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Michael Sanchez stood at the center of the warehouse, sweat trailing down his spine as arcane symbols shimmered around him, drawn in meticulous circles across the concrete, glowing faintly with containment runes meant to tether the power roiling inside him.

The symbols pulsed.

Some were already fading.

He closed his eyes and exhaled, then unleashed.

Power surged out of him in waves — heat, darkness, and pressure. The kind of magic that twisted light and tore holes in reality. The kind of magic he would never use without risking everything. This wasn’t just an illusion anymore. This was something new. Something volatile.

And today, he wasn’t alone.

His blood-bonded sister, Jill, stood at the perimeter, her hands weaving through the air in familiar, fluid motions. Glyphs and runes flared to life around her fingers. A sorcery demon by blood, Jill had always been attuned to layered magic. Today, she was his anchor.

Michael kept pouring power into the room, not even close to draining his reserves, when something caught his attention.

Jill was lit up, encased in a column of soft purple light, murmuring an incantation with focus and speed. Symbols danced between her hands faster than he’d ever seen.

He cut off his release. “What’s going on?”

Without looking up, she hissed, “Rein it in, now.”

Understanding instantly, he began to pull the magic back into himself. It didn’t come easily. The air around him resisted, a friction that meant his power had started to take on a will of its own. Arcane markings around him pulsed violently. Several were missing altogether, erased.

His jaw tightened. “Shit.”

When the last thread of energy returned to his core, he stumbled back a step, panting. “What the hell was that?”

Jill lowered her hands, wiping sweat from her brow. “Your power’s changed,” she said simply. “It’s grown far beyond what containment glyphs like these can handle. I had to throw up warding spells on the fly just to keep the building from collapsing.”

He stared at her. “Thanks for handling that, sis.”

“Not just that,” she said, brushing off her sleeves. “You started siphoning from me.”

Michael blinked. “Wait, what?”

“I had to use a counter-siphon spell while holding a full-scale containment ward. It was a mess.” She stepped forward and hugged him before he could respond. “Good training, though. I needed that practice casting multiple layers at once. To be honest, if you were anybody else, I’m not sure I could have trusted being this close without fearing for my life.”

He laughed and gently pushed her back. “You’re such a nerd.”

“Yeah, well, this nerd saved our necks from your overcharged ass.”

Their teasing faded as the weight of what had happened settled between them.

Then Jill said quietly, “You may have incubus instincts now. That’s to be expected with the power you’ve absorbed. But since you’re mated,” she gave him a meaningful look, “you should just want one woman. But, without sex, I’m worried that power could kill you.”

Michael’s brow lifted.

And then he grinned. “I can’t wait to use that excuse on Megan. Constantly.”

Jill groaned and turned away. “Of course you’d be excited about that.”

He moved toward the exit, still chuckling, until Jill called after him, her tone shifting.

“Michael. Wait.”

He paused.

“There’s something else. Your magic — it’s not just a merger of what you already had, Bridget’s siphoning and succubus traits, or even what you took from the death bringer.”

He turned, eyes narrowing.

“There’s something deeper. Darker. Subtle, but entwined through everything you release.”

Michael went still.

He’d felt it too. That was why he’d asked Jill to come. He’d sensed something else lurking beneath it all. Something foreign, like a whisper of a voice not his own.
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The study was a beautiful mess, half library, half battlefield. Scrolls lay stacked in precarious towers. Books, cracked at the spines and bloated with notes, spilled across the wide oak table like fallen soldiers. Scribbled translations and incantations covered entire walls, some scrawled so fast the ink had run. The warm glow of floating lanterns flickered overhead, casting the room in shifting amber light. It smelled of dust, old magic, and endless nights without sleep.

Jack leaned over a brittle scroll, brow furrowed in concentration, lips moving silently as he traced an old fae dialect. His fingers stilled. He blinked once, then again, and then. 

“Got it!” he shouted, slapping both hands on the table hard enough to scatter a pile of notes. “This will be great. Imagine how much power we can gain with this one artifact!”

He stood and spun on his heel, voice echoing off the stone walls. There was no one to hear him, but that never mattered. Discovery was a reward all its own. Still grinning, he ran a hand through his unruly curls and paced, excitement surging through his limbs.

Helping his brother. Aiding his friends. Preparing for a war they all knew was coming. This, this was where Jack thrived. Buried in scrolls, surrounded by knowledge. He wasn’t always on the front lines, but he didn’t need to be. He was helping.

Not a burden. Not a mistake. Not the parasite their mother always said he was.

His eyes fell to the open sketch of the artifact on the table, a delicate, leafy thing, unlike any of the harsh relics of the underworld or cold sigils of the celestial realms. This one was alive.

The Verdelumen.

It was said to have been grown, not forged, an ancient, nature-bound artifact born from the last root of a fallen World Tree. Small enough to sit in the center of a dining table, it resembled a vibrant green shrub. Nothing flashy, nothing sharp. But it pulsed with dormant power, a gentle thrum like a heartbeat waiting to sync with another.

Its purpose was clear: to bind with a worthy bearer and amplify their natural gift, not their ambition, not their greed. The Verdelumen didn’t choose based on power. It chose based on balance. Harmony. Intent.

Which made its potential... volatile.

Jack leaned on the table, hands on either side of the drawing. His thoughts drifted to Michael.

Half-human, half-demon. An anomaly in every realm. But not evil. Michael had proven again and again that his heart was stronger than his bloodline. He’d walked away from power, from manipulation, from darkness, even when it cost him.

Jack exhaled, the thought solidifying.

“I think he could do it,” he murmured. “I think he might be the only one who can.”

The Verdelumen, if it worked, when it worked, could change everything. If Michael could bond with it, they might finally tip the balance. They wouldn’t have to survive the Overlord anymore. They could beat him.

Jack looked at the communicator crystal beside the scroll and grabbed it with purpose. His fingers flared with soft magic as he activated the link.

“Michael. Megan. Jill,” he said. “I need you in my research room. I’ve found something, and if we can get to it first, we might actually stand a chance.”
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Jack’s research room was alive in a way no war chamber ever could be.

Bookshelves bowed under the weight of ancient tomes and crumbling scrolls; their spines cracked with age and reverence. Loose papers curled across every surface, enchanted lanterns floated lazily overhead, casting warm, golden light over ink-splattered notes and ritual diagrams. A vine had somehow taken root through the far wall; Jack had let it stay. It reminded him that even in chaos, life persisted.

This was his space. Sacred, chaotic, brilliant. A cathedral for the curious.

He stood at the center table, surrounded by parchment and purpose, practically glowing. “The Verdelumen,” he said, spreading a sketched image across the table. “It’s real. I’ve narrowed it down to a fae-grown burial site in the Verdant Expanse. Lost after the Root Wars. It’s still alive.”

Michael, just in from dealing with another round of demon defectors, didn’t even bother to sit. He stood near the doorway, arms crossed, eyes burning with disbelief. “You want to leave. Now.”

Jack blinked at him, then gestured wildly to the table. “Yes! Now. Look at this; it’s a living artifact that amplifies a person’s natural gift. It bonds, pulses, and grows with the user. This could turn the tide.”

Michael didn’t move. “You realize I just killed the Death Bringer. We need to unite fraying factions before the Overlord makes his next move. And you want to run off when we need your help?”

“This is important!” Jack snapped, his excitement giving way to frustration. “It’s the Verdelumen. It’s not just some relic; it chooses who it bonds with. And once it does, it amplifies that person’s core ability. No corruption. No distortion. Just more.”

Michael stepped forward, voice cold. “And you think you’re the one to find it?”

“I know I am.” Jack stood taller, defiant. “You might be the one to lead a legion, Michael, but I’m the one who finds the pieces that let us win. This is what I do. This is where I belong.”

Michael scoffed, pacing now. “You’re choosing now to indulge your obsession with roots and runes? You think that matters more than keeping the factions together? More than keeping our family safe?”

Jack opened his mouth, then stopped, genuinely stunned. It was a slap, even if Michael didn’t mean it that way.

“You think I’m indulging?” he said quietly. “Do you know what it’s like? To always be beside the action? To be the one who reads, while the rest of you bleed?” His voice tightened. “This isn’t indulgence, Michael. This is me fighting back. In one of the ways I know best.”

A silence settled like dust.

“Let him speak,” Jill said, stepping into the room, her expression unreadable but eyes sharp. “Jack’s not chasing fantasies. He’s contributing in the way he knows best. We can’t all swing enchanted swords and command legions. Some of us have to find the things that keep us alive long enough to use them.”

Michael turned to her. “You really think now’s the time for a field trip?”

“I think you’re burned out,” she said coolly. “And starting to sound like a dictator.”

Michael flinched at that. Megan, leaning in the doorway, raised an eyebrow but said nothing. She was watching, measuring.

Jack took a breath, more rattled than he wanted to admit, and pushed the scroll closer. “Look at it. It’s not just a boost, it’s a balancer. It aligns with the core of a person. If that person’s twisted, it turns. But if they’re stable, whole, it becomes something else. Something pure.”

“And you think I could use it?” Michael asked, skeptical.

“Yes,” Jack said. “You’re half human. You walk that line every day. The artifact isn’t meant for demons or angels. It’s meant for beings who choose. You’ve done that more than any of us. On top of that, you have Megan, who balances you far more than anything else in this world could.” 

Michael exhaled, jaw tight, clearly warring with something internal. “What if it’s wrong about me?”

“Then it won’t bond with you,” Jack said. “But if it does, you might become the weapon we actually need.”

The room went still again, magic humming low from the scrolls around them.

Megan, silent until now, leaned forward, studying the drawing. “You really think it’ll accept Michael?” she asked softly.

Jack hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. It chooses based on balance, not blood. Michael’s always walked the line between what he is and who he chooses to be. If anyone could handle the Verdelumen without being twisted by it... it’s him.”

Michael exhaled, shaking his head, but didn’t speak. For a moment, the room was quiet, just the sound of parchment rustling in the faint magical breeze.

Finally, Jill turned to him. “You don’t have to like it. But we need more than brute strength right now. We need options. Let him go.”

Michael met her eyes, then Jack’s. The tension didn’t ease, but he nodded once, tight and reluctant. Michael looked away. “And if this whole thing backfires, while you’re gone?”

“Then we hold the line,” Jill said. “You’re not alone, Michael.”

Michael glanced at her, then at Jack. With another reluctant nod, he gave in, knowing neither of them would back down. He also understood the compulsion rooted in their Mammon heritage, passed down from their father’s bloodline, an inherited obsession to uncover treasures long lost to history. Jack, even more than Jill, was driven by it.

“Fine,” he said. “But if this backfires, we’re out of time. And I won’t be able to protect anyone from what’s coming.”

Jack returned the nod, folding the map and tucking it under his arm.

“Then I’d better not screw it up,” he said quietly. “Because I am going.”
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Jack stepped through the shimmer of the final ward and into the heart of a thick Irish forest, boots sinking slightly into the soft moss underfoot. The air here was different, heavy with mist, fragrant with loam, and humming with the quiet, ancient energy of a place untouched by time. Vines curled along the forest floor like lazy serpents, and moss blanketed everything in soft, deceptive comfort.

He pulled his cloak tighter, breath fogging in the cool air. Birds called overhead, but they sounded distant, muffled, like the forest itself was watching him. Alive, he thought. All of it is alive.

He adjusted the strap on his satchel and moved deeper into the green maze. This was the last known site tied to the Verdant Expanse. If the Verdelumen had been planted or hidden anywhere, it would be here. 

For the past hour, he had inspected nearly every shrub in sight, kneeling to check leaf patterns, pulse signs, magical resonance, anything. But so far, nothing has happened. Nothing responded. Too much green. Too much camouflage for a plant that looked so ordinary. His notes had said it would feel “alive,” but in a place like this, that could describe every damn leaf.

Jack paused beside a fallen tree, hands on his knees, exasperated. “Brilliant idea, Jack,” he muttered to himself. “Let’s find a magical shrub in the middle of the world’s most overgrown greenhouse.”

He moved forward again, ducking under a curtain of vines, carefully scanning his surroundings.

That’s when his foot hit the wrong patch of earth.

It wasn’t obvious, not at first. Just a subtle click beneath his heel, like pressing a hidden switch. Then, the ground rippled beneath him. Magic flared. Vines recoiled. A sharp buzz filled the air, and before he could draw breath, an invisible wave of energy surged outward from the spot, rippling through the rainforest in concentric rings of shimmering green.

Jack’s eyes went wide. “Oh no.”

The trap wasn’t physical. It was sensory-based. A detection ward, ancient and powerful, tuned to the energy of anything not entirely human.

Which meant him.

There was no time to react.

The mist shifted sharply to his left, and a blur of movement exploded from the trees. Jack barely turned before something slammed into him, hard. He hit the ground with a grunt, pinned beneath a body clad in green-tinted leather armor, fastened with silver vine patterns. A blade pressed cold and sure beneath his jaw.

The warrior’s eyes were inhuman, sharp, slit-pupiled like a serpent, glowing faintly with golden-green light.

The blade pressed against Jack’s neck with just enough pressure to remind him how much being cut would hurt, regardless of how much magic he had swimming in his blood.

The warrior didn’t blink. Her eyes, those serpent-green slits, flicked over him like she was trying to memorize his anatomy for future dissection.

“Start talking,” she growled.

Jack cleared his throat carefully. “Okay, so this is
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