool and stare down at it. Tears prickle my eyes.
Stop. I can't let my emotions get the best of me right now. If my parents were here, they would want me to have a clear mind and focus. 
I tuck it beneath my collar and put on eyeliner and mascara. "Ugh, seriously?" I notice a pimple blooming on my chin from the stress. I grab some concealer and dot it on. I know the guys won’t say anything, but it's annoying that, on top of everything, I’m worried about my skin breaking out. I blend out the concealer before hearing a knock at my door.
"Coming," I shout, then recheck my appearance before I stand and head for the door.
"Damn," Charles says as he takes in my outfit. "You look like one hot-ass assassin."
"We aren’t assassins; we're going to make sure Von isn't up to any funny business," I say as I step forward. His arms snake around my waist, and his hands roam over my curves.
"Well, I’m going to be an assassin because I plan to murder that pussy tonight," he says in a seductive whisper, and I burst out laughing in his face.
"Did you just think of that?" I ask between full belly laughs.
"Was it that corny?" he asks as he smiles, and I nod while trying to contain my laughter.
"It was so bad." I can’t help the giggles that continue to bubble out of me.
"It’s nice to hear you laugh," he says, and his eyes are tender and sincere. An almost sad smile pulls at his lips as he stares at me.
"It felt nice to laugh again," I admit.
"Even if it was at my expense, it was worth it," he says as he pulls me tightly to him, and I give in to his embrace. I lean on his shoulder, take in his clean scent, and then sigh. Maybe things will start getting better. And maybe I won’t feel so sad or numb all the time. But right now, I can’t focus on myself. I need to keep my head clear.
"Well, let’s go make sure no one tries to kill Rolan," I sigh, feeling the pressure. 
"You're going to do great," Charles says, then grabs my hand, and we walk in comfortable silence until we enter the foyer. Leo and Jensen walk in from the great room, and they're in deep conversation while Rolan waits for us.
"Alright, now that everyone's here. You'll walk through the portal first, and I'll follow quickly after. Once we are inside his castle, you're to stay out of the way. You might be invisible to the eye, but they can still bump into you if they get too close. So stay silent and out of the way until absolutely necessary. Understood?" Rolan says. My stomach twists into knots, and my chest constricts. 
"Got it," I say, and the guys nod in agreement.
"If anything is to go wrong, you can not kill the princes, but anyone else is fair game," Rolan says.
"What? Why not?" I ask. I would think if the bastards can kill us, we should be allowed to return the favor.
"There are reasons. Ones I don't have time to explain. We need to leave."
Rolan throws the portal orb to the floor, and the portal swirls into existence. I take a deep breath and direct my attention to the shadows. Tingling warmth entangles around me, and I stretch out the darkness toward the guys who have moved closer. Soon, we are cloaked in shadows. We quickly move through the portal, and we enter a dark hallway lit by candles and lanterns. 
The dark stone feels medieval. This is not an elegant castle with marble floors and modern furnishings. This looks like a castle ripped straight from the pages of a history book. It's dark, dank, and so cold with a heaviness that sits on my chest like a weight.
Rolan pushes the doors open to our right, and there's a large circular table in the center, making the room appear small. Following behind Rolan, I slide my body along the wall, noticing there's only about four feet worth of space. It's going to be a tight fit. If anyone pushes their chair back, it could easily hit us. That thought alone makes me sweat with anxiety.
Rolan chose the chair close enough to the door to block or escape, but far enough so his back wasn’t to it. Leo is closest to me, and I outstretch my arm and place it across his chest, signaling him to stay flush with the wall. He nods, and Charles and Jensen follow suit. The room is tense, and I recognize only one other face. Tazezian looks as pleased as a nun in a strip club. 
The look of distrust is clear. There are four other men seated at the table, but one is missing, and I'll bet that's Von.
A man with dark brown wavy hair walks in as if on cue. He’s tall, fit, and has a charming yet arrogant air about him. He strides into the room with his chin held high, looking down his nose at everyone else. He’s impeccably dressed, but not in the same way as Rolan, who wears three-piece designer suits. No, this man looks like he just walked out of a fashion week event. I study how he walks and where he places his hands. I didn’t notice any weapons, but I never noticed them on the guys either, and they all typically carry a gun. So, I could be missing the subtle clues.
Von sits in the chair directly in front of me, which is also the chair directly across from Rolan. 
"Thank you all for coming. I know we've tried negotiating in the past, but I feel like we can finally come to an understanding if we all meet in person. No middlemen, no misconstrued communication, just good old-fashioned, face-to-face negotiations," Von says.
"Yes, I say this would be the best way to resolve the issues at hand." This time, an older man with a white mustache and a greenish hue to his skin speaks up. He looks like an old-time banker, with a pocket watch chain dangling from his coat pocket. Rolan took time to tell me what the other princes looked like, and I figured this must be Drizgan, the prince who embodies sloth.
"Well then, I suppose we should get on with it. What are your demands, Vonnalun?" Rolan asks.
"You all will resign as princes of your territory and hand it over to me. In return, I won’t kill you," Von says simply and leans back in his seat arrogantly like he just made them the deal of the century. "In fact, I'll allow you all to live in your castles and live out your days in peace while I rule our world." The tension and silence in the room are suffocating. I hold my breath, waiting for someone to say something. Then, the man next to Tazezian laughs. He has a hearty belly laugh and slaps his hand on the table. I almost jump at the sudden sound, but I remain focused on keeping us hidden in the shadows.
"That’s a good one. You've lost your fucking mind if you think we would agree to that." The man's laughs fade into a tired chuckle as he wipes a fake tear from his eye.
"Zurrin, I know it's hard for your pint-sized mind to understand complex demands, so I kept it simple. I cut through the bullshit and told you exactly what I want," Von says, utterly unfazed by the yelling.
"You stupid son of a bitch —" Zurrin's face and body turn visibly red until sparks flicker off his skin. Rolan clears his throat, and Zurrin settles. If it wasn’t for Rolan’s calm presence, I suspect Zurrin would've jumped over the table and strangled Von.
"You must know that those are preposterous demands, and none of us would agree to them. So why don’t we settle this like adults and have a real negotiation?" Rolan says, his smooth voice sending a calming wave over the room.
"And what do you have in mind?" Von says. I wish I could see his face to get a better read of the situation.
"Since Jakiron and Drizgan are so eager to join your crusade, you can keep their lands, but the rest is to be untouched by your rule," Rolan says before one man piped up.
"Now, hold on one minute. If he doesn’t rule above all of us, I'm keeping my territory and running it like usual," says Drizgan.
"Which isn't saying much," Von says arrogantly. "Besides, why would you allow me to rule all but not just your territory? You are the second weakest leader among us besides Jakiron, who is always too busy stuffing his face to rule," Von says, and Drizgan's face drops, and his stare is cold.
"I refuse to be the one losing here. Either they all lose, and you rule, or nothing changes. I made that clear to you, Von." Drizgan spits Von's name with venom.
"As long as I am given what Von has promised me, then I couldn't care less who rules my territory. I want to gorge myself on all my favorite pleasures." This man was tall and unusually thin, just as Rolan had described Jakiron.
Gorge himself? Is this really the demon of gluttony? How could he be so thin if he is constantly over-indulging?
"Why does Von get to lead Jakiron’s territory when it borders mine? He's clearly a shitty leader." This time, it's a different man speaking. He's wearing designer clothes, but they don’t have the same fashionable touch as Von's or the classiness of Rolan's. It's almost like he was more concerned with wearing the most expensive items he owned, regardless of whether they went together or not. Which must mean he’s Sonos, Prince of Envy.
"In fact, why are we even listening to his demands? We should throw him in prison, and we can split up the land to rule until we find an heir to replace him," Sonos reasons.
"I agree. Let him rot until the end of eternity," says Zurrin. 
The room becomes an uproar, and the loud noise reverberates off the walls, giving me a headache and making it harder to keep the shadows tightly around us. Among the commotion, the shadows start to slip from my grasp, and the magic wavers, capturing Drizgan's attention. He looks at where I’m standing, and I can feel his eyes piercing through the veil of
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