
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      A Shade of Vampire 68: A Purge of Nature

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Also by Bella Forrest

        

        
          Problems reading?

        

        
          New Generation List

        

        
          Family tree

        

      

      
        
          1. Amane

        

        
          2. Raphael

        

        
          3. Herakles

        

        
          4. Derek

        

        
          5. Elonora

        

        
          6. Kailani

        

        
          7. Ridan

        

        
          8. Dmitri

        

        
          9. Amane

        

        
          10. Herakles

        

        
          11. Araquiel

        

        
          12. Elonora

        

        
          13. Ta’Zan

        

        
          14. Ta’Zan

        

        
          15. Rose

        

        
          16. Ben

        

        
          17. Rose

        

        
          18. Elonora

        

        
          19. Kailani

        

        
          20. Dmitri

        

        
          21. Ridan

        

        
          22. Elonora

        

        
          23. Derek

        

        
          24. Sofia

        

        
          25. Elonora

        

        
          26. Ta’Zan

        

        
          27. Rose

        

        
          28. Harper

        

        
          29. Amane

        

        
          30. Vesta

        

        
          31. Elonora

        

        
          32. Amane

        

        
          33. Rose

        

        
          34. Derek

        

        
          35. Ta’Zan

        

        
          36. Derek

        

        
          37. Rose

        

        
          38. Elonora

        

        
          39. Amane

        

        
          40. Dmitri

        

        
          41. Elonora

        

        
          42. Derek

        

      

      
        ASOV 69: A Birth of Fire SNEAK PEEK!

      

      
        
          43. Chapter 1: Varga

        

        
          44. Chapter 2: Elonora

        

        
          45. Chapter 3: Amelia

        

      

      
        
          Read more by Bella Forrest

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Bella Forrest

          

        

      

    

    
      HARLEY MERLIN

      (New fantasy/romance/supernatural series!)

      Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven (Book 1)

      Harley Merlin and the Mystery Twins (Book 2)

      Harley Merlin and the Stolen Magicals (Book 3)

      Harley Merlin and the First Ritual (Book 4)

      Harley Merlin and the Broken Spell (Book 5)

      

      HOTBLOODS

      (Supernatural romance. Completed series.)

      Hotbloods (Book 1)

      Coldbloods (Book 2)

      Renegades (Book 3)

      Venturers (Book 4)

      Traitors (Book 5)

      Allies (Book 6)

      Invaders (Book 7)

      Stargazers (Book 8)

      

      THE CHILD THIEF

      (Action-adventure/romance.)

      The Child Thief (Book 1)

      Deep Shadows (Book 2)

      Thin Lines (Book 3)

      Little Lies (Book 4)

      Ghost Towns (Book 5)

      

      THE GENDER GAME

      (Action-adventure/romance. Completed series.)

      The Gender Game (Book 1)

      The Gender Secret (Book 2)

      The Gender Lie (Book 3)

      The Gender War (Book 4)

      The Gender Fall (Book 5)

      The Gender Plan (Book 6)

      The Gender End (Book 7)

      

      THE GIRL WHO DARED TO THINK

      (Action-adventure/romance. Completed series.)

      The Girl Who Dared to Think (Book 1)

      The Girl Who Dared to Stand (Book 2)

      The Girl Who Dared to Descend (Book 3)

      The Girl Who Dared to Rise (Book 4)

      The Girl Who Dared to Lead (Book 5)

      The Girl Who Dared to Endure (Book 6)

      The Girl Who Dared to Fight (Book 7)

      

      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      (Supernatural romance)

      Season 1: Derek & Sofia’s story

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Season 2: Rose & Caleb’s story

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Season 3: The Shade continues with a new hero…

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      Season 4: A Clan of Novaks

      A Clan of Novaks (Book 25)

      A World of New (Book 26)

      A Web of Lies (Book 27)

      A Touch of Truth (Book 28)

      An Hour of Need (Book 29)

      A Game of Risk (Book 30)

      A Twist of Fates (Book 31)

      A Day of Glory (Book 32)

      Season 5: A Dawn of Guardians

      A Dawn of Guardians (Book 33)

      A Sword of Chance (Book 34)

      A Race of Trials (Book 35)

      A King of Shadow (Book 36)

      An Empire of Stones (Book 37)

      A Power of Old (Book 38)

      A Rip of Realms (Book 39)

      A Throne of Fire (Book 40)

      A Tide of War (Book 41)

      Season 6: A Gift of Three

      A Gift of Three (Book 42)

      A House of Mysteries (Book 43)

      A Tangle of Hearts (Book 44)

      A Meet of Tribes (Book 45)

      A Ride of Peril (Book 46)

      A Passage of Threats (Book 47)

      A Tip of Balance (Book 48)

      A Shield of Glass (Book 49)

      A Clash of Storms (Book 50)

      Season 7: A Call of Vampires

      A Call of Vampires (Book 51)

      A Valley of Darkness (Book 52)

      A Hunt of Fiends (Book 53)

      A Den of Tricks (Book 54)

      A City of Lies (Book 55)

      A League of Exiles (Book 56)

      A Charge of Allies (Book 57)

      A Snare of Vengeance (Book 58)

      A Battle of Souls (Book 59)

      Season 8: A Voyage of Founders

      A Voyage of Founders (Book 60)

      A Land of Perfects (Book 61)

      A Citadel of Captives (Book 62)

      A Jungle of Rogues (Book 63)

      A Camp of Savages (Book 64)

      A Plague of Deceit (Book 65)

      An Edge of Malice (Book 66)

      A Dome of Blood (Book 67)

      A Purge of Nature (Book 68)

      

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      

      THE SECRET OF SPELLSHADOW MANOR

      (Supernatural/Magic YA. Completed series)

      The Secret of Spellshadow Manor (Book 1)

      The Breaker (Book 2)

      The Chain (Book 3)

      The Keep (Book 4)

      The Test (Book 5)

      The Spell (Book 6)

      

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      (Supernatural romance)

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      

      DETECTIVE ERIN BOND

      (Adult thriller/mystery)

      Lights, Camera, GONE

      Write, Edit, KILL

      

      For an updated list of Bella’s books, please visit her website: www.bellaforrest.net

      Join Bella’s VIP email list and she’ll send you an email reminder as soon as her next book is out. Tap here to sign up: www.forrestbooks.com

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Bella Forrest

      Cover design inspired by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Problems reading?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you experience any problems reading this ebook—such as pages skipping, etc.—it’s a Kindle glitch. Just delete the ebook from your device and re-download it, and the problem should solve itself. If not, contact Amazon’s customer support; they’re usually very helpful and efficient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Generation List

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Dmitri (son of Victoria and Bastien – half human and half werewolf)

        	Elonora “Lenny” (daughter of Ash and Ruby – vampire-sentry)

        	Varga (son of Ash and Ruby – vampire-sentry)

        	Kailani “Kale” (daughter of Brock and Arwen / granddaughter of Corrine and Ibrahim – witch)

        	Hunter (Sofia’s adoptive brother / adopted son of Aiden and Kailyn – werewolf)

        	Vesta (daughter of Idris and Rayna – water fae)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Family tree

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’d like to check out the Novaks’ family tree, visit: www.forrestbooks.com/tree

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Amane

          

        

      

    

    
      We were running for our lives and the lives of the people we desperately wanted to save. Billions of them. From all kinds of worlds, of different species and cultures. Old, young, or yet to be born. All of them, in this universe and the next.

      My body was aching. My ribs were bruised.

      Amal’s shoulder was bleeding a bit too much. Douma carried an unconscious Isda over her shoulder, carrying wounds of her own, and yet running like the ground was turning into lava. Raphael had it the worst, after getting himself impaled on a sharp stake during the initial crash.

      We’d tried to get out of the colosseum sooner, but Ta’Zan had shown up to talk to Douma and Raphael. We’d thought the devil-viper venom would keep him down for longer, but the bastard had developed an immunity to all Stravian toxins. By the time we did get out, the explosions occurred, in a devastating chain reaction.

      The shockwave knocked us down. Douma and Raphael crashed through the woods along with us. We’d managed to get ourselves back on our feet, for the most part, but Perfects were quick to storm the island from neighboring colosseums. Some helped Ta’Zan and those trapped within the debris, given that most of his capital city had come down—with the exception of a few laboratories and the diamond dome, which were both on a different structural system. But many Perfects spread out through the woods, looking for the culprits, the rogues and the Faulties that had fled the colosseum shortly before the explosion.

      They’d caught our scent, too.

      Douma and Raphael weren’t strong enough to fly us out of there, yet, so we resorted to running, fueled mostly by adrenaline. I ignored the throbbing pain in my ankle as I jumped over gnarly tree roots and jagged rocks poking out from the hard ground.

      About a hundred feet behind us, the Perfects were tracking us. They must’ve seen the blood we’d left in our wake. They knew we were injured, so they locked on to us, maintaining a steady speed, while we desperately tried to increase ours.

      The comms were down again. Ta’Zan had managed to get that done shortly after the explosions. I longed for the moment I’d see him turned into a pile of ashes. He’d more than earned a shameful death for everything he’d done.

      “They’re gaining on us,” Raphael breathed, grimacing from the pain.

      We’d managed to cover his stomach wound with torn pieces of our clothing, but he needed to rest for a little while in order for the healing process to accelerate. Douma was going to be okay, and hopefully Isda, too. The Faulty’s temple was bleeding, but, other than a few scratches and bruises, there wasn’t much else to worry about. She’d conked her head during the crash-landing, for sure.

      We’d left the labs in a hurry, with no way of taking any healing paraphernalia with us—not to mention weapons. It had taken forever to get the Perfect guards out of our workspace to begin with. I would’ve loved a pulverizer weapon at this point, but in its absence I settled for running.

      I carried the single most precious device in the world with me, stuffed in my backpack.

      “We can’t let them get the device,” I said.

      “Well, you heard Ta’Zan roaring earlier,” Amal replied. “He’ll want retribution for what we did.”

      Raphael chuckled lightly, then cringed from the pain induced by it. His wound forgave nothing. “I can only imagine what he’s feeling right about now. Especially after you betrayed him, too, Amal.”

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near him right now,” she muttered.

      “We need to dodge those creeps,” Douma interjected, briefly glancing over her shoulder. “They’re getting closer.”

      I only had one thing working for me, as far as the Perfects were concerned, thanks to my genetic makeup. It was time to put it to good use again. “Water. We need to get to a stream,” I said. “The Perfects can’t sense me when I’m near running water.”

      “It might help us hide for a few minutes, at least,” Amal replied.

      We both shared this trait, courtesy of Ta’Zan. He’d considered us so precious that he never wanted to lose track of us. He’d tweaked a couple of enzymes and added them to the Perfects’ design blueprint, making it so they could sense us whenever we were near. Unfortunately for him, however, not all the Perfects exhibited that ability. That gave me an edge more than once during my time in the wild.

      “I think there’s a river up ahead,” Raphael managed. “The colosseum got its fresh water reserve from three streams surrounding it.”

      “It’s the northern river, Nobis,” Amal said. “Yes. I think we’ve got another five hundred yards.”

      We dashed through the jungle, like deer chased by turquoise tigers.

      But we had to get away from them. We had to keep the mass memory wiper safe, and we had to get back to the others. The fate of the Perfects, too, depended on us. Even as they chased us, I couldn’t hold it against them.

      They’d been brainwashed by Ta’Zan from the moment they’d come out of their artificial wombs in the Creation Labs. Once their memories were erased, however, they were harmless, their minds clean and open to learning the truth. There were hundreds of thousands of them now, and they deserved a shot at life. I just didn’t see the sense in killing them all because of Ta’Zan.

      Tomorrow night, there was going to be a full moon. The only time we could perform the activation ritual for the Hermessi. All this running around and blowing stuff up had been a diversion for us to bring in the exact number of fae required for the ritual. We had to get to them, too, and keep them safe. Retribution was the air that Ta’Zan was breathing now.

      “We should go after the fae that landed in the winter-summer cluster,” Douma said.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” I replied. “Without the comms, we know for a fact that that’s where we’ll find Ben, Rose, and the others, too.”

      “The Perfects will be looking for them, as well,” Amal said. “Ta’Zan had scanners built to watch over the skies.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Douma replied, panting. She was completely worn out, most likely functioning on the basics of physics—an object in motion…

      We’d staged the destruction of the colosseum to keep most of the Perfects in that location and from the surrounding islands distracted so they wouldn’t check their screens and spot the shuttle coming in. Unlike the fleet attack, this was just a small ship. It had successfully entered the atmosphere, and it had landed somewhere in the winter-summer cluster, along with its seven hundred and forty-two fae.

      The Hermessi required a precise number of fae to use as conduits, to activate themselves and restore their full energy. Said energy could be used to power the mass memory wiper I had in my backpack. It could erase Perfect memories on a thousand-mile radius, but its energy source was fickle. Our only other alternative had been a minimum of ten tons of serium, and that in itself was a time-consuming operation which we couldn’t afford, even with a bunch of witches and fae in our arsenal. Serium wasn’t easy to mine for.

      Without the device, Ben and Rose would’ve had no choice but to let the Hermessi activate themselves through the fae, then turn their wrath on the Perfects, directly. No amount of Ta’Zan trickery could resist the fury of a Hermessi’s fire. The Perfects didn’t stand a chance, and, to me, this felt wrong.

      If I were to be completely honest, the Perfects were more the work of my sister and myself than Ta’Zan. We’d both put a lot of time and energy into designing them. I didn’t want to see it all go down the drain.

      Isda moaned, jiggled by the jumps that Douma had to make in order to keep going. She was coming to. And just in time.

      Branches broke behind us.

      The only weapons I had were my diamond blades, strapped to my thighs beneath the dark blue silken tunic. I drew them, gripping the handles as I ran.

      Footsteps got closer. Wings fluttered.

      I cursed under my breath.

      “Too late for that river gimmick,” Raphael groaned.

      We all looked back and saw them. A dozen Perfects in dark green tunics. A glimmer of hope blossomed in my chest.

      “They’re from Ostara, the neighboring colosseum,” I said. “They didn’t get pulverizer weapons.”

      “Oh, good. So only you, Amane, and Isda get to die. Lucky!” Raphael quipped, his tone dripping with sarcasm. Nevertheless, he did speak the truth. Without pulverizer weapons, Raphael and Douma couldn’t be permanently killed. My sister, Isda, and I, however, were screwed.

      “Spread out!” Douma shot back. “Head for the river!”

      We fanned out. Amal and I made a slight turn west, while Douma kept her original trajectory. Raphael moved east. We could still see each other through the trees as we ran, but this was a good way to spread the Perfects out, too.

      Looking back, I saw three coming after Amal and me. Raphael and Douma got the rest. The soldiers knew they’d have their work cut out for them with Perfects like Douma and Raphael.

      “Nowhere to hide!” one of the hostiles spat, as he flapped his wings and shot toward me.

      I dropped and rolled, tumbling through the woods. But at least I dodged his attack.

      He landed on the ground about fifty feet away. He sneered at me. The sound of more wings flapping made me go into fight mode. I turned over and saw another Perfect coming at me like a feathered bullet.

      He didn’t see the blades until it was too late. I shot to my feet and slashed at his chest, just as he readdressed his trajectory and tried to go higher. He managed to fly above me, but I drew a lot of blood with my diamond knives.

      I was showered in a warm, crimson liquid as the second Perfect crash-landed into a pile of mossy rocks. He’d broken some of his big bones, for sure. He’d be out for a few minutes. But the first one was determined to take me down.

      I took an attack stance, keeping my blades up so he could see them. To my right, Amal was fighting the third Perfect. She was remarkably spry given her sore muscles and battered body. She’d taken quite a pummeling in the crash. Again, the adrenaline rush was extraordinary.

      Farther to her right, I could see Douma and Raphael, both separately fighting the other Perfects. Surprisingly, Isda had come to, as well, and she was darting around, slashing at the soldiers’ backs before they could turn around and catch her.

      Still, we were outnumbered by absolute killing machines. Which my sister and I had designed. For a moment, I didn’t feel too bad about all our work going down the drain, but that thought quickly went away when I looked at my opponent.

      A beautiful male with Ta’Zan’s strange eyes, medium-length platinum hair, and sharp cheekbones. He was tall and muscular, his athleticism worthy of all the praise I could muster, and he darted toward me with his claws out.

      He could tear me apart so easily.

      I stood my ground and used my blades to block his attacks. The hits had a powerful impact, each blow pushing me backward. But the diamond knives helped, as he tried his best not to get cut. The best part about diamond blades was that the damage they inflicted on Perfects was far greater than that of most other weapons. My weapons were on par with the Shadians’ soul-eaters, for that matter.

      “You know what these babies do to you, huh?” I said, then shot forward in an attempt to cut him.

      He dodged, then swerved and nearly punctured my side, when Amal tackled him. She’d left her opponent behind, and she’d come to help me!

      I seized the opportunity and came down on my Perfect, driving my blades through his neck. I severed the spinal cord, then pulled Amal back up. Her Perfect was coming right at us, roaring with pure rage.

      His eyes, one blue and one green, as per the original design, glimmered with hatred. The blind kind that could only be fixed by wiping his memories and indoctrinated persona altogether. All doable with this thing in my backpack.

      Amal and I slipped in opposite directions, letting the Perfect miss us by inches. We both then turned and went after him. I gave her one of my knives. As soon as he looked back and saw us, he tried to react—but we were faster, somehow.

      Both blades went into his back. He cried out in agony as I quickly pulled my blade back and caught him by his hair. I cut the head off and tossed it to the side. The body slumped forward, temporarily lifeless.

      “Consider this another shot at life,” I whispered.

      “Provided we get the device over to the others before the full moon,” Amal replied softly.

      I gave her a warm smile. “Thanks for the help.”

      “That’s what sisters do, I’m told,” she said, shrugging.

      We both then glanced around. More Perfects were out in the woods, coming in from the colosseum. They were still far enough away, but it was only a matter of time before they caught up with us, too.

      I rushed to the Perfect I’d first injured. He tried to pull himself back up. I was merciless in my execution, and my blade cut through without a single millisecond of hesitation. His head came off, and we were down one more enemy.

      Douma, Isda, and Raphael had their hands full, and they desperately needed help.

      Amal and I ran to them, just as Raphael collapsed from a female Perfect’s decisive blow. He was coughing blood, wheezing as he struggled to move. He couldn’t, though. He’d reached the end of his line. It was either death or an hour’s worth of uninterrupted recovery for him.

      Douma, on the other hand, was dealing with four Perfects at once. Isda had two, which, normally, should’ve been more than she could handle. But, yet again, she surprised us. Isda was unbelievably fast and agile—the complete opposite of the meek and delicate creature I’d grown to know over the years.

      Her claws were sharp and thirsty for blood. The Perfects were also confused, probably not sure where all this was coming from. They couldn’t possibly understand the mindset of an oppressed Faulty. They couldn’t see how Isda had broken through Ta’Zan’s teaching to see herself as more than just a servant. And they most certainly couldn’t deal with the amount of rage that such a revelation came with.

      “You’ll pay for your sins!” The female Perfect who had taken Raphael down said, gritting her teeth as she scowled at Amal and me. “You’ll bleed rivers, and you will die for this!”

      “The only ones bleeding so far are you people,” I shot back, and attacked.

      I couldn’t give them a single second to breathe. We had to hit them hard and fast, much like Isda was doing. My blades went out, over and over, slashing left and right as the Perfect tried to block my hits. But my offensive was working. She was moving backward.

      Behind me, Amal took on the other Perfects, along with Douma and Isda. Raphael groaned, lying flat on his face. A pool of blood stretched beneath him, glazing the green blades of grass in luscious scarlet. It was beautiful and heartbreaking at the same time.

      My opponent kicked me in the chest before I got a chance to cut her.

      The blow temporarily crippled me. It knocked the air out of my lungs and threw me back. I landed with a thud, searing pain spreading through my ribcage. If I’d only bruised a few bones in the initial crash, I’d definitely just broken at least one, now.

      She roared with the pathos of a thousand Perfects as she flung herself at me, her claws out and ready to tear me to shreds.

      A familiar pop made me still. A bright blue pellet hit the Perfect in her temple. It burst open. In less than a second, she exploded into a cloud of gray ashes. My breath hitched as I looked for the pulverizer pellet’s source.

      Standing just twenty feet away, a male Perfect gave me a friendly wink, firmly gripping a pulverizer weapon. Next to him were three others, one male and two females—each of them armed with a “Perfect-killer.”

      “What the…” My voice trailed off.

      Douma’s grunt made me turn my head. She was in trouble, up against a tree as two Perfects stabbed her with their claws. She’d taken one of theirs down. Isda was surrounded. Amal was down and bleeding.

      But the fighting stopped as my unexpected savior cleared his throat as loudly as possible, demanding everyone’s attention. “Hi. Excuse me!”

      The hostiles froze, then glowered at him.

      “Yes. Hi!” my savior added, smiling awkwardly. “I’m Nathaniel, and these are Uriel, Angelica, and Deena. We’re here to stop you from doing stupid things that Ta’Zan taught you were actually right, and we’re hoping you’ll listen to us.”

      One of the hostiles snorted a mocking laugh. “How about you go about your business and catch and kill all the rebels, huh?”

      “Please don’t make this hard for us,” Nathaniel pleaded, his brow furrowed. “I really don’t like killing my own people.”

      “Nathaniel… Oh, snap!” Raphael mumbled from the ground. “They’re with us!”

      Indeed, we knew about them. They’d been in charge of setting the explosives throughout the colosseum, along with Araquiel. But I couldn’t see him anywhere. Still, I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.

      Nathaniel and his crew had come to the rescue. Maybe there was still hope for us and our mission to destroy Ta’Zan, after all.
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      I couldn’t exactly get up and toss the rest of these loyalist bastards around, unfortunately.

      But I could bask in the panic that had started to ooze out of them as they realized that Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica had not come over to help. Well, they weren’t going to help them, anyway.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” one of the Perfects spat. “Go do your jobs! Leave us be! We’ll handle these vermin!”

      Nathaniel let out an exasperated sigh, then pointed his pulverizer weapon at them. Eight were still standing after we’d taken some of them out. Well, I hadn’t killed any, personally, since I was pretty much on the edge of death myself. But Douma, Amal, Amane, and Isda had done a good job between them. The ladies sure had spunk—especially Isda. Where had she been hiding this whole time?!

      “I’m afraid we have no other option, then,” Nathaniel said.

      Uriel, Deena, and Angelica brought their weapons up, as well.

      The hostile Perfects reacted on instinct. They knew what the pulverizers could do, and they tried to get out of the way, but, as soon as their wings burst out behind them, they were all turned to ashes. It looked eerie as they settled on the leaves and along the blades of grass.

      But it still wasn’t quiet.

      More Perfects were coming from the colosseum. We could hear them. I could even smell them—the anger, the desperation, the desire to tear others apart.

      Angelica and Deena rushed toward me, while Uriel and Nathaniel went over to Douma and the girls. They dispensed chewable packets of what had to be healing paste. It tasted like wet dirt, yet it went down as dry as a lump of hay.

      Despite the unpleasant taste, however, I could already feel it working inside me, mending the gaping hole in my stomach, my bruises and broken bones. It was a miracle I hadn’t died already.

      “Thank you,” I said to Angelica, adding a friendly wink on top.

      It must’ve come out as flirtatious, because Angelica raised an eyebrow at me. “Even in death, you can’t stop chasing tail, huh?”

      “I wasn’t, actually. I’m just charming by nature,” I shot back with a grin. “But it’s nice to see you remember my inherent panache.”

      I knew Angelica—it hit me right then and there. I’d seen her before in our early days, prior to the fleet attack. I’d made a pass at her and some of her colleagues, though not all at once. Angelica had not liked the ease with which I carried myself when surrounded by females, mainly because I had a tendency to take what I liked.

      “I remember you from the memory videos GASP showed us,” Angelica chuckled.

      “Yeah, figured that much. For what it’s worth, you’re still one of the hottest Perfects to ever say no to me,” I replied, smirking. It was enough to make her laugh.

      “You know him personally, huh?” Deena asked her, and she nodded.

      “Briefly.”

      “Enough to make a lasting impact, obviously,” I shot back.

      They both laughed, then helped me up. I was already breathing a little easier, and I could move parts of my body I’d thought lost after my crash into the woods, without crying out in pain.

      “Whoa, this stuff is good,” Douma said, chewing on a second healing packet.

      “Arwen made it. We brought some from Calliope with us,” Nathaniel replied. “The packets are concentrated healing potions. One would normally serve ten creatures, so they’re super strong for what you’re dealing with, in terms of injuries and limited healing time.”

      “Glad to see you all made it out of the colosseum.” Douma sighed. “But we need to go. Now.”

      Nathaniel nodded briefly. “More Perfects are coming. I know. We dodged quite a few on our way here.”

      “Let’s head northwest and cross the river,” Uriel suggested.

      “Yes, the stream will block them from sensing us,” Amane said, holding Amal’s hand.

      I couldn’t help but smile at Isda, who was back to her quiet and meek self. “You’re quite the firecracker, you know that?” I asked, my voice pitchier than usual, as if I were addressing the cutest little animal.

      Isda giggled, her cheeks flushed. Amazingly, she was also shy, after she’d kicked the living daylights out of two Perfects at once. “Thank you.”

      Nathaniel motioned for us to move. Happily, I darted out first, gleefully jumping over any obstacles that the jungle had to offer. I could run again, and my shortness of breath was vanishing in real time. It felt good to have control over my body again.

      I would’ve been better off dead and healing than injured and further crippled by those loyalist idiots. Speaking of which…

      “Amane, is the mass memory wiper still good to go?” I asked.

      “Yes. Still in my pack. I’ll need to fix some bits on it, but nothing serious,” she replied.

      We ran much faster now, but I was tempted to fly out already. I knew it wasn’t a good option, not with so many Perfects buzzing around. Our best bet was to reach the northwestern beach and take flight from there, at a low altitude.

      The nearby mangrove archipelago was going to help keep us relatively hidden from aerial observers, at least until we put some distance between us and the ravaged colosseum. All the heat was in there, with Ta’Zan probably barking orders and rallying an army to go after the people responsible—while probably thinking he at least had the prisoners as leverage.

      The corner of my mouth twitched.

      Derek and Rose’s people were long gone, by now. Probably even headed toward the fae’s landing spot, to get to the next stage of our plan. All Ta’Zan had waiting for him was a diamond dome filled with cheap copies of his precious prisoners. There wasn’t any genetic material left for him to work with, to perpetuate his armies, unless he’d kept a secret stash somewhere that we didn’t know of. I wouldn’t have put it past him. However, all this wasn’t supposed to matter after we set the mass memory wiper on.

      “You made sure all the storage rooms were destroyed, right? Every nook, cranny and cabinet?” I asked Nathaniel as we ended up running side by side.

      “We were extra generous with the explosives down there,” he replied with a smirk.

      “Good. Do you know anything about the others?” Douma asked him, close behind us. “Anything about Ben and Rose’s crew, or the prisoners?”

      “I know they made it out of the colosseum,” Nathaniel said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have detonated the charges. But the comms went down. We’re cut off from everyone, including Calliope.”

      “Our best bet is to head for the fae shuttle,” Angelica added.

      About three hundred feet back, more Perfects were spreading out. They were going to stumble upon the ones we’d left behind, along with a fine film of ashes covering some of the greenery there. Leave it to them to do the math on that one.

      We were definitely faster. My feet were light as feathers. I didn’t even realize that I was practically racing Nathaniel to the shoreline, which was now visible between the curled trees growing ahead.

      “They’ll be looking to secure the seven hundred and forty-two fae that made it to the surface,” Nathaniel replied. “The plan was for them to go to the base camp, then send teams out to get the fae. Even without the comms, I’m positive that’s still what they’re doing.”

      “Then it’s set. We’re headed to the winter-summer cluster. Ladies, I hope you’re packed for both seasons!” I quipped.

      “Glad to see you’re back… talking,” Amal replied dryly.

      I chuckled, assuming it was her natural sense of humor. I liked that acid, once in a while. It made me laugh even harder.

      “The diversion we caused was only temporary,” Amane reminded us. “We know for sure that Ta’Zan could’ve still detected the shuttle from a different colosseum. They’re constantly observing the skies these days, especially after the fleet attack.”

      “So they were bound to notice the shuttle,” Uriel concluded.

      “Yes, but we still have the edge here, because they missed it upon entry. That was our biggest problem, getting the fae shuttle into Stravian airspace without setting off a horde of Perfects to take it down,” Douma replied.

      “Pretty sure we nailed that part,” I said, unable to stop myself from grinning.

      The beach opened up before us, its white sand glimmering in the hot sun. The sky was mostly clear, with the exception of a few scattered clouds of Perfects, most of them above the colosseum. They looked like agitated insects—we’d troubled the hive, and they were reacting to it.

      We stopped for a moment to catch our breath. We were Perfects, but we still had lungs to work with, after all. I looked around, checking the nearest movements. A group of hostiles flew past us, far to the left. They couldn’t spot us on the edge of the beach, anyway.

      Across the ocean, about a mile to the west, mangrove islands stretched in an arc, like a necklace. They were perfect for low-altitude flight, giving us the room we needed to get away from the colosseum and head for the winter-summer cluster without detection. If anyone did try to come after us, we could lose them in the mangrove forests. Or Nathaniel could turn them to ashes with his pulverizer weapon. Either way.

      “Ta’Zan will be thirsting for our blood,” Nathaniel said. “The Perfects are already unhinged. They were most likely ordered to take us dead or alive.”

      “Wait till he figures out the stunt we pulled in the diamond dome, then,” Amane replied, the shadow of a smile fluttering across her face.

      “We’re on a tight schedule,” Amal added. “The full moon is tomorrow night. We have until then to get to the fae, secure a location for them, and get the Hermessi ritual going.”

      “That’s a thousand fae, including the prisoners that got out,” I said. “What about Bogdana?”

      “Ta’Zan won’t kill her,” Amal replied. “She’s the closest thing he has to a family.”

      “I find that unbelievably hypocritical on his part, since he didn’t even activate our reproduction functions when he made us,” I grumbled, crossing my arms.

      “Come on, we need to move. We helped the fae get on the ground, but now they’re basically sitting ducks,” Nathaniel replied, his beautiful white wings stretching wide.

      I knew him and his group from afar. They were part of the third or fourth generation, if I remembered correctly. During my training and education period with Ta’Zan, I’d learned to tune everybody out. I was never much of a people person, and therefore I didn’t bother to get to know any of my brethren too much. Araquiel, Douma, and their generation were, of course, an exception. They were the first. The ones I came into this world with. We shared a certain awakening experience.

      “Wait, wasn’t Araquiel supposed to be with you, too?” Douma asked.

      Nathaniel smiled. “He said he had someone he needed to help,” he replied. “He knows we’re headed for the winter-summer cluster.”

      “Chances are we’ll meet somewhere along the way,” Uriel added. “Even without the earpieces.”

      I was officially curious as to where Araquiel had gone. I knew he was on our side, so I had no doubts about his loyalty at all. But I did want to know whom he’d gotten attached to. This had to be someone special for him to fly out like that, when all our rebel forces were moving toward the fae shuttle’s landing site.

      I hoped I’d see him soon enough.

      Without his old memories and that pompous idiot personality that Ta’Zan had endowed him with, Araquiel was actually virtuous and likable. Someone I could easily consider my brother. Someone I could fight for, tooth and nail.

      Come to think of it, they were all like this. Corrupted, distorted, and poisoned versions of their true selves, ready to be brought back into the light once we activated the Hermessi and channeled their power through the mass memory wiper. Once we cleared their minds, all the Perfects were going to be like blank canvases, ready to paint their own picture with all the information available, not just the crap that Ta’Zan had handpicked to feed them.

      The promise of such a new and better world made me spread my wings with nothing but sheer enthusiasm. And, as we took flight—with Douma, Uriel, and Deena holding on to Amane, Amal, and Isda, respectively—we shot across the ocean with faint smiles on our faces.

      That new and better world felt a tiny step closer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Herakles

          

        

      

    

    
      I only had a handful of pulverizer pellets left for my weapon and a whole lot of Perfects coming after me.

      The dozens we’d been teasing by the southwest entrance of the colosseum weren’t physically affected by the chain of explosions—except the shockwave, of course. They were the first to see their capital city come down in chunks of broken diamond and walls of rabid flame, and also the first to look at us as potentially responsible for the whole thing.

      So, in a fit of rage and thirsting for revenge, they didn’t even bother to go check on their people, to verify the extent of the damage that our bombs had caused. No, they came after me, my rogues, and the Draenir.

      I’d managed to kill Jakkiel, the source of many nightmares for me, but there were dozens more like him tracking me through the jungle. My aim was to head east, then dive into the waters and vanish. At the same time, however, I had to make sure that my people got away from the Perfects, too. They’d stuck their necks out for this mission. They didn’t deserve to die.

      I darted through the woods, swerving around trees and hopping over rocks and tumescent roots as I tried to figure out where the others were. The Perfects were less than fifty feet behind me and coming in hot. I could hear their shouted orders and their wings flapping. They’d caught my scent, and I wasn’t going to lose them unless I got my hands on some of that wicked black mineral powder or I jumped in the ocean.

      But I carried with me the satisfaction that we’d succeeded in what we’d set out to do. Sure, the comms were down, for some reason, and I had no way of getting all my people back together while being chased by Perfects, but we’d brought down the colosseum, and the fae shuttle had breached the planet’s atmosphere without being attacked. Once they got on the ground, they were screwed unless they got to safety. Even so, I had plenty to look forward to. There was hope. For me, for my people, and for the Shadians. Heck, there was hope for the entire universe.

      I caught glimpses of Faulties and Draenir darting through the trees, both to my left and right. They, too, were on the run, and for good reason. I’d counted about twenty Perfects coming after us, all of them equipped with their version of pulverizer weapons. Plus, more Perfects had come in from the neighboring cities. They’d already begun to spread out through the surrounding jungle from the colosseum, looking for us and the Faulties that had been tipped off about the place going down, to begin with.

      Those, I couldn’t save. They were on their own, but I had faith that they were smart enough to hide and keep their heads down. If worst came to worst, they could always claim they evacuated when the explosions first went off. No one could verify or prove otherwise. The rest of us, on the other hand, were known as rebels. I was pretty sure that my face was plastered all over their screens.

      I heard a yelp, followed by a painful thump. Looking to my right again, I spotted Wallah. The young Draenir had tripped and fallen, and was groaning from the pain in his ankle. He’d twisted something, for sure. I dashed over to him, looking for my last pouch of healing potion—courtesy of Kailani the almost-swamp-witch. I had it stashed in one of my pockets.

      “Herakles,” Wallah murmured, his eyes wide as he recognized me. “I didn’t think you’d survived.”

      “Have you ever seen a drowned pashmiri whale?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

      “They’re pashmiri. They can’t drown, hence—oh.”

      It had taken him a few seconds to get the metaphor, which made me smile. I found the healing pouch and shoved it in his mouth, then helped him up and put his arm around my shoulders.

      “Come on, we can’t stay here,” I said. “Chew on that, then swallow it.”

      “I ran out of my healing pouches. I gave them to my brothers and sisters,” Wallah replied. “Thank you.”

      We started moving. Fortunately, Wallah was as light as a feather, easy for me to lift off the ground and carry around, almost like a doll, for the few minutes it took his ankle to heal. Behind us, about forty feet away now, Perfects scoured the woods, sniffing and looking for traces of blood. Some of mine had dropped in that area, but my wounds were already closing up—most of them superficial cuts and scratches. The damage Jakkiel had done to my body had been fixed with the healing pouch I’d used before giving my last one to Wallah.

      “Do you know where they are?” I asked. “Your people, I mean.”

      “They scattered. They know we need to get back to home base, back in the mountain, so they’ll do whatever they can to reach it without being followed by anyone,” Wallah said. “Given what we did to these Perfects just now, I doubt it’ll be easy.”

      “Yeah, they’re out for blood,” I agreed, then looked down at his ankle. “Try stepping on it.”

      We stopped for a moment. Carefully, he put his foot down, allowing his body weight to go into it. He grimaced from what had to be mild pain, then smiled at me. “It’ll be okay. I can go on my own now.”

      “Good. Have your weapon ready and come with me,” I said, then started running again. “How many pellets do you have left?”

      I could hear him panting behind me, but I couldn’t slow down. He had to catch up—Draenir were pretty fast, and his ankle was close to a full recovery, already. The Perfects were gaining on us, and we needed to find a good hiding spot or a way to lose them. Otherwise, we were both dead meat, and I’d wasted my last healing pouch.

      “About ten,” Wallah replied.

      “Okay, use them wisely,” I said. “They’re going to catch up with us soon, and we’ll have to use lethal force. It’s not just the colosseum Perfects we need to worry about, now.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Wallah murmured. “I was in a small clearing a few minutes ago. I saw the sky turn black. Perfects flying in from the surrounding cities. All of them headed for Ta’Zan’s colosseum. It was so creepy.”

      “I’ll take creepy over deadly anytime,” I grumbled.

      Branches broke, somewhere to our left. Footsteps scattered across the jungle floor. Broken breaths lingered in the bushes. I turned my head, following the sounds to their point of origin. A feminine figure. She jumped over obstacles when she wasn’t running—for her life. I recognized her silhouette. The snaky eyes. The fins. Kallisto.

      Only, she wasn’t alone. About twenty feet behind her, and approximately forty feet from our position, were four Perfects. They all had their eyes on her, grinning like hungry devils as they chased after Kallisto. She wasn’t going back to the colosseum alive, that much I knew.

      “Wallah, I need you to cover me,” I said.

      Wallah followed my gaze, then gasped. “Kallisto!”

      “That’s right. You with me, buddy?”

      He nodded firmly, then brought his weapon up to fortify his statement. I took it as the most solid yes and changed my course through the woods. I made a lazy left turn, headed straight for Kallisto. Just in time, too, as the Perfects were getting dangerously close. They were aiming their weapons at her, while running, but, from what I could tell, they weren’t good shots.

      Works for me.

      I pointed my pulverizer at the group leader and, while running myself, I fired a shot. It was clean and hit the target. The other three Perfects found themselves running through a sudden cloud of ashes, coughing and cursing.

      Kallisto spotted me, then stopped for a second, turned around, and fired a pellet, too. It missed the remaining three Perfects.

      “Dammit!” she snapped.

      “Keep running!” I shouted. “We’ve got this!”

      She snorted, but did as instructed. Light on her feet, she bolted ahead, while Wallah and I prepared to intercept the three hostiles. More were coming from behind, but we still had a couple dozen feet between us and them.

      Clutching my weapon to my chest, I dashed forward. I wanted to get in front of these three and shoot them as they came at me. Wallah did a good job of covering me. He’d switched his pulverizer to bullet mode—we had plenty of those, but they didn’t kill Perfects. However, they did maim them pretty well.

      One of them got his knee blown up, and he collapsed. I was left with two Perfects, just as I stopped ahead of them. I raised my weapon and took my aim. They were both distracted by their companion falling, so, by the time they focused on me, it was too late.

      I fired two shots, one after the other. Pop, pop!

      In an instant, they were turned to ashes, and Kallisto was in the clear.

      Both Wallah and I ran after her. Dozens more armed enemies were coming, all of them eager to tear us a new one, and then some.

      “Thanks for that!” Kallisto breathed, as the three of us ran, side by side.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” I replied. “More are coming.”

      “Yeah, but they’re fewer by four already,” Kallisto shot back with a grin.

      “I can’t call this optimism, but I do like your mindset,” I said.

      A pulverizer pellet shot past us, missing Wallah’s head by inches. It hit a tree, which, a split second later, was turned into ashes. The draft we caused by running past it made it disintegrate altogether.

      Looking over my shoulder, I felt my stomach get tinier and tinier.

      “They’re obviously angry,” I murmured.

      I counted two dozen, all of them armed to the teeth. Definitely more than we could handle. Farther to the left and right, other clusters of Perfects were hunting the rogues and the Draenir. It didn’t look good for us.

      But I refused to let myself die in this wretched place. Not after everything we’d accomplished.

      “We can’t outrun them!” Kallisto said.

      The flutter of wings sent shivers down my spine.

      “No, but we can take a few of these sons of bitches down!” I said, then pointed my weapon at the Perfects coming behind us. I fired a shot. It hit one of them, though I wasn’t specifically aiming at him. They were close enough together for my random shot to work.

      Then, they got smart and spread out, firing a round of pulverizer pellets back at us.

      We ducked and darted behind trees. The jungle took all the hits, fortunately. Patches of clearing were left in our wake, as the Perfects tried to hit us. I bit the inside of my cheek, to the point where I could taste blood in my mouth, then fired a couple more shots.

      I’d lost count of how many pellets I had, but it couldn’t be more than four, maybe five, if I was lucky. Wallah shot at them, too. Kallisto was out of ammo, growling as she tried to run faster while ducking from incoming pellets.

      I stopped and turned so I could aim precisely and deliver some serious damage. If I was careful to hit one Perfect that was close enough to another, the toxin could spread and kill two, maybe even three hostiles at once.

      They were coming in fast, and they seemed fearless. Of course, the confidence quickly turned into dread painted on their faces, as they saw my weapon pointed at three of them—dangerously close to one another. I fired a single shot, and, before they could spread out… Poof!

      A triple cloud of ashes.

      A familiar whistling sound kicked my instincts higher. I ducked on reflex, and the tree behind me turned to ashes. Four Perfects flew right at me, and it was too late for me to do much else other than prepare to die.

      Their weapons were aimed at me. A split second was left.

      Poof! Poof! Poof! Poof!

      They vanished. The four them, obliterated by another pulverizer weapon.

      For a moment, I froze, not sure what to make of all this. Then, a voice I hadn’t thought I’d hear again thundered through the jungle, bringing everything to a sudden halt.

      “Hello, Brothers!” Araquiel shouted at the remaining Perfects.

      I looked up and found him standing on one of the branches above me, his weapon ready to remove Perfects from this world. Kallisto and Wallah were nowhere to be seen, and I prayed to all the stars and suns out there that they’d found a good place to hide. My stomach churned at the mere thought of them being dead. Attachment wasn’t my thing, but they’d both grown on me, already.

      “Araquiel?” one of the Perfects asked, as befuddled as the rest of his crew. “You’re alive.”

      “You’re not,” Araquiel said, then fired another pulverizer pellet.

      He caught two Perfects at once, this time. I smirked, then pointed my weapon forward, too. The few pellets I had left were going to be put to good use. I didn’t give anyone time to retaliate. Their shock at seeing Araquiel alive was my window of opportunity.

      I emptied the clip into a group. Six Perfects were left standing, and, judging by the looks on their faces, they weren’t sure whether they should stick around or run away. By the logic of numbers, they still had the advantage. They couldn’t bring themselves to admit that a Faulty like me had contributed to their permanent demise.

      Araquiel didn’t want to wait for their reaction, either. Without hesitation, he pulverized all six of them with three shots, then casually checked his clip.

      “Hm… Two more in here, plus about twenty in my bag. I think we’re good for now, but I suggest grabbing some of their weapons and ammo,” he said.

      “Already on it!” Kallisto replied, reappearing from behind a tree less than twenty feet away. She’d already grabbed a Perfect’s pulverizer weapon and a belt riddled with pellets, which she settled across her torso, over one shoulder. “Good to see you made it out alive!”

      Araquiel jumped off the branch. His wings fluttered as he gracefully landed on the ground in front of me. The airflow caused the Perfects’ ashes to roll up like dust disturbed by a mild draft.

      “It’s good to see you’re all still standing,” he replied.

      Wallah emerged from the woods, pale and sweating. “I nearly got pulverized back there!”

      “But you didn’t,” I said. “Be thankful, grab a gun, grab some ammo, and let’s go… Where, exactly?” I asked, looking at Araquiel.

      “Common sense dictates that we go look for the seven hundred and forty-two fae,” Araquiel replied. “That is where Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, and Deena are going.”

      “Why aren’t you with them?” I asked, feeling one eyebrow arch to new heights.

      “Because I figured you could use a hand,” Araquiel said.

      “Aw, he cares about you.” Kallisto giggled.

      Both Araquiel and I wound up scowling at her, though, I had to admit, it seemed like a reasonable motive. I found this winged bastard quite interesting in this new life of his.

      “I find him useful,” Araquiel said with a shrug. “And we need the likes of him, you, and Wallah, for that matter. True grit will save us, in the end.”

      “I thought it was the Hermessi who would save us in the end,” Wallah muttered.

      Araquiel scoffed. “Who do you think will awaken them, in the first place, if not us and the fae we’ve gone to great lengths to bring over, huh?”

      “Fair enough.” I chuckled. “We need to move, though. The woods are crawling with Perfects, and they’re all very angry at us.”

      “Let them pop a vein, for all I care,” Araquiel replied. “Where are your people?”

      “Fleeing. Most likely headed back to base camp,” I said, then sighed deeply. “I don’t have any method of bringing them back into the fold right now.”

      “That’s fine. Rose and the prisoners are probably there already. Whoever survives the journey will find support and information in that mountain,” Araquiel concluded, then looked at Wallah. “What about the Draenir?”

      “Either running or hiding. Also headed for the base camp,” Wallah replied.

      Araquiel nodded slowly, then gave me a half-smile. “So, what do you say, Herakles? Will you come with me to the winter-summer cluster? We need to keep the fae safe until the ritual is performed, and you know you’re of better use to me than you are to your scattered people right now.”

      I knew that, but that didn’t mean I had to let him know I agreed.

      “Just say you need my help,” I retorted. “It won’t kill you, I promise. Your mouth won’t fall off. And I won’t think less of you.”

      Araquiel chuckled. “I wouldn’t have asked you to join me if I didn’t need your help, Herakles,” he said, then looked at Kallisto and Wallah. “The same goes for you. I need you. The team needs you.”

      It was almost heartwarming to see Araquiel like this. A few days ago, I would’ve loved nothing more than to chop him up into little pieces and feed him to the carnivorous fish in the southern ocean strips. Now, however, I found him quite likeable.

      “Now, come on, let’s get going,” Araquiel added. “We’ve got things to do, places to be.”

      “Yeah, and no time to waste with vengeful Perfects,” Wallah said.

      Truth be told, we didn’t have time to run from Perfects at all. The mission was going ahead, even without the comms lines—which was fine by me. I’d gotten used to working without an earpiece, anyway.

      The most important thing to tick off our to-do list was securing the newly arrived fae. They might’ve come down through the sky safely, but that didn’t guarantee that things would be the same on the ground.

      On the contrary. The Perfects were bound to go looking for them, as much as they hated the winter-summer cluster. The last thing they would want to do was not follow up on a potential lead—especially after Ta’Zan discovered the fakes in his diamond dome.

      Stifling a grin, I joined Araquiel, Kallisto, and Wallah as we resumed our run through the woods, this time headed west. Come midnight tomorrow, with a ton of luck, we’d be looking at a different, better world. Worst-case scenario was that we’d all be dead, but I preferred to focus on an ending that had me still breathing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Derek

          

        

      

    

    
      Aside from the sense of urgency that kept our nerves stretched to new, astonishing limits, there were many things on my mind—most of them potentially inducive of a disastrous outcome. Sure, we’d made it this far, and we were one giant step closer to activating the Hermessi and putting an end to this ordeal.

      But there were also new issues and unanswered questions that could spell doom for us.

      The comms were down, so we had no way of talking to the seven hundred and forty-two fae that had landed somewhere in the winter-summer cluster. We couldn’t speak to Calliope, or Araquiel, or any of the others we hoped had safely made it out of the colosseum. We had no idea where the fae had landed, specifically. We had no choice but to head to Merinos first, then search the surrounding areas until we found them. In the meantime, armies of Perfects were bound to come looking for them.

      We didn’t know if Amane and Amal had secured the mass memory wiper. That device was instrumental in saving the Perfects, once the Hermessi were activated and unleashed. In its absence, we had no choice but to let the Hermessi destroy them altogether, since none of Ta’Zan’s genetic enhancements could possibly trump nature’s wrath. At first, we’d thought they would, but Aya had clarified that for us. Nothing was more powerful than the purest of fires. If we allowed the Perfects’ destruction, however, it would never leave my conscience. I’d never sleep properly again. We were talking about hundreds of thousands of Perfects, here. Lives spoiled by Ta’Zan, deserving of another chance if their memories were wiped.

      Personally, I was worried about Bogdana, too, and I knew I wasn’t the only one. Of course, we were all aware that Ta’Zan wouldn’t kill her. She was his surrogate mother, and, though they’d never met before, there was a bond there—I saw it on Ta’Zan’s face when I first revealed Bogdana’s existence. That had been a dangerous gamble, but, in the end, it paid off. We were able to escape because Ta’Zan had cut our walk short. Still, I worried about her wellbeing. She was forced to stay with him, and his toxic nature had to have a negative effect on her. She was indispensable to our plan, as one of the one thousand and one fae required by the Hermessi for their activation ritual. If anything happened to her, everything was lost. It just didn’t feel right if I didn’t have eyes on her.

      On top of that, the way in which Aya took over Vesta’s body whenever she wanted was slightly concerning. I understood that she did it because she had no other way of communicating with us, but my experience in this world had taught me that such abilities could be used for nefarious purposes, too. But that was a bridge we’d yet to reach, for the time being, and I took comfort in the fact that the Hermessi were natural elements, entities with no specific agenda other than protecting their creation, their worlds.

      “We’re ready,” Elonora said, her voice crashing into my train of thought.

      I looked up to find her standing in front of me, along with Sofia, Nevis, Hunter, Kailani, Lumi, Heath, Rose, and Ben. They were all geared up and clearly prepared to tackle the next stage of our mission. I’d settled on the floor, in a cool corner, absently filling my backpack with healing pouches and various spell paraphernalia—anything I could carry that could be of service to the witches.

      “Sorry, I was lost in my thoughts,” I replied, my voice low.

      Sofia smiled and kneeled in front of me. She took my hands in hers and squeezed them gently. “We’re going to win this. You know that, right?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t.” I sighed. “But I want to, with every fiber of my being. Let’s stick to that.”

      I got up and put my backpack on. I was ready now, with a soul-eater blade hanging from my belt, along with a couple of knives, and a retractable shield on my wrist. Looking around, I could see the glimmer of hope twinkling in the eyes of my people. All of them different creatures from different worlds, brought together by GASP and the desire to build a world that was better and kinder than its predecessors.

      “Okay, so, everyone knows what they have to do?” I asked, as I glanced around the cave’s main chamber.

      The GASP members, no longer prisoners, were calm and ready for action. I felt good not having that electroshock collar around my neck—we all did. Ridan gave me a brief nod, joined by his team.

      “Yeah, we got our plan figured out,” he said. “Dmitri, Vesta and Zeriel, Jovi and Anjani, Jax and Hansa, and Taeral will help me find Douma and the others.”

      “We’ve been talking about this, and we think there’s a high chance they’ll go out to the winter-summer cluster, looking for the fae, as well,” Dmitri added. “It would make no sense for them to come back to base camp, then go over there. We’re all headed west, one way or another.”

      “Provided they all made it out in one piece, of course,” Taeral grumbled.

      Dmitri clicked his teeth, then gave Taeral a brief scowl. “Out of all the people to see the empty half of the glass, why you?”

      “I’m just being realistic,” Taeral replied. “We have to consider that possibility as well.”

      “Fair enough, but we still have to make sure we do our best to find them,” Ridan said, his nostrils flaring. The last thing he wanted was to be told that Amane might’ve died in the colosseum explosion. I could almost feel his heart breaking at the mere thought.

      “No argument there.” Taeral sighed. “You’ve got my full support. I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Bijarki chuckled, standing by Lucas’s side. “Well, it’s not like you’ve got better places to be right now.”

      “Good. So, we are all pretty much ready for what comes next,” I interjected, resuming my role as their leader. I had to. I’d nearly allowed myself to succumb to despair earlier and in the previous days. Now that I was free, I had a chance to fix my resolve and keep pushing. They all depended on me.

      Lucas nodded. “The rest of us will get everyone together and make our way to Merinos,” he said. “We’ve got plenty of witches to help with that. We’ll bring our share of the fae over there. You people make sure you bring the others.”

      “We will, don’t worry,” Sofia replied. “I doubt there was ever something we couldn’t do, once we set our minds to it.”

      “Speaking of Merinos, are we sure we want to use that old Draenir camp as our meeting point? Wasn’t it raided by the Perfects after you first took the comms blockers down?” Xavier asked, looking at Ben and Rose.

      “They don’t think we’d be crazy or foolish enough to go back there, precisely for that reason,” Ben said. “Which is why it will most likely be poorly guarded. Or completely abandoned. Either way, we all know how to get to it, and it’s right in the middle of a storm strip. We need the reduced visibility in case there are Perfects flying around looking for the fae.”

      “Way to prove we’re not at all foolish or crazy enough to go back there, then.” Lucas chuckled.

      “We didn’t get this far by playing it safe, mon cher,” Marion interjected. “Besides, I remember marrying a man who was all about the ‘crazy’ and the ‘foolish,’” she added, her lips twisting into a sweet smile.

      It was enough to bring Lucas to his knees—though only figuratively. If anyone ever wanted to destroy Lucas, all they had to do was take Marion away from him. That would’ve been enough to break him, beyond repair.

      “We’ll get ourselves teleported to Merinos and start our search for the fae from there,” I said, drawing everyone’s focus back to the plan. “Once we find them, we’ll bring them back to the old Draenir camp.”

      “We’ll check the surrounding areas of Ta’Zan’s colosseum,” Ridan replied, “though the jungle will be riddled with angry Perfects. We’ll try to track Douma, Araquiel, and the others. Hopefully, we’ll end up trailing them toward Merinos. Either way, we’ll meet you all there.”

      “And we’ll head straight for Merinos in a calm and orderly fashion,” Vivienne said, wearing a most confident smile as she looked at me. My sister knew me best, just like Sofia, and she understood how much I needed to see a smile at this point in our… adventure.

      It was all hanging by a single thread, and the odds were about fifty-fifty. I wasn’t a gambling man, but, even if I were, I would’ve been worried if I were to go in with those odds. It could go either way, only the outcomes were fundamentally different. One way took us to freedom and life. The other was a one-way ticket to death and destruction.

      “All roads lead to Merinos, then,” Elonora muttered.

      “This will absolutely suck without the comms running,” Varga said, shaking his head.

      “At least we know where we’re going and what we have to do to get there,” Rose replied. “Most importantly, there are hundreds of us now. Ready to go all in on this.”

      “Honey, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the enthusiasm, but let’s not forget that the hundreds you speak of were captured as soon as they entered Stravian airspace,” Aiden cut in. “The enemy is still infinitely superior to us.”

      “Fair enough, but we went in blind that time,” Jax said. “We didn’t know there would be so many of them, nor did we understand their powers or their movements. We do now. We’re perfectly aware of what we’re dealing with, and we can adjust accordingly.”

      “I agree,” Hansa replied. “We had no idea what would be waiting for us once we breached Strava’s atmosphere. At the time, we thought we were dealing with aerial phenomena and unknown attackers. This time, however, it’s wildly different. We know their weak spots, and, most importantly, we have the pulverizer weapons, on top of our abilities.”

      “I second that,” Jovi said. “Most of our GASP agents here didn’t even get to showcase their abilities. They grabbed us while we were still in the escape pods. Different circumstances, Great-Great—what, exactly? I always lose track of the family lines… Ah. Yes. Great-Great-Uncle.”

      Aiden sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “That makes me feel so damn old.”

      “Well, you kind of are,” Dmitri chimed in.

      Light laughter rippled through the crowd, and we all looked at each other. I was surrounded by familiar faces. Some, I knew better than others. They all had stories to tell. People to protect. A future to look forward to. Despite my dread and fear of what could go wrong, I only had to look at Sofia, at my children and my brothers, my closest friends and allies… Everything that could go right simply outweighed everything else.

      This wasn’t hope bursting through me like liquid fire. Hope was treacherous and feeble. A mere feeling that could be easily crushed by someone like Ta’Zan. No, this was determination. And that was the fuel I needed for what came next.

      The drive to do more, to see this until the end.

      Until Ta’Zan’s end, to be precise.
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      Wishing for the best, our crew got teleported by Kailani to one of Merinos’s northern beaches. My boots sank into the soft, white sand, after a brief moment of weightlessness. Teleportation was still incredibly weird to me—not something I would ever really get used to.

      Then again, who could ever grow accustomed to feeling themselves broken down on a molecular level, then promptly reassembled in another location? Even for Kailani it didn’t seem to be like second nature.

      The sky above was riddled with clouds—chunky, charcoal-colored blankets that allowed me to keep my hood off, in the absence of direct sunlight. The shore was pummeled by foamy waves. A storm was coming.

      “Lenny, what do you see?” Derek asked.

      The wind howled past us, and the occasional droplet smacked me in the face. The sky would tear open soon, and I felt like that could work to our advantage. We had Kailani to zap us from point A to point B and, from what I’d seen so far, Ta’Zan had yet to embed that particular genetic aspect of witches into his Perfects. All they had were their wings, and even those weren’t completely reliable in a raging storm.

      Using my True Sight, I scanned our surroundings.

      Merinos was relatively quiet. Animals watched us from deep in the woods, and the rivers were engorged by a previous storm, rumbling toward their ocean spilling point. Most of the island was dark and quiet, sheltered beneath the jungle’s rich foliage. In the middle, not far from one of the rivers, was the abandoned Draenir camp. Parts of it had been destroyed during Cassiel’s attack, but I could still see a couple of tents and pieces of charred wood from what had, until recently, been Rakkhan’s cabin.

      Only, it wasn’t exactly abandoned.

      “Perfects,” I said. “About a dozen, stationed by the abandoned camp. Another four where the stronghold used to be. Other than that, the island is empty.”

      Rose nodded slowly. “I think we can handle them when we get back. There’s no point in killing them now. The fae are our priority.”

      “Mm-hm. Speaking of which,” I murmured, scanning the islands around us. “They’re not going to be easy to find. We’ve got a winter strip ahead… Wait.”

      I narrowed my eyes, focusing on a particular island. It was tiny, compared to its neighbors, and covered in pure white snow. In the middle, there was a small mountain covered in pine-like forests—dark shades of green dressed up in white. All around the mountain base, giant ice formations rose proudly, and, from behind one of them, a single thread of black smoke.

      “What is it?” Nevis asked, looking at me.

      “Smoke,” I replied. “And where there’s smoke…”

      “There’s fire,” Kale concluded, then pointed at the island, about two miles from Merinos, still visible with the naked eye. “Is it that one?”

      I nodded. “I think it might get us closer to the fae. I doubt there would be any Perfects huddled around the fire in the middle of that patch of Arctic hell. They wouldn’t be wasting time around campfires, anyway. They’d be combing the area for rebels.”

      “You can’t see them?” Rose replied.

      “Nah. Not from this distance, and not with the snowstorm that’s about to swallow the island whole. There’s only so much my True Sight can do in this weather,” I said.

      “Fair enough, then let’s get you closer,” Kailani replied. “Everybody, hold hands.”

      Nevis took my hand in his, while I held Rose’s. The connection linked us all to Kailani, who closed her eyes and breathed in. Darkness engulfed me, and, for a second or so, I felt like I didn’t exist at all. The sensation was impossible to describe, and thinking of it as temporary nonexistence was the closest I could get to giving it some description.

      Opening my eyes as if for the first time, I found myself standing in the middle of a winter blizzard. We’d made it to the island, and the temperature had dropped considerably below zero. For us vampires, it wasn’t an issue. In fact, I liked it. Nevis was in his natural element, as well. But Hunter, Kailani, Lumi, and Heath were clearly uncomfortable.

      Kailani smiled at the sound of Hunter’s teeth chattering.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t really control it,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” she said, then cupped his face and softly blew into it.

      Hunter’s skin lit up for a moment, as if a fire had been ignited inside him. Lumi did the same to the palms of her hands, then used them to warm Heath up, as well.

      “Heat by transmission,” Lumi replied, noticing Heath’s confused expression as his body gradually relaxed. “I wouldn’t call it a spell, per se. There’s no formula or chant for it. It’s just one of the Word’s many little gifts to us, its vessels.”

      “Whatever it is, it’s fantastic,” Heath muttered. “It certainly doesn’t feel like minus a thousand degrees anymore.”

      The snowstorm intensified around us. Icy white flakes gathered in my hair and on my eyebrows. I could feel their cold weight. Looking around, there wasn’t much to see, other than a frozen beach and trees weighed down with heaps of snow. But beyond them was the mountain, and, at its base, on the west side, was the thread of black smoke.

      “We need to go there, I bet,” I said.

      We crossed the frozen beach, the ice crackling beneath us. The sand was rock-solid under it. The wind screamed in my ears, and there was a general sense of discomfort creeping up on me. It wasn’t the snowstorm, exactly, but rather the chilling sounds it made as it encompassed the island.

      It was quieter in the woods.

      “Based on their entry point in the sky, and their initial trajectory, this does seem like a good landing site,” Hunter said.

      “It’s secluded and sheltered by the snowstorm,” Derek replied. “Plus, the mountain helps. If I were stuck here, with Perfects looking for me, I would look to the west side of the mountain for shelter, too.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sight of a familiar object. “Hold on. Look!” I breathed, then pointed at it.

      We all stopped.

      About fifty yards to the east, a small portion of the forest had been leveled. The snowstorm had covered most of the accidental clearing in twenty inches of snow already, but I could still see it—smack in the middle of the clearing. The shuttle.

      It was shaped like an egg, made entirely out of a meranium-titanium-steel alloy, and reinforced with several other metals and minerals gathered from Neraka and the Supernatural Dimension. Its frontal part was bent inward, but the shuttle was otherwise intact.

      I ran toward it to get a better look.

      “Wait, Lenny! Hold on!” Rose gasped, then came after me, swiftly joined by the others.

      I stopped in front of the shuttle, taking deep breaths as my True Sight analyzed it from top to bottom. It was empty inside. There was no sight of forced entry or exit. All the mechanisms and circuits seemed intact. In fact, the board computer was still on.

      All around the shuttle, branches and chunks of broken trees had been piled up, as if to hide it from plain sight. I gave Derek and Sofia an encouraging smile.

      “I think they got out of here on their own,” I said. “They did their best to hide the shuttle. I guess the snowstorm did the rest of the work.”

      Hunter sniffed around for a while. I stayed focused on our surroundings, while Derek and Sofia kept their eyes on the sky—just in case we had to deal with Perfects sooner rather than later. We heard distant booms, but lightning was constantly flashing through the charcoal clouds. We were at the heart of a winter storm, after all, and I’d yet to spot any hostiles with my True Sight.

      “Caught it,” Hunter burst out.

      He dashed forward, deeper into the woods. We all followed, as quietly as possible, as the white werewolf tracked the scent of the seven hundred and forty-two fae that were instrumental to our victory.

      “They were instructed to seek shelter immediately upon landing,” Lumi said. “I think they’re following protocol.”

      “Sure. But if we could see that thread of smoke, so could the Perfects,” Rose replied.

      “They’re probably freezing,” Ben said.

      “I get it; it’s not that.” Rose sighed. “But it’s not helping, either.”

      Rose was frustrated, but I couldn’t hold it against her. There was only so much she could bury deep inside her for the sake of this mission. At least I had Nevis with me. Derek and Sofia had each other. Even Kailani and Hunter…

      But Rose, Ben, and Heath had loved ones to go back to in The Shade. Their soulmates were waiting, and if we were to fail here, chances were they’d never see them again. I could see how she felt, given the vibrant shades of her aura, but I could only imagine how it actually felt to be separated from the love of her life, to not know if she’d ever see him again.

      We ran through the forest, the snow squeaking beneath our boots. Soon enough, we reached the giant cluster of ice shards I’d seen from afar. It was a majestic piece of work, a masterpiece of nature and chance—though I was willing to bet the fae might’ve helped shape it to keep them safe from the winter winds. It looked like a massive teepee, made entirely out of fractured sheets of snowy ice. I caught glimmers of the fire through its walls.

      “This is it,” I murmured, then took the lead and ran around the enormous ice formation.

      As expected, I stumbled upon a most wonderful sight. Huddled in front of a large campfire were the fae, all wearing GASP uniforms. It felt nice to see the leather tunics on everyone like this. They all looked up at us at once. Silence ensued, until Derek, Sofia, and the rest of my crew emerged behind me.

      One of the fae, a young male I recognized from GASP training sessions in The Shade, stepped forward. They all had backpacks loaded with food and supplies, and they all carried soul-eater blades and retractable shields.

      “I cannot tell you how good it is to see you,” the male fae said, beaming at us.

      “Visarion, I’m glad you took the lead on this!” Derek replied, then went ahead and engulfed Visarion in one heck of a bear hug.

      Visarion laughed, and the rest of the fae gradually stood up.

      “We made a safe landing, for the most part,” he said. “We figured this was a good place to stay until you found us.”

      “You need to put the fire out,” I replied. “We could see the smoke rising from afar.”

      “I know. We had no choice. We were freezing,” Visarion said. “Our fire can only do so much for the entire group, and in these weather conditions.”

      Kailani and Lumi stepped forward with their hands out. Curious, the fae gathered in front of them. Some were quick to take the witches’ hands.

      “Everyone, link hands,” Lumi said out loud. “All of you.”

      Visarion seemed surprised and amused, but he did as told, and took one of his colleagues’ hands. Lumi and Kailani both closed their eyes and breathed out. One by one, the fae lit up momentarily, like Heath and Hunter had, before them. A few seconds later, Visarion wiggled his fingers, commanding the snow to cover the fire.

      “This feels great,” Visarion replied. “Thank you.”

      “A little bit of magic goes a long way.” Lumi smiled. “It’s more discrete than fire, too.”

      “How long have you been here?” Derek asked Visarion.

      “Less than an hour,” he said. “The temperatures were brutal, though. Had we not lit a fire, we would’ve died, believe me.”

      “It’s okay,” Ben interjected. “So, you’re all here. All seven hundred and forty-two.”

      Visarion and the other fae nodded. “Yes. From all four fae planets.”

      He was one of the leading commanders in Sherus and Nuriya’s Royal Guard. An import from the Water Droplet—the water fae star—Visarion had fit in beautifully with all the fire fae under his command. He’d been chosen because his water manipulation abilities were out of this world, and he wasn’t a believer in fighting fire with fire, literally.

      “I must say, once we breached the atmosphere, I had my heart stuck in my throat,” Visarion said, then exhaled sharply. “But then we saw the swarms of Perfects headed for Ta’Zan’s colosseum, and I figured… this is it!”

      “Indeed it is. We need to get you to safety now,” Rose replied. “The Perfects were scanning the skies, and they will follow up on this intrusion soon enough, especially since it coincided with the explosions. They’re not dumb.”

      Visarion nodded again. “Okay. How do we do this, then? I believe there are too many of us for your witches to teleport at once. And where are we going?”

      “I think I can help,” Kailani said.

      I couldn’t stop myself from worrying about her, especially after her last blackout. Sure, she was a full swamp witch now, but I didn’t fully trust the Word. Kailani didn’t have the power to kill Perfects like she’d done back by the comms blockers. According to Lumi, that had just been a glitch of sorts, an overload of Word energy that had trouble adjusting to her witch body. Getting Kailani to that level of destruction now would take a lot longer than the snippet of time we had left.

      I wasn’t afraid of her, but I was concerned for her wellbeing. Casting swamp witch magic as a true vessel of the Word like Lumi and Kailani was a lot like playing soccer with a nuclear bomb. One wrong move, one slip, and it could all go to hell. They didn’t have to tell me that. I could see it in their auras—the ever-present yellow flicker, the thought that something might go wrong, somehow.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly.

      She smiled at me, and, all of a sudden, I felt like one of those helicopter moms, hovering over their kids, afraid to let them do anything. “Lenny, I’ve got this. Trust me.”

      How had we gotten to this point where she could read me better than I could sometimes read her?

      “Teleportation is out of the question, given the numbers,” Rose interjected. “So, what do you suggest, Kale?”

      Kailani looked at Lumi, then put on a devilish grin. “We walk in plain sight,” she said. “It’s our fastest way to Merinos.”

      Lumi chuckled softly. “Well, not actually in plain sight. But yes, we walk. I know what Kale wants to do,” she replied, then motioned for the fae to move to our left. “Everyone, please pair up and form a double-file line. We’re headed south.”

      Once the fae were organized according to Lumi’s instructions, she stayed at the back, while Kailani took the lead. I took Nevis’s hand and joined the procession, as did the others in our crew. Heath wound up stuck with Hunter at the back of the line. Lumi and Kailani had to be on their own, since they were the spell-casters.

      “When I tell you to go, you start walking. Head south, calmly and quietly,” Kailani called out. “When I tell you to stop, you stop. I will cast a spell that goes all around us, above and beyond, and it will be impervious to water and earth alike. It’s combined with a cloaking incantation, so you won’t be seen.”

      “But you must be quiet,” Lumi emphasized. “You cannot be seen, but you can still be heard.”

      “Got it,” Visarion replied. “So, we just keep walking, then? To Merinos?”

      Lumi nodded. “Exactly. And whatever you do, don’t break from the group. The tighter the line, the smoother our journey.”

      Without further ado, Lumi and Kailani exchanged glances and a brief nod.

      They put their arms out, and in the following second, I found my breath taken away from me. Their fingers wiggled, making the air ripple around them. They murmured a spell, but I couldn’t catch the words. I could, however, see the air ripples expand outward, stretching all around us.

      We were encased in a cylindrical tunnel, practically invisible, though I could still catch the occasional shimmer at the corner of my eye. From afar, we could no longer be seen. The world around me seemed a little warped, as if I were looking through a sheet of poorly processed glass. I reached out and felt the membrane against my fingertip.

      It was cold, and it made my skin tingle.

      “Now, start walking,” Kailani said.

      In pairs, we did as we were told. Step by step, we headed south to Merinos. It didn’t matter whether we walked on solid ground or across the ocean—the spell kept us in line and together. I had to admit, this kind of magic was incredible. Judging by how both Lumi and Kailani were glowing and sweating, I had a feeling that this was a job for two swamp witches, especially with our large numbers.

      I wondered what the world would be like with more swamp witches. We obviously needed more of these spunky, insanely powerful ladies, for sure. I knew from Lumi that a lot of the heavy-duty swamp witch magic required more than one vessel of the Word. The triple-tome that Serena and Draven’s crew had managed to rescue from Calliope barely skimmed the surface of swamp witch magic—that much we knew since Harper and Caspian’s team saved Lumi from Neraka. We’d come so far, already.

      I’d heard incredible stories about the swamp witches, but they were just stories, fading memories of creatures that had nearly gone extinct—and what a narrow escape from universal breakdown that had been! The real thing, however, the swamp witches I had with me here on Strava… they were beyond incredible.

      Looking at Kailani, I felt my chest swell with pride. She was really coming into her own. And, as we stepped onto the ice-cold turquoise ocean, with nothing but vast, swirling sky above us, I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that we were safe in her hands.
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      The magic ran smoothly through me this time.

      Once I’d completed my bond with the Word, I felt like a different person altogether. No more spells whispered in the back of my head, impossible for me to remember later. No more spurts of sudden power or total blackouts. No more uncertainty or fear of the future.

      No, I knew exactly where I stood.

      The Word gave me what I needed, when I needed it. Whenever it revealed a spell to me, the chant remained. The formula became permanently embedded in my memory. I would never forget it, not even after death.

      I was also aware of my limitations. I knew what I couldn’t yet do. My body was still developing, adjusting itself to fit the Word’s energy. The stronger I got, over time, the more complex my spells would be, the more powerful I would become. I wondered if Lumi had felt the same when she first bonded with the Word, or if the entire process was different for me, as a natural-born witch. There was no precedent for my ascension as a swamp witch, after all. No past to look into for answers to some of the questions that still lingered in my mind.

      But I had learned one thing from this experience. I held those I loved close, more fiercely than ever. I was going to live for a long time—probably longer than I would’ve, had I not chosen to become a conduit for the Word. I was going to outlive many of the people I was fond of. I was going to outlive Hunter, too, unless we found some way for him to be able to choose the path of a vampire. I doubted even an entire lab of witches could figure out how to pull that off on a werewolf. Plus, it might not be something Hunter would even consider.

      The thought of one day losing him wasn’t something I was ready to deal with.

      I stayed focused on what lay ahead. I had a role to play in the battle that was soon to unravel. Ta’Zan wasn’t going to go down willingly. He was going to come after us, and my swamp witch magic wasn’t powerful enough to obliterate him and the Perfects. The devastating pulse that had claimed the lives of four Draenir wasn’t going to happen again for a very long time. According to the Word, that had been a test of my physical strength, and, had Hunter not been there to lovingly bring me back to consciousness, it would’ve killed me.

      In the end, I would rather have these limited but developing powers than be forced to wield a nuclear weapon with my bare hands and no protection. I was going to have to make do with what I had. At least there was balance now.

      As Lumi and I carried our fae platoon over the turquoise ocean, I was amazed by the complexity and the sheer strength of this spell. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without a second swamp witch. Or, I could’ve tried with Grandma or Grandpa, but it would’ve been risky. Our bilocation spell back in the diamond dome had been an incredible stroke of luck. This concealment magic was even more heavy-duty, as it involved the constant creation of an invisible membrane for the people to go through, unnoticed by the outside world and regardless of the terrain.

      “We’re not far from Merinos,” I said.

      Glancing around, I noticed that all eyes were on me—Elonora, Nevis, Ben, Rose, Derek and Sofia, Heath… not to mention Hunter, but his gaze was torn between loving and worried. I could see where he was coming from, and I made a mental note to reassure him that I had everything under control.

      “I can see it, just a mile ahead,” Elonora replied.

      “Once we get there, we’ll have to set up a similar spell for our perimeter,” Lumi chimed in from the back. With over seven hundred fae between us, forming a long column of pairs, I could still hear her easily. Then again, that didn’t come as a surprise. We had the Word’s magic on our side, after all. “We could take the southwestern woods. That’s a patch least likely for the Perfects to try and scour, if they get to Merinos.”

      “What makes you say that?” Hunter asked.

      “Their modus operandi,” Lumi replied. “Not sure you’ve noticed, but, while they may be angry about what we did to their city, they’re still bummed out about the Arch-Perfects. Ta’Zan will send them out to look for us once he figures out the bilocation trick, but I’m not sure how excited or thorough they’ll be in doing their job.”

      “Ta’Zan made creatures superior to them, basically,” Derek said, nodding. “Yeah, they won’t be happy about that.”

      “Or maybe they will be extra thorough and determined, just to prove they’re better than the Arch-Perfects,” Sofia suggested.

      That actually sounded reasonable. These were highly competitive creatures, taught to think they were the supreme beings. Then came the Arch-Perfects. They definitely had something to prove, at least in their father’s eyes—eyes which I hoped I’d soon get to personally burn out.

      “Speaking of genetic design, do we know what he’s figured out in terms of witch genes?” Rose asked. “I haven’t seen any of Corrine’s or Ibrahim’s or any of the other witches’ abilities transferred into the Perfects. Maybe he managed to do something with the Arch-Perfects?”

      “You mean teleportation? The ability to cast spells?” I replied.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Cassiel didn’t show any witch traits, but maybe he was holding back. Maybe.”

      I thought about it for a minute, then exhaled.

      “Magic genes are one thing, but casting spells is another,” I said. “I haven’t seen any of our natural abilities on the Perfects, either, so maybe Ta’Zan didn’t figure out our genome. Even if he did with the Arch-Perfects, he’d still need to teach them magic. They might have the juice, but they definitely don’t have the knowledge or the understanding of self-control. And he’d need witches to handle the training part. I would be worried about the Arch-Perfects’ ability to teleport, though. If they have that, we’ll have our work cut out for us when it’s time to defend our fae.”

      “Remember, Kale. We have something Ta’Zan can only dream of,” Lumi reminded me.

      I smiled. “The Word. You’re right,” I replied, then looked at Rose over my shoulder. “Whatever the Arch-Perfects can do, we can hold our own. At least until we activate the Hermessi. And if we don’t, well… it’ll get bloody.”

      “You know what? I’m okay with dying, if it means the Hermessi get activated,” Heath said firmly. “I made my peace when they first put that damn collar around my neck. Deep down, I’ve already said goodbye to Blaze, though I would’ve loved to see him and Caia for a little while longer. I would’ve loved a grandson—”

      “Or granddaughter,” I cut him off. “And you’ll get them, because you’re a friggin’ dragon. Lumi and I will do our best to keep everyone alive. I honestly don’t want to talk about any form of sacrifice right now. Let’s focus on what we can do to survive until midnight tomorrow, instead.”

      Heath gave me a faint smile. “You really are different, Kale.”

      “She’s determined,” Derek replied. “If there’s one thing that runs through that witchy family, it’s determination and stubbornness. I’m glad to see it got passed down to you, too.”

      My cheeks were on fire. I offered a thankful nod in return, then looked at Hunter. The love in his blue eyes soothed me on the inside. One glance, and I knew I would move entire galaxies in order to be with him. Ta’Zan was like a bug on my windshield—a very persistent bug, but we could defeat him if we all gave it everything we had. We’d already proven that his methods were wrong, the byproduct of his frustrated delusions.

      The flutter of wings caught my attention.

      “Everybody, stop!” I hissed.

      We all froze across a strip of ocean, between a winter island and Merinos, which was a little less than a mile away now. The concealment spell kept us hidden as a group of Perfects flew overhead. They were looking north, and not toward Merinos. They were armed with pulverizer weapons, but they couldn’t see us.

      From what I could see, they were patrolling the northern and eastern parts of the winter-summer cluster, and seemed to have no business with Merinos, or the other islands, in particular.

      “I don’t think Ta’Zan figured out we left him cheap copies yet,” I murmured.

      “Yeah, I agree,” Hunter replied. “Otherwise there would be more of these bastards flying around, turning every island inside out, looking for us.”

      “It’s just a patrol. Probably searching for rebel Faulties. They don’t have an actual suspect for the colosseum bombings right now,” Derek said.

      Once the Perfects were far enough away and headed further north, we resumed our walk across the ocean. Merinos grew bigger in front of us.

      We only had one shot at getting this right, and, based on how vibrantly the Word’s energy flowed through me, I had what was required for us to succeed in getting to Merinos safely. The spell’s constant upkeep wasn’t a problem at all. It didn’t drain me; it didn’t wear me out.

      That, to me, was highly encouraging.

      It meant that we still had a shot at winning this. I led my crew and the seven hundred and forty-two fae to Merinos. Pashmiri whales poked through the water on both sides, curiously watching us. My breath hitched as I realized that they could see us.

      Based on what Rose had told us about her experience with them, I was even more convinced that these were, in a way, deeply magical creatures. And if we didn’t stop Ta’Zan and his Perfects soon, the pashmiri were doomed to become their dinner and lamp oil and who knows what else?

      I stared one right in the eye as it breached the surface about twenty feet from me, then rolled on its side. I smiled, making a quiet promise that I would do my damned best to protect her, along with everyone else.

      As if responding to my thought, the pashmiri waved a fin at me, then vanished underwater.

      Message received…
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      Taeral zapped us closer to the southwest entrance of Ta’Zan’s colosseum. We were smack in the middle of hostile territory, but determined to find Douma, Raphael, and the others—not to mention Amal and Amane, who had the mass memory wiper. Provided, of course, that they’d made it out in time.

      “Let’s be conservative about our invisibility spell pouches,” Jovi muttered, frowning as he looked around, his nostrils flaring frantically as he caught all sorts of scents. “There aren’t that many left, and we don’t want to run out when we need them the most.”

      Anjani stayed by his side, while Jax and Hansa did their own visual search of the area. Vesta and Zeriel looked around, checking for footprints, while Dmitri started sniffing around. Taeral and I didn’t have much else to do, other than keep a lookout.

      We could hear movement through the woods, shadows flashing left and right, but none close enough to be a cause for concern. Black smoke was rising in the distance—the colosseum was in ruins. We were about five hundred yards from the southwest entrance, and we knew the jungle would be swarming with angry Perfects.

      “They’re looking for Faulties,” Jax said, noticing a group of Perfects approximately two hundred yards to our left. They moved fast between the trees. I doubted they’d even noticed us. We kept a low profile, hiding behind tree trunks whenever we weren’t moving.

      “And survivors, maybe. Not to mention those responsible for the attack.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “Well, with us supposedly still inside the diamond dome, they’re probably thinking about the rogue Faulties and the Draenir,” Hansa replied, narrowing her emerald-gold eyes as she watched the Perfects disappear into the woods.

      “Speaking of which, they passed through here,” Jovi said, constantly catching scents with his wolf-nose. “The tracks are fading, though. Probably less than an hour ago when the colosseum first came down.”

      “Good thing Isda was smart enough to warn the Faulties. It would’ve been a shame to see them die in that place.” I sighed. “They deserve better than this.”

      “Let’s move toward the north side,” Jax suggested. “Pretty sure I remember Amal and Amane talking about it, since their labs were closer to that exit.”

      We made our way through the jungle in a wide arch around the colosseum. I had my invisibility spell pouch ready at a moment’s notice, as we listened and watched out for more Perfects. We could hear dozens of them, hundreds of feet away in different groups, darting forward or flying over the lush crowns as they searched for Faulties to torment.

      My only hope was that they’d all made it to safety, along with the Draenir. I knew they weren’t going to head back to base camp without losing the Perfects, first.

      There was a permanent and painful knot in my stomach, and I tried to keep my temper under control. Angst and concern were battling inside me as I thought about Amane, about where she could be and whether or not I’d find her.

      A few weeks ago, she’d saved my life after Araquiel’s severe beating. She’d stormed into my endangered life and burrowed her way into my heart, refusing to ever get out of there again. I didn’t like a future where she wasn’t present. I’d grown accustomed to her brilliant mind and the taste of her lips. I loved her purity and ambition the most—in a dramatic contrast with her personality, like her pure white hair and bright orange eyes. What a creature to fall head over heels for…

      “Here,” Dmitri murmured, his brow furrowed as he pointed at the ground.

      We were closer to the west entrance of the colosseum now, but still had over two hundred yards between us and the pile of diamond debris left behind by our explosives. And we were staring at puddles of dried blood.

      Dmitri and Jovi crouched, their nostrils flaring as they captured every possible scent. Jax and Hansa checked a broken tree, while Taeral and I checked another one, about ten yards from the first one.

      “Someone crashed into this,” Jax concluded, pointing at a bloodied spike. “And got stuck here.”

      “I imagine the same happened to this one, but with fewer injuries,” Taeral replied.

      Dmitri went over to the first tree, checking the bloodied spike, then smirked. “Raphael. Raphael crashed into this one. I’d recognize his scent anywhere. The crazy bastard…”

      “What about here?” I asked, pointing at the second tree.

      Dmitri dashed toward us, just as Taeral lifted a few strands of hair from the ground. My heart stopped as I got a closer look—it was long and white. Amane.

      “Amane,” Dmitri said, upon sniffing around the second broken tree. “Amal. And… holy crap. Douma!” he croaked, his eyes wide.

      “They were here,” I mumbled.

      “There’s quite a lot of blood,” Jovi replied, then moved forward, following the crimson trails and broken branches.

      Dmitri caught up with him, while the rest of us stayed close to the two brothers. They were our best bet to find out what had happened here. I struggled with my frantic heart, suddenly too small for my ribcage. I broke into a cold sweat as Taeral and I found more of Amal’s and Amane’s white hairs.

      “There was a struggle,” Jovi said. “Raphael was bleeding like crazy.”

      “After getting impaled on that tree, no wonder,” Hansa said.

      “Douma lost blood, too, though not as much,” Dmitri replied, a muscle nervously ticking in his jaw. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment. “There’s that ammonia scent again. There’s another Faulty with them, besides Amal and Amane.”

      “They must’ve rescued someone,” I said.

      Jovi nodded, joining his brother in another deep inhalation. “And I know who it is. Isda. They got Isda out,” he replied, smiling.

      “Judging by the blood traces, I think Amal and Amane were okay,” Anjani chimed in, looking at me with her soft emerald-gold eyes. She was a little slimmer than her voluptuous sister, Hansa, but even so, Anjani was a gorgeous creature. On top of that, she was a great tracker, from what I could tell. No wonder Jovi had fallen in love with her.

      “Ashes,” Taeral said, drawing our focus to a small clearing, formed by the destruction of several trees. He pointed at the blades of grass—an entire patch covered in gray ashes.

      “Someone got pulverized here,” I managed, dread gripping my throat as I thought about Amane disappearing in a puff of gray ashes.

      Dmitri darted farther northwest. He motioned for us to follow him.

      “They made it!” he breathed. “Amane, Amal, Douma, Raphael, and Isda. All five of them.”

      “My guess is that Perfects found them,” Jovi replied as he joined his brother.

      We followed them deeper into the jungle, adding another hundred yards between us and the colosseum as we moved north, farther widening our search area. We stilled behind a cluster of ferns for a while, as the woods rumbled with flying Perfects.

      “This area’s already been searched,” Jovi whispered. “It reeks of Perfects.”

      “So, where are they going?” Hansa asked, keeping her voice down.

      Dozens of wings fluttered above our heads. Shadows flickered over the tree crowns—Perfects flying at high speed. They weren’t without a direction, from what I could tell. They had their sights set on an area to the northeast. I could smell the ocean, just faintly.

      “I think they found someone on the beach, or close by,” Anjani murmured, her eyes wide as she looked out. “Northeast.”

      “Good. I don’t care what they found there, because our people went north,” Dmitri said, frowning.

      I completely understood his eagerness to get to Douma and the others. I felt the same about finding Amane. Until I held her in my arms again, I would have a hard time focusing on other rogue Faulties or Draenir. Selfish of me, I knew that, and I felt bad, but, in the end, Amane was the most precious member of our mission—not only because of my feelings for her, but also because she and her sister had the mass memory wiper.

      “We can’t help anyone on that side, anyway,” Jax replied softly. “The Perfects have homed in on them, and we’ve got our people to find.”

      “I know.” Anjani sighed. “And the mass memory wiper. I know…”

      We headed farther north once the coast cleared up.

      About an hour later, we were searching through the grass and checking all the trees we passed by, looking for traces of Douma, Amane, and the others. The place was sprinkled with ashes, too—even more than before.

      Jovi stilled, taking several deep breaths. “Ladies and gentlemen, the plot gets a twist,” he quipped, then chuckled softly as he looked at Dmitri, as if waiting for him to reach the same conclusion.

      The rest of us were on the edge of our seats.

      Dmitri nodded. “Perfects. Through there,” he added, pointing to the west.

      I went over to him, checking the bushes, until my heart skipped another beat. I found another strand of long white hair. I wrapped it around my finger and pressed it against my lips. My chest tightened, and there was a strange feeling, deep down, that she wasn’t that far away anymore.

      “They grabbed Douma and the others?” Taeral asked, raising his eyebrow. “That would be a damn shame.”

      Dmitri shook his head. “Nah. These Perfects don’t smell like the others. There’s a familiar scent from them, a delicate thread that makes me think of Arwen and the Daughters.”

      “That’s one wicked nose you’ve got on you,” Jax replied, genuinely stunned.

      “You’d be amazed by how many scents we record throughout a lifetime,” Jovi said, beaming with pride. “We remember everyone we’ve ever come across. Everyone. Forever.”

      “Oh… That means—” Anjani was the first to reach the right conclusion, but Dmitri finished her sentence.

      “Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, and Deena,” he said. “And no drag marks whatsoever. No other struggle past this section here.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, as if the weight of the world had been torn from my shoulders.

      “Nathaniel’s crew found Douma’s,” Jovi replied.

      “Then, all we have to do is track them farther to the northwest,” Dmitri said. “They’re bound to be headed for the winter-summer cluster, especially if they have the mass memory wiper.”

      “Damn those comms blockers!” Taeral cursed under his breath. “Ben and the others need to know about this.”

      Vesta squeezed his shoulder in an attempt to reassure him. “Remember, all roads lead to Merinos, now. Surely, Douma’s crew knows that as well.”

      Something darted through the woods at an incredibly high speed. At first, I thought it was a projectile.

      “Duck!” I hissed, then crouched.

      But it wasn’t.

      Before I could even react, a winged creature slammed into Zeriel. The Tritone king was tackled and thrown against a tree. He didn’t get a chance to retaliate. Zeriel was out cold.

      Towering above him, breathing heavily and glowering at us was… Cassiel.

      “Not the person I wanted to see right now,” Dmitri muttered.

      Within seconds, we all had our pulverizer weapons pointed at him. Still, Cassiel didn’t seem to care. He was covered in a sheet of sweat, and blood had dried on his silken tunic, turning the stark white into dark red. His claws and fangs were out, glimmering with a desperate urge to tear through flesh.

      “If you think those pulverizers scare me, think again,” Cassiel said. “I’ve got an angry boss looking for retribution.”

      “Cry me a friggin’ river,” I growled, my trigger finger already itching.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, somehow singling me out. “I’ve been taking you people quite lightly. That’s a mistake I’m not making again. It’s all or nothing with you, huh?”

      “What gave that away? Was it the colosseum going down in flames or getting your head chopped off?” Dmitri asked, grinning.

      The young wolf was on point with that remark. Indeed, I could see the fine line around Cassiel’s neck, a scar healing, soon to be gone. That explained the abundance of blood on his tunic, too. I let out a short chuckle.

      “You got your ass handed to you, Arch-Perfect?” I asked in a blatantly rhetorical manner.

      Cassiel kept his sights on me, and it creeped me the heck out. “Where are the twins? Ta’Zan is fuming. He wants his geniuses back.”

      Jax shrugged. “Why are you asking us?”

      “Wait, what are you doing out?” Cassiel blurted, suddenly realizing the painfully obvious fact that we weren’t in collars, back in the diamond dome anymore. A sense of alarm seemed to take over, his eyes nearly popping out like marbles. “Who let you out?”

      “We let ourselves out,” I replied dryly. “Did you really think you could hold us there forever?”

      “Well, not forever, but at least until Ta’Zan got tired of you and had you turned into glue or manure or something,” Cassiel grumbled.

      I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head. The urgency was obvious now, as he struggled between going back to the diamond dome to check on the rest of us and going after Amane and Amal. There were too many priorities at the top of his list, and, according to him, a very angry Ta’Zan to deal with in case of failure.

      “Your empire is over. You know that, right?” Taeral said.

      Cassiel pointed an angry finger at him. “Nothing is over until I say it’s over!” he shouted, already fuming.

      Still, our weapons were loaded and ready to obliterate him.

      Vesta helped Zeriel up—he was in a lot of pain, still dazed from his brief blackout. I couldn’t help but wonder why Cassiel had come through with such confidence. He must’ve known we had these weapons on us.

      Unless he’s got something we don’t.

      “I’m going to ask you one last time. Then, if you still don’t answer, I’ll tear you all apart, limb by limb,” Cassiel said. “Where are the twins?”

      “What twins? Ben and Rose?” I asked, grinning. “’Cause they’re not in the dome, either.”

      Cassiel smirked, then vanished into thin air.

      My breath got stuck in my chest. He reappeared in front of me. His hand gripped my throat and nearly crushed my windpipe. I didn’t even have a split second to think of a way out. In the blink of an eye, I was staring death in the face.

      Had he always had the ability to teleport? Had he recently developed it? Or had he really been holding back, like he’d said?

      I struggled to catch my breath, while the others tried to come at him. His wings spread out behind him, fluttering angrily in order to obscure their view and prevent any attacks.

      “How does it feel to be such a colossal failure, huh?” Cassiel asked me, gritting his teeth.

      Hate burned bright in his eyes. He was so certain of himself, now, showing me his full potential, while, in my mind, I figured that Ta’Zan must’ve finally added witch genes to his creations—it had to be the reason why he considered the Arch-Perfects superior, besides their increased speed and strength.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” Amane’s voice cut through the painful silence.

      The world felt right again. All my fears and doubts vanished like dust in the wind.

      And so did Cassiel’s confidence.

      A shot was fired. Cassiel vanished again. A pulverizer pellet flew past me.

      I dropped to my knees, coughing and wheezing, thankful to be able to breathe again—even with considerable difficulty. I managed to look up and saw Amane holding a pulverizer weapon. Joining her were Amal, Douma, Raphael, Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, Deena, and Isda. They were all armed.

      Cassiel reappeared about ten yards to our left, next to a giant tree.

      “Okay, so you can teleport,” Amane added. “I take it that’s what the witch genes were for.”

      “Yes, Ta’Zan figured out a way to activate them, it seems,” Amal murmured, keeping her eyes on Cassiel.

      “You didn’t know?” Amane asked.

      Amal shook her head. “He worked off the blueprint we helped him make, but he didn’t show me what DNA strands he put in. I haven’t had much contact with the Arch-Perfects after they were educated.”

      “You two are needed at home,” Cassiel interjected.

      The color had drained from his cheeks, though, and his voice was slightly softer. Something told me he wasn’t so sure of himself anymore. I figured it had to do with the number of weapons pointed at him—it had practically doubled, and there was only so much he could do without getting himself pulverized.

      “You know what? I’ve had enough of your crap,” I whispered, then fired a pulverizer pellet.

      He vanished once more and reappeared next to another tree, smiling. “You’re not going to kill me,” he said. “Not like this. I’m too fast.”

      “You’re not going to kill any of us, either,” Jax replied. “Too many pulverizer weapons, and don’t think for a second we won’t sacrifice one or more of our own, to kill you forever.”

      Cassiel chuckled. “I doubt that.”

      “Would you like to put it to the test?” Douma asked, her finger slowly pressing against the trigger.
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      A couple of moments passed in tense silence as we all measured our options. Cassiel could teleport. That spelled a ton of trouble for us in the future, because it meant that all the other Arch-Perfects could teleport, too. All five hundred or more of them.

      He also knew we’d left the diamond dome, though he didn’t know how many of us had gotten out. He could easily run back and check for himself. But did it matter anymore?

      It did. The longer that Ta’Zan thought we were still in the dome, the easier it was for us to get to Merinos and meet with the others. Hell, if he didn’t discover the switch until midnight tomorrow, even better. Part of me knew that wouldn’t happen, but every second we had was precious.

      Either way, Cassiel had to die.

      “I’ll get you, you know,” Cassiel said, looking at Amal and Amane. “Maybe not now or in the next hour. But I will get you.”

      I didn’t even have time to truly rejoice in seeing Douma again. My heart was singing like a nightingale, but my mind was focused on Cassiel. I needed a good attack angle. We could take him down, even with his ability to teleport.

      I gave Jovi a discreet nod, then looked farther to his left. We’d done this kind of stuff before in training, back in The Shade. We’d had plenty of exercises where our supposed enemy was too fast for one of us to handle on his own.

      Jovi slowly moved to the left. One step, then another.

      We didn’t want to waste too many pulverizer pellets on this bastard, but we had to kill him before he destroyed us. He knew too much, and he was clearly hell-bent on dragging Amane and Amal back to Ta’Zan. We couldn’t let that happen.

      “That’s wishful thinking,” Amane replied. “But I dare you to try. I’ll be fertilizing the jungle with your ashes.”

      Cassiel laughed. “We’ll see about that.”

      Jovi pulled the trigger. Cassiel heard the pop, and vanished and reappeared in another location. Unsurprisingly, I guessed his next position—I’d noticed the pattern of going farther back and to the southeast. I fired a pulverizer pellet in his direction, just as he showed up.

      I heard his breath hitch, but he vanished before my round could hit him.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      Cassiel didn’t appear again after that. We all waited in silence. Looking around, sniffing the air, listening to every sound—even the slightest breeze or rustle of leaves. A couple of minutes passed before Jovi spoke first.

      “I think he’s gone,” he said slowly.

      “He won’t be gone for long,” Amal replied. “You heard him.”

      “We’ll have to be careful, then,” Ridan breathed, before rushing over to Amane and taking her in his arms. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of them together again. I’d felt the dragon’s pain at being away from her.

      The air got knocked out of my lungs when Douma wrapped her arms around me, her heart thudding against mine. I hadn’t even seen her coming. I’d been so on edge, so focused on where Cassiel had gone, that I hadn’t noticed her move—which was a little ironic, given that I’d been out here, desperately looking for her and praying that she was still alive and free.

      “You took a long time to get here,” Douma whispered in my ear, then pressed her lips against mine. I lost my senses altogether and deepened that kiss, putting entire chunks of my soul into it.

      I held her tight and reveled in her sweet natural fragrance, enjoying the feel of her body so close to mine. Just then, I renewed my oath to never let anyone separate us again. She was the single most important thing I had to look forward to, in a future without Ta’Zan. My light at the end of the tunnel.

      “How’d you find us?” Jovi asked.

      “We were headed west to the winter-summer cluster,” Amal replied. “But Douma got a feeling we should stick around for a little while longer. She figured Dmitri would move mountains to find her, and she said he’s such a good tracker, he was bound to pick up her scent in these woods.”

      “Glad to see I wasn’t wrong,” Douma said, keeping her gaze on me.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear you think so highly of me,” I replied with a sly grin.

      “You must be our Perfect friends from Calliope, then,” Hansa said, addressing Nathaniel and his crew. She then looked at Isda. “I cannot tell you how glad I am you made it out of there in time, Isda.”

      The Faulty stepped forward, casually holding a pulverizer against her chest.

      “Once I understood how many people depended on me, I couldn’t stay back anymore,” Isda replied.

      Nathaniel smiled, before introducing himself and his group. We shook hands and thanked one another for all the work we’d been putting into this mission. They brought us up to speed with their exit from the colosseum and the incidents that occurred afterward. Raphael was looking a lot better, given his earlier impalement.

      “What are we going to do about Cassiel?” Ridan asked, looking around for the millionth time.

      “He’ll stay close by. He’ll be watching us, waiting for an attack angle,” Raphael replied, then raised his voice. “He still has a chance to work with us, if he wants to. We’ll forgive all the crap he’s done so far if he chooses to be a decent creature, instead of a self-serving coward.”

      “We’ll have to keep our eyes peeled and our ears open,” Douma added. “I think Ta’Zan is holding something over his head, for Cassiel to still be working for him.”

      “What are you thinking?” I asked her.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the pulverizer. Maybe Ta’Zan is blackmailing him with something. Or maybe Cassiel just finds it hard to go against his creator. I remember that feeling all too well.”

      “It’s true,” Raphael said. “Once you’re accustomed to a certain way of life, once the idea of obedience has been hammered into your head, it’s hard to break away from it. Most of you wouldn’t truly understand that, because you were born free, to certain privileges. To us, apparent privileges turned out to be lies, but we’re so emotionally dependent on Ta’Zan, it’s hard to step back and look at the bigger picture.”

      “That’s where the mass memory wiper comes in,” Amane interjected. “We just need to make sure we get it to the winter-cluster in one piece, before midnight tomorrow.”

      “How are Ben, Rose, and the others?” Raphael asked us.

      “They’re good. They’re probably looking for the fae in the winter-summer cluster already,” Ridan replied. “We agreed to meet back in—”

      “Wait,” Amane cut him off, pressing her fingers against his lips. “Not here. Cassiel could be listening.”

      “Can you zap us out of here?” I asked Taeral.

      He nodded. “Mm-hm. But where? To the place we cannot speak of?”

      “Wherever that may be, not yet,” Raphael replied. “There’s still a few things we need to talk about. We need a plan before we go anywhere involving our… outside friends. It’s only a matter of time before Ta’Zan figures out what we left in the diamond dome. I mean, Cassiel already got the gist from the moment he saw us.”

      “He’s right. We need five minutes to just talk, somewhere,” Douma said. “Preferably where Cassiel can’t track us.”

      “I doubt he won’t catch up with us, sooner or later,” Amal murmured. “You heard him.”

      “Yeah, well, then let’s make it later,” Taeral shot back with a confident smirk, then put his hands out. “Come on, hold on tight. Time to skedaddle.”

      We linked hands. I held Douma’s tight, fearful of ever letting go.

      Within seconds, we were engulfed by darkness, then found ourselves standing on a beautiful beach overlooking a rather dangerous storm—about five miles away, over the ocean.

      “Where are we?” I asked, trying to figure out whether I knew this place or not.

      “Oh, we’re on the edge of the winter-summer cluster,” Taeral replied.

      Raphael and the other Perfects looked hilariously pale. I held Douma close, knowing she’d yet to get used to teleportation, herself. It wasn’t at all easy to disintegrate into billions of little particles and then get put back together somewhere else. It took some time to wrap one’s head around the concept.

      The storm raged in the distance, in shades of charcoal and black. To our right, however, the skies were clear and reddish, as the sun set somewhere in the west. Perfects flew over the islands in small groups—black little dots on the scarlet canvas of dusk.

      “We’re safe here, for now,” Taeral said.

      For now.

      Then, we’d all have our own storm to deal with.
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      “Cassiel is going to be very difficult to kill,” Jax said.

      We were all seated, our legs crossed as we watched the waves grow taller, crashing and foaming against the sandy shore. Palm trees stretched out above us, keeping us out of sight with their enormous, waxy leaves.

      I was all warm and fuzzy, nestled in Ridan’s arms, thankful to be with him again. I’d known I’d be happy to see him, but I hadn’t expected such bliss to inundate my senses when we kissed. To say that I’d missed him was an understatement.

      “He can teleport,” Taeral added.

      “So can you. Anything you want to share about that?” I asked. “There has to be some pattern or technique, especially with so many pulverizer weapons pointed at you. Right?”

      He nodded once. “Yes. Jinn and witches have this ability in common, and it works the same way for both species. If I have to teleport rapidly and repeatedly over the course of, say, a few minutes, because someone’s trying to pulverize me, I need to know the area well. And by ‘area,’ I mean a radius of about five hundred yards for me to zap myself freely to dodge those pellets. The way Cassiel was doing it made me think he didn’t know that patch of woods all too well.”

      “You noticed that, too, huh?” Dmitri replied, smiling.

      “He moved backward, in a defensive manner,” Jovi added.

      “Yup. But even then, if he wants to attack, he’ll go for the weakest of his opponents,” Taeral said, then gave Ridan an apologetic smile. “Sorry to say this, buddy, but that’s you,” he added, and looked at Dmitri, Jovi, and Isda next. “You’re close, as well.”

      “Why am I the weakest?” Ridan retorted, raising an eyebrow. He was clearly offended, and, in a way, so was I. My dragon was strong and had the power of fire in his lungs. What could be more powerful than that?

      “You’re massive, physically speaking. Lots of muscle on you, but you’re not as fast as Dmitri or Jovi, for example. They’re a tad lighter, more wiry, like me. They’d be able to elude Cassiel for more than a second,” Taeral replied.

      “Hold up,” Dmitri interrupted, his brows furrowed. He wasn’t taking these descriptions too well either. “So, according to you, almighty prince of the fire star, how would you rank us all? If you put yourself at the top, I will slap you silly.”

      Taeral chuckled, then brought a hand up to indicate the level, from the highest to the lowest. “It goes Raphael, Douma… probably Nathaniel, Angelica, Deena, and Uriel. I haven’t exactly seen them in action, but, you know, they’re Perfects. So they’re at the top, automatically.”

      Glancing at our team, I noticed glimmers of amusement in their eyes. Even Ridan was having a hard time keeping a straight face. With jokesters like Jovi, Dmitri, and Taeral on our crew, I knew we wouldn’t be bored going forward. They were sure to provide the entertainment, whether they were aware of it or not.

      “Okay, who’s next?” Ridan drilled Taeral further.

      “Um… Hold on,” he mumbled, scratching the back of his head. “Then it’s me, because, you know, I can teleport. Duh.”

      “All right. Then?” Hansa asked, giving him a spine-tingling scowl.

      “Oh, you and your sister. Definitely you and your sister,” Taeral replied, wearing a sheepish smile. “You’re succubi. You’re quick on your feet. Jax and Heron are pretty close by, too. Also, Amane and Amal. They’re locals, they know the terrain, and they pretty much helped design the likes of Cassiel, so they might hold out for a little while longer. Then Jovi and Dmitri, for reasons earlier stated. Then Isda. And Ridan,” he added, then gave Ridan another apologetic smile. “Sorry again, buddy. You are fearsome in dragon form, but like this, you’re a sitting duck for the likes of Cassiel.”

      “Wait till I go full dragon and start chasing you around,” Ridan shot back. “I look forward to seeing how quickly you can teleport before I fry you to a crisp.”

      Taeral laughed nervously. “You don’t mean that. I’m just being honest.”

      “Oh, I think Ridan is also honest,” I chimed in.

      For a moment, Taeral probably thought his fate was sealed, once we resolved our Ta’Zan issue. And I had a feeling that Ridan enjoyed keeping him on his toes, too.

      “Top fighter ranking aside, we know that Cassiel will track us, eventually,” Jovi interjected.

      “How? We teleported. He lost our scent,” Taeral replied.

      “He’ll use his intuition,” Jax said. “We know they had eyes on the sky. They’ll know the shuttle landed somewhere in the winter-summer cluster. It won’t be a stretch for Cassiel to assume we’ll be headed there, as well.”

      “We’ll have to be careful,” Hansa added.

      I let a deep sigh roll out of my chest. “There’s only so much we can do, until we reunite with the others. The important thing is that, for the time being, he’s no longer tracking us, specifically. That means he can’t tail us while we look for the fae.”

      “We’re on better ground now, too,” Ridan said. “A bigger crew. Hundreds of us, without those stupid shock collars. We know the enemy, as well. Plus, two full-grown swamp witches definitely give us an edge.”

      Going over everything we’d been through so far—from where we’d started, from where Ridan and his original crew had started, all the way to this moment in time—I had to agree with him. We were better off now than we were a couple of weeks ago, for sure.

      Most importantly, the mass memory wiper was still an option. We could use it through the Hermessi to reset all the Perfects. Its use came at a cost for the person who would wield it, but I’d yet to share that particular aspect with the rest of the group. I didn’t know how to bring it up. But I was certain that we couldn’t not use it.

      The risk of losing one fighter didn’t trump the chance to save hundreds of thousands of Perfects, to clear their minds of Ta’Zan’s poison, and to give them a shot at a decent life.

      All we had to do was plan what we’d do once we got to Merinos. The fae needed our protection, and we couldn’t make any compromise where their safety was concerned. I had faith in Raphael and Douma, though. If anyone could think of a good defense strategy, it was these two. They knew Ta’Zan’s military movements better than most. They could get us through till midnight tomorrow. Or die trying, much like the rest of us.
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      We took a less-traveled path through the jungle, moving farther from the southwest. Kallisto, Araquiel, Wallah, and I were on our own. I hadn’t been able to gather any of the rogue Faulties, but I took comfort in knowing they’d made their way outward. Once they were certain that no Perfects were tailing them, they were going to head back to base camp.

      In the meantime, my new friends and I traveled northwest—to lose our own chasers first, before heading west to the winter-summer cluster. I felt uneasy as we ran through the woods. Our pace was steady, and we covered a hefty number of miles, but I could still hear Perfects flying above the jungle, along with those scouring the ground level for “traitors.” That’s what we were, after all. Traitors to the cause.

      “We’re not going to get much done like this,” Araquiel said. “They’ll eventually catch up.”

      “It’s not like we have a witch or jinn hybrid to teleport us to safer places,” I replied. “You can fly, but the rest of us cannot. Either you stick with us, or you take off. It’s your choice.”

      “It’s not what I meant,” Araquiel said. “We need to find a way to lose them. That’s all.”

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Kallisto breathed.

      Araquiel did have a point. There were at least a couple dozen Perfects tracking us, though they were still about two, maybe three hundred yards away. They were bound to get closer, eventually, because they were significantly faster than Kallisto and me—not to mention poor Wallah, who was close to spitting his lungs out.

      “How are we doing in terms of pulverizer pellets?” I asked, after checking my weapon.

      “Zero. We emptied the last ones about an hour ago,” Kallisto replied.

      “Ah, yes, the magnificent seven idiots who thought they could bring us back to Ta’Zan.” I scoffed, shaking my head.

      “The sad thing is that they’re capable of great things, if only they could get their heads out of their asses,” Araquiel said. “Indoctrination makes them remarkably short-sighted.”

      “Then let’s hope Amane and Amal made it out with that mass memory wiper, so your people can get a second chance at life,” I replied. “I’m honestly not that comfortable with killing them.”

      “You certainly enjoyed obliterating Jakkiel, judging by the grin on your face when you told me about him,” Araquiel retorted, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “Hey, just because I was smiling when I said I’d killed him doesn’t mean I actually enjoyed it,” I retorted, then thought about it for a second. “Okay, yeah, I loved it. It made my heart sing. But he had it coming, and I had no mass memory wiper handy to see what Jakkiel was like without Ta’Zan’s indoctrination. So, there’s that.”

      “Your honesty is refreshing,” Kallisto said.

      “You nearly got Ben and Rose’s crew captured by Araquiel when you first met them. I hope you’re not thinking of lecturing me on my terrible ways,” I replied.

      She laughed lightly. “Not at all, Herakles. We all do what we have to do, and we all try to do what we think is best. I’m not the naïve idiot I was a couple of weeks ago.”

      “I think I know what you mean by that.” Araquiel chuckled.

      “Look at you two, all reformed,” I said, grinning.

      “You’re here, helping, aren’t you?” Wallah interjected between ragged breaths.

      I stopped running, making the others stop, as well. “Hold on,” I said. “Give the kid a chance to take a breath or two before we resume. He’s not as fast or as resilient as us.”

      “Thank you,” Wallah managed, bent forward with his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath.

      Araquiel looked around, his brow furrowed. He pointed to the west. The woods were darker on that side, but that worked to our advantage. We already had Perfects on the ground to worry about; we didn’t need to deal with the ones flying in from the neighboring islands, too.

      “Beyond that, there’s the beach, then a couple of wide archipelagos to cross before we reach the winter-summer cluster,” he said. “There are plenty of mangroves to take advantage of. I can carry all three of you, but I’ll need to fly low so as not to put a strain on my wings. The mangroves will help, because they stretch upward and form several tunnels just above the water.”

      “How do you know that?” Kallisto asked. “And why couldn’t you pick us up and fly us already?”

      “I know because I used to train there with Douma and the others in my generation. Well, I don’t remember it myself, but Douma told me about it before we parted ways for the colosseum sabotage. And I would’ve exhausted myself already, had I taken you flying. The woods here are thick and dense—too much work and effort for me to dodge every tree while carrying the three of you. Our aim is to get off the island and head west without drawing attention. A slow flyer with three rebels in his arms is really just asking for it.”

      I nodded slowly, agreeing with his judgment.

      “Cool. Then let’s head for the beach, and you can hug us there,” I said, slightly amused.

      “You mean haul your puny behinds to safety,” Araquiel replied with a smirk.

      Kallisto raised a hand. “Excuse me, but my behind is anything but puny.”

      Almost by reflex, Araquiel, Wallah, and I simultaneously tilted our heads to check. I found myself once again nodding in agreement, while Kallisto scowled at me. I did not want to be on the receiving end of those sharp fangs and claws, so I offered an apologetic smile in return.

      “Also, we’ve got hostiles incoming,” she added, the humor suddenly gone from her expression.

      She instantly drew her blades. We’d already tossed our weapons, since they were useless without pulverizer pellets, and we had to lose the extra weight while we ran for our lives. Araquiel, Wallah, and I took our swords out, ready for an attack.

      Five soldiers shot through the woods in a violent descent. Their armored shoulders crashed through the trees, tearing the trunks open. Splinters flew outward. Yet they kept their flight steady. They landed heavily right in front of us, troubling the layer of grass, fallen leaves, and dry dirt, then straightened themselves up as they measured us from head to toe.

      “Oh, no,” I croaked, recognizing the golden armor with its frilly engravings that covered their shoulders, forearms, chests, and calves. Underneath, they wore dark red garments made of silk, and tightly wrapped leather sandals. They carried swords on their backs and pulverizer weapons in their hands.

      “What’s wrong?” Araquiel asked.

      The five soldiers—two males and three females—weren’t just Perfects. I could tell from their flight alone. It was much swifter and far more graceful, in a way, than that of their genetic predecessors.

      “They’re Arch-Perfects,” I replied, my voice barely audible.

      “And you’re not as dumb as the rest of your folk,” one of the female Arch-Perfects said, her tone clipped. “I put them out of their misery, in case you were wondering why you couldn’t find any of them around here.”

      My blood boiled.

      “She might be lying,” Araquiel whispered, noticing my clenched jaw. “Just to mess with our heads. That’s one of the first things we’re taught in combat training.”

      “I am Myriel, leading lieutenant of the Arch-Perfects! I do not lie to just… mess with people’s heads!” she snapped. “I simply cut the heads off. It’s much easier.”

      “Oh, goody, another sadist,” Kallisto mumbled, fear glimmering in her yellow eyes.

      “Five of these are worth about a hundred of you, Araquiel,” I said slowly. “I don’t think we have what it takes to deal with them right now.”

      Myriel grinned. “You could try. Don’t make it so easy for me.”

      “Then we only have one thing left to do,” Araquiel replied.

      Wallah nodded, then darted away to the deep parts of the jungle. Kallisto, Araquiel, and I followed. Wings fluttered behind us, along with a round of malicious cackles. How could Ta’Zan make creatures so beautiful, with that breathtaking golden glow and those penetrating eyes and that luscious hair and those perfect muscles… yet also make them so vicious and mean?

      These Arch-Perfects weren’t playing around.

      Pulverizer pellets were fired at us. We ran as fast as our legs could take us, dodging left and right and taking advantage of the darkening woods, as the Arch-Perfects kept missing their marks. At least we had that working for us—we knew these jungles better than most, and we certainly knew how to run from deadly projectiles.

      “Fly out!” I shouted at Araquiel, ignoring the dread that was gradually tightening its grip on my throat. “Save yourself! Take Kallisto and Wallah with you!”

      Araquiel shook his head as he kept running. “They’ll catch up.”

      I cursed under my breath, then added an extra kick to my sprint. It was incredible what fuel adrenaline could be when one’s life was on the line. Trees exploded into clouds of ashes all around me as I zigzagged farther west.

      I could almost smell the ocean, just a few hundred yards away.

      “Screw this!” Araquiel spat, then spread his wings and flew back. “Head for the beach and never stop swimming!”

      I briefly watched him dart toward the oncoming Arch-Perfects. He dodged pulverizer pellets, then rammed into one of the males from the side, violently tackling him. He managed to push him into the second male, too, at maximum speed, forcing them both down. All three crashed into an old tree—the poor thing was splintered into bits and pieces, as the two Arch-Perfects and Araquiel struggled with each other. Their pulverizers were on the ground, but they didn’t seem to really need them to deliver extensive damage.

      I couldn’t watch the conclusion back there, as Kallisto, Wallah, and I still had three female Arch-Perfects rapidly catching up with us. Looking ahead, I found myself flirting with a rather dangerous idea, but one worth trying nonetheless.

      My feet were light as I jumped over twirling roots and polished, mossy rocks. I came to a sudden halt and went behind one of the thicker trees. A second later, I was already halfway up its trunk.

      Just then, Myriel flew past it, looking left and right. I could see Kallisto and Wallah doing their best to keep some distance between them and the other two Arch-Perfects, but nothing could stop the hostiles from going after them. Except me.

      I jumped from branch to branch and tree to tree, taking advantage of this small window of time I had left before Myriel figured out what I’d done. With my soul-eater firmly clamped between my teeth, I made my way toward Kallisto, who, in turn, headed closer to Wallah. Out of the three of us, the Draenir had it the worst.

      Kallisto threw a short knife at the Arch-Perfect following Wallah. To her surprise and mine, the blade pierced one of the wings. The Arch-Perfect growled from the pain, but it got the desired effect. She flew away from Wallah and shifted her focus to Kallisto, instead. Now, there were two hostiles shooting straight for her.

      I jumped from the tree just as Kallisto dodged one of the Arch-Perfects. By a mere stroke of luck, I landed on the other Arch-Perfect’s back in mid-flight. I drove my sword through her back, and she cried out in agony, then suddenly twisted the both of us around.

      My legs were locked around her waist, though, and she couldn’t properly grab me. I only had a moment left to disable her, albeit temporarily, just as she was about to crash us into a tree. I grabbed a handful of hair and pulled her head back, then cut it off with one swift blow.

      I threw it on the ground just as her body stopped in the middle of a tree. The trunk snapped in two. The impact was violent, and it knocked the air out of my lungs. I’d broken a bone somewhere, for sure, as heatwaves of searing pain burst through me.

      I ended up on my back, on the hard ground. The Arch-Perfect’s limp body landed somewhere to my left. I couldn’t help but chuckle, then stifled a cough as I tried to push myself back up.

      Something whizzed through the tree crowns above. Footsteps tapped. I looked to my right, and I saw Kallisto running toward me, her blade out as she desperately tried to get to me. I glanced up.

      The blood drained from my body. Myriel was coming for me. I only had seconds to move away, but horror had stiffened my joints. These creatures were too much to handle. Too fast. Too brutal.

      Before I could even move or roll to the side, and just as Myriel pointed her pulverizer weapon at me in her descent, a single thought flashed through my mind: This is it. This is the end for me.

      A second turned into what felt like an eternity, as fragments of my life came tumbling from the depths of my memory. My first steps. Seeing Ta’Zan for the first time. Worshipping him. Seeing the plague-stricken bodies of the Draenir in their cities. Watching the Perfects come to life and assume their roles as supreme creatures… all the death and devastation they’d caused since.

      If there was one thing that made me raise my soul-eater up in one last attempt to save myself, it was the thought that the blade might absorb the pulverizer toxin fast enough for me to roll out of the way and avoid the rest of it getting on me afterward. The longer the toxin was out in the air, the less effective it became in destroying a body or an object. That was why I needed my enemies to be closer to one another in order for me to kill multiple targets with just one shot.

      Funny, how much one can fit in a second when the end is so near.

      Just then, just as I brought my soul-eater out, just as the pellet came at me, and Myriel slowed down to sneer at me, Kallisto jumped over.

      I heard myself roaring a heartfelt “No!” as the pellet hit Kallisto in the back.

      In that split second she had left to live, she looked at me… smiling.

      Then, she was gone in a puff of gray ashes.

      My heart broke. And then, it broke again. When the fine powder began to settle on my face, it broke once more, and tears stung my eyes. Driven by something—a mixture of rage and anguish and fear and the stubbornness of living, probably—I shot to my feet.

      Myriel pointed her pulverizer at me again. She didn’t mind having killed Kallisto, even though she’d been aiming for me. She still had a shot now, but I was standing. I could run off—

      A pellet hit Myriel in the head. It had been fired from somewhere behind me. She vanished in a cloud of ashes, and my breath got stuck in my throat. Hope was a treacherous feeling to have. I didn’t have the luxury of exploring such a feeling, but, as the third female Arch-Perfect screamed and made her way toward me through the woods, she, too, was obliterated.

      Someone had killed her and Myriel, permanently. As if time had just stopped altogether, I took a moment to analyze the painting before me. Kallisto’s ashes were quietly settling on the grass around me. Myriel’s twinkled silvery in the few rays of sunshine that made their way through the overhead tree crowns.

      About fifty feet away, Wallah was alive, but injured, doing his best to get back up. But I couldn’t see the male Arch-Perfects anywhere. Nor could I hear anything. Only then did my synapses finally make the right connections.

      I turned around and saw Araquiel standing on a branch, twenty feet from me. He carried two pulverizer weapons—both from the Arch-Perfects he’d either disabled or managed to kill back there. He threw one out for me and kept the other.

      “She died a hero,” Araquiel said, his voice trembling and his eyes glazed with tears.

      “She didn’t deserve this,” I breathed, suddenly feeling the true impact of Kallisto’s death like a punch in the gut. My legs were weak, and tears streamed down my cheeks.

      I hadn’t cried in a long time. I hadn’t cried for other people I’d lost before. But Kallisto had died for me. She’d sacrificed herself to save me, and I had no idea how to deal with such a deed. How selfless, how incredibly brave of her…

      “We need to go,” Araquiel said, then jumped from the tree and came over.

      Wallah, too, managed to get up and join us. “More are on their way here,” he said.

      A loud snap made my blood curdle. “They’re already here,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      Indeed, as the three of us looked to our right, we could see them—at first, black shadows dashing through the trees. Then, as they stopped about twenty yards away from us, clear as daylight. Six Arch-Perfects and two dozen Perfects. The former wore golden armor, like Myriel and the others. The latter had been assigned equally beautiful silver protection plates.

      We only had two pulverizer weapons against them.

      “We can’t shake our way out of this one, huh?” Araquiel murmured.

      I shook my head slowly, surprisingly accustomed to the idea of dying. Watching Kallisto’s life end in order to buy me a few minutes felt like a cruel joke on behalf of the universe, but who was I to complain, anyway? I was made in a lab. It was a miracle I’d lived this long, in the end.

      “Then we’ll take as many of them down as we can,” Araquiel replied.

      “Gotta say, it was an honor fighting by your side,” I said.

      “Likewise, Herakles. You would’ve made a good friend.” Araquiel sighed.

      “I just hope my people survive this,” Wallah interjected, tears rolling down his cheeks as he, too, braced himself for death.

      The hostiles came at us, but something strange happened.

      The ground shook beneath us. One second, we were standing there, ready to empty the pulverizer clips into as many of those bastards as we could before they killed us. The next, the earth had simply sucked us in.

      Darkness and dirt swallowed us whole, leaving our enemies behind.

      “What in the—” I managed to say before I tumbled through Strava’s entrails.

      I’d been down this road before. I’d seen this. I knew what this was.

      Like we were rag dolls, the earth pushed us through—past layers of minerals and bones and water and sand and everything else that lay beneath the surface. Minutes later, it spat us out in the middle of what looked like a clearing.

      I wheezed and coughed, ending up on all fours as I tried to get the moist dirt out of my throat. Araquiel and Wallah were equally shaken and congested. Some time passed before any of us were able to speak. All I could do was glance around as my mind processed what had just happened.

      “Hey, I know this place,” Wallah said. “It’s Merinos. We’re about two miles from our old camp!”

      At this point, all the islands looked the same to me, so it was nice to have Wallah with us to tell us where the hell we’d been transported by… the Hermessi. It had to be them.

      “Is anyone else wondering why the Hermessi bothered to save the three of us?” I asked. “They could’ve at least intervened earlier, so Kallisto wouldn’t have had to die for this…”

      The area was quiet. I could hear the wind through the trees, the leaves trembling under its caress. Birds chirped all around. A deer was chewing on a piece of bark—crunch, crunch… crunch. I liked it. It sounded better than Perfects and Arch-Perfects flying overhead.

      “It had to be them, right?” Araquiel replied, equally baffled.

      “No one else was there from our Shadian crew to do it,” I said. “The Hermessi saved us, and I can’t for the life of me understand why.”

      Araquiel thought about it for a moment. “Maybe we’re useful to them.”

      I let a deep sigh out, but I couldn’t get rid of the grief that was cradled in my chest. It would be a long time before I’d fully breathe again.

      “What possible use could they have for us?” I asked. “We’re nobodies. A shrimpy Draenir kid, a blank Perfect with a crush on a married vampire, and… well, me.”

      Araquiel blinked several times, clearly surprised by my description. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve got the hots for Rose, and don’t even try denying it,” I retorted, eager to end a conversation I hadn’t really planned to start. I had no idea what had come over me to make me speak out like this. Maybe Kallisto’s death had triggered some kind of honesty compulsion in me to tell it like it was—like she used to. “I’ve seen the way you look at her, Araquiel. There’s no sense denying it.”

      He exhaled sharply but didn’t object. “No one was supposed to notice that…”

      “If it’s any comfort to you, no one else did. I’m just extra suspicious of Perfects, in general, so I made sure to have eyes on you whenever you were around,” I said. “I caught the stolen glances. Besides, you spent most of your post-decapitation time with her. She’s the creature who reintroduced you to the world. Emotional attachment isn’t exactly unexpected.”

      “I may look shrimpy, but I’m quite toned,” Wallah cut in, seemingly affected by my remark.

      I hadn’t thought I’d smile so soon after we’d just lost Kallisto, but I didn’t stifle it. I allowed my lips to stretch, thankful that I could still see some humor in this massively hot mess we’d gotten ourselves into.

      “I mean, there’s an upside to what just happened,” I concluded, changing the subject. “We’re smack in the middle of the winter-summer cluster. We can look for the others.”

      Araquiel nodded. “I think I know where they landed, more or less, based on what glimpses I caught of their trajectory in the sky.”

      At least we were away from the colosseum. We still had a sense of direction. A purpose. A mission we couldn’t abandon. A future to focus on, to sacrifice ourselves for, if needed. Just like Kallisto had done.

      I could work with that.
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      “Hold on, there’s movement in the camp,” Wallah said, gazing into the distance.

      He was one of the few who knew this island like the back of his hand, and I was positive he’d spotted something that Herakles and I hadn’t. I put my emotional discomfort away for a moment—I’d seen Kallisto die. If only I’d made it a second earlier…

      I followed Wallah’s gaze and confirmed his observation.

      “There are some people there,” I said. “Though I don’t have Elonora’s exceptional eyesight to tell you who they are.”

      “What about scents?” Herakles asked. “This place reeks of Perfects.”

      “It was raided by them, not that long ago, remember?” I replied.

      Herakles rolled his eyes. “I was here.”

      “We might as well check it out,” Wallah suggested. “We’ll keep our distance. It could be Ben and Rose’s group, with the fae and all.”

      I nodded briefly. Wallah had a point. There was no sense in going out to look for the fae shuttle, if they’d already made it back here, somehow. Even if they weren’t the fae we were determined to protect, they could be part of our initial crew. Maybe Nathaniel and his colleagues had found this island in their own search for the fae. We wouldn’t know unless we checked.

      Light on our feet and as quiet as shadows, we moved through the jungle, taking full advantage of the gnarly trees and bushy ferns that stretched out and filled most of the open spaces. We climbed up the branches as we got closer to the Draenir’s former campsite. We didn’t want anyone tracking our scent on the ground, going forward.

      Soon enough, we realized that we weren’t dealing with our people, just a bunch of Perfect guards. My heart sank a little. I could’ve used a familiar face at this point—Rose’s, in particular.

      “What do we do?” Wallah asked. “I count six.”

      “Close in and take them out? Or head up north to look for the fae?” Herakles offered.

      They both looked at me, but my mind wasn’t with them anymore. As if seeking some kind of emotional comfort, I was somewhere else, close to Rose, in a way. I wondered where she was. Probably also searching for the seven hundred and forty-two fae.

      Herakles had read me well; I had to give him credit.

      I had feelings for Rose. They ran deep and warmed me up on the inside. My whole being glowed whenever Rose looked at me. Hers was the first face I saw when I woke up, with zero knowledge of who I was, what I was, and what I was doing there. She was the first to smile and welcome me into the world. She gave me options, she always told me the truth, and, most importantly, she didn’t let my past get in the way of my future.

      I couldn’t remember what Ta’Zan had been like, at first, but, from what Douma, Amal, Amane, Raphael, and even Herakles had told me, he was nowhere near as kind and as patient as Rose. She came from a different world, a different dimension altogether. But she brought with her values that were universally applicable: kindness, love, progress.

      My people, for the time being, at least, didn’t stand for any of the above, and that had made me feel lonely at first. It wasn’t long before I understood that I could play a part in the change that was coming. I realized I was right where I needed to be, in this single moment of insight. I was in the right place, at the right time. I belonged here, on Merinos.

      Yes, I’d fallen for Rose. There was no other way to describe what I felt for her.

      I knew she was in love with someone else. She was married, and she had children and grandchildren. Our lives would never truly cross. I would never get to kiss her or touch her the way I would’ve wanted. And this feeling would never go away. I was in no position to insert myself in her life, at all.

      So, instead, I chose to focus on what I could do for her. What I wanted most was to see her free and happy—back with her husband. Ignoring the pang in my heart, I’d made a life-changing decision: no matter what needed to be done, I was going to go out of my way to save her, her family, and her friends. I’d carry my love for her with me, forever. But only as my secret. My single most precious possession.

      With that in mind, I gave Herakles a half-smile. “We’ll need a good shelter for the fae before tomorrow’s midnight ritual. With all the witches involved, we could easily set Merinos up as the perfect spot. Ta’Zan would never think us crazy enough to go back to an island he’s already raided, don’t you think?”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” Herakles replied with a grin.

      “So then, let’s pulverize some winged creeps and see where we can find the others in this winter-summer cluster,” I said. “I’m sure Rose will breathe a sigh of relief when she sees this place secured and ready to protect her and her people.”

      Herakles chuckled softly. “You totally have a thing for her, huh?”

      “I appreciate her, yes,” I replied. I kept my secrets to myself, no matter how passionately they burned through me.

      He shook his head slowly but didn’t pursue the matter further. I mentally thanked him for that, then shifted my focus to the six Perfects, as we were now about a hundred feet from their location. I had a clear view of them, too, which struck me as remarkably convenient.

      “Do you know who they send to the outer limits of the occupied territory, in general?” Herakles asked, his gaze fixed on the guards, as well.

      I knew. “We call them ‘weaklings’ when they’re not paying attention,” I said. “Still Perfects, just not the best, or the brightest.”

      “This is an already-verified outpost, so to speak,” Herakles replied. “There’s no need for them to send their top fighters here, since they probably think we won’t be coming back.”

      “If we take them out, won’t others come for them?” Wallah asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “They didn’t even notice Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, or Deena missing after the fleet attack,” I said. “Well, except for a couple from their old garrison. I doubt they’ll worry about six expendables. By the time someone does come around, we’ll be well hidden. Preferably under a complex, intelligent cloaking spell.”

      “Do you think the swamp witches can perform such magic?” Herakles murmured, pursing his lips.

      I nodded. “I overheard Lumi talking to Kailani and the others, back in the mountain cave. They discussed options, ways to amplify spells and so on. I wouldn’t be surprised if they could, in fact, secure such a perimeter.”

      “It wouldn’t hold against Ta’Zan forever, though, would it?” Herakles asked.

      “No. That would be too good to be true,” I said. “But surely it could hold until midnight tomorrow, if we all put some effort into it. I don’t know. I think this is best addressed when we see them again.”

      Herakles took a deep breath, then pointed at the Perfect guards. “We’ve got two weapons, and I see you were kind enough to retrieve some ammo from the Arch-Perfects, too.”

      “Yes. Let’s go around. You take the west side of the camp, and I’ll take the east,” I replied, then looked at Wallah. “Once we’re done, I trust you to collect whatever weapons and ammo you can find. These Perfects are stationed here. They must have supplies.”

      Wallah gave me a faint nod in return.

      Herakles and I snuck out, widening the distance between us as we went around the camp. We moved through the trees, jumping from branch to branch whenever we heard birds squawking or taking flight. The sounds of nature were more than enough to camouflage our presence and movements.

      Six Perfects seemed like child’s play, compared to what we’d had to deal with earlier. We didn’t compromise on pulverizer pellets. Three shots each, from two different angles, and the guards were gone. Reduced to sprinkles of ashes, settling on the blades of grass.

      As expected, they had supplies stored in a makeshift tent. Herakles recognized healing pads and other medicine, along with more pulverizer weapons and ammo. He giggled like the happiest little boy when he stepped out of the tent with armfuls of pulverizer weapons.

      “They probably didn’t think they’d need them out here, in the middle of friggin’ nowhere,” he said with delight.

      Our attention was quickly distracted by branches breaking and footsteps. The three of us turned around, pointing our weapons toward the source of the noise—however, as quickly as we brought them up, we put them down.

      Rose, Ben, Derek, Sofia, and most of their crew emerged from the northern stretch of the woods. They stayed in the shadows, though, to protect themselves from the setting sun. One by one, the fae we’d been expecting came out as well. Lumi, Kailani, Hunter, Elonora, and Nevis… all faces I’d been looking forward to seeing again.

      I couldn’t help but smile when Rose beamed at me.

      She pulled a piece of cloth over her head, then dashed forward through the camp’s ruins and threw her arms around me. I reciprocated the hug. I knew it was intended as a friendly gesture. Part of me, however, relished in the feel of her body against mine, as I inhaled deeply and rejoiced in the sweet scent of her.

      “Gah, I am so glad to see you!” she said, then pulled herself back and squeezed my shoulders. “Well done! Truly a remarkable job!”

      “Thank you,” I replied, my voice barely audible. We all moved back under the nearby trees to make it easier on Rose and the other vampires. “It’s good to see you, too,” I added, then looked over her shoulder at the others. “It’s good to see you all.”

      I meant it. I’d missed them all, though we’d only been apart for a day, maybe less. I’d lost track of time with Rose’s arms wrapped around me. But looking at them now, each of them smiling as they came closer, I knew I’d had it right.

      There was nothing in this world that I wasn’t ready to do for these people, and especially for Rose. My life meant nothing and was worth nothing, if they didn’t succeed in restoring freedom and some kind of democracy on Strava. My own species deserved that much—not to mention the Faulties and the Draenir.

      We were all worth the trouble.
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      Oh, it was definitely a joy to see Araquiel, Herakles, and Wallah again.

      I’d yet to learn how they’d ended up together, and I continued to hope we’d see the others in our diverse crew soon enough, but three of them here was better than none. Glancing around with my True Sight on, I noticed that Merinos was clear, along with a two-mile radius of water around it. I couldn’t see farther than that, but that much of a temporarily-safe space was great, given what we were going to do next.

      But we hadn’t left the campsite like this. Some Perfect guards were missing.

      “This place had soldiers,” I said. “We teleported here before we went after the fae shuttle.”

      “We took care of them,” Herakles replied.

      “Did you find anyone else on your way here?” Rose asked. “Douma, Amane… Nathaniel or the others?”

      Araquiel exhaled sharply. “I left Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, and Deena to go after Amal and Amane. They were convinced the twins had made it out, so I let them handle that. I went back to the southwest entrance to see if there were any of our allies still standing and in need of assistance.”

      “He found Wallah, Kallisto, and me. The others managed to scatter. I hope most of them survive. I doubt the Perfects will follow them around for too long,” Herakles continued. “They wouldn’t dare to leave Ta’Zan’s wreck of a colosseum for more than a few hours, given the circumstances.”

      I frowned, looking at Herakles. “Where’s Kallisto? I don’t see her anywhere.”

      A moment passed in what felt like an uncomfortable silence. The longer Herakles, Araquiel, and Wallah stayed quiet, the more convinced I was that something had happened to her—and, dammit, it felt horrible. My stomach was already shrinking, cold sweat threatening to cover me whole.

      “She didn’t make it,” Herakles said, his voice wavering. Only then did I notice the mild puffiness around his eyes. He’d been crying. It felt like a dagger right in my heart, twisting and tearing everything apart. “She got in the crossfire of an Arch-Perfect. She died to… to save me.”

      I instinctively covered my mouth to stop a whimper from slipping out. My vision got hazy, and there wasn’t much I could do to stop the tears from falling. Nevis’s arm snaked around my waist. He pulled me close and held me tight. It felt good—infinitely better than mourning on my own. Who was I kidding? I was an empty husk without him.

      “She died a hero,” Rose murmured, lowering her head.

      “May she rest in peace,” Kailani added, her lower lip trembling.

      Hunter put on a soft, yet sad smile. “Remember when we first met her?”

      “You mean when she led us straight to Araquiel and his crew, like lambs to the slaughterhouse?” I replied, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “Yeah. She came a long way from that, in a short period of time. Frankly, Kallisto was one of the more enlightened among the Faulties.”

      “She understood the truth, and it hurt her deeply to be abandoned by her creator, but, in the end, she pulled through.” Ben sighed. “She was one of the most reliable creatures I’ve ever dealt with.”

      “She died to save me,” Herakles repeated, partly absent from the conversation. He was grieving. His aura burned red and dark blue—so much sadness in a single heart, it was close to bursting. “You don’t get more ‘enlightened’ than that.”

      “We won’t let her sacrifice be in vain,” Araquiel concluded.

      “No, we won’t,” Derek interjected. “Unfortunately, she wasn’t the first, nor will she be the last of the Faulties to die for this. Our work isn’t done here yet, and you, Herakles, you survived so you can help us make it until the end.”

      Herakles nodded firmly. “Through rain and fire, drought and storms… I will stop at nothing.”

      “Good, hold on to that energy,” Lumi replied. “We’ll need it. Right now, we need to focus on securing our spot here. Time is of the essence, and we’ll have all the time in the world to grieve later, should we succeed in this final stage of our endeavor.”

      “Amane isn’t here. Ridan’s team isn’t here. Not to mention Douma, Raphael, Nathaniel, and the others,” Hunter said. “How are we going to do this without them?”

      Kailani stepped forward and gave him a soft smile. “We’ll start with who’s here. The others will be able to come through once they reach the shield. Lumi and I will work on that, but we will need a significant amount of energy to build it.”

      “Define ‘significant,’” Sofia said.

      “I can’t say for sure until we get it started,” Kailani replied. “We’re combining several cloaking and protection spells to do it. Including something to protect our vampires from what’s left of today’s sun.”

      “That wasn’t possible before, since I was the only swamp witch around,” Lumi added, “but now, with Kale in the mix, our odds are better. We won’t be draining anyone of energy, that’s for sure. However, that might change if the shield is under attack. Let’s cross that bridge when we get there.”

      “I agree. So, what do you need from us?” Derek asked.

      “Just stay together and relax a little,” Lumi replied, and gave him a reassuring smile.

      We did as she asked, quietly watching as she and Kailani stepped closer to one another. They placed their palms on each other’s shoulders, then closed their eyes. A few deep and measured breaths in, the air around us started to change. They whispered a multitude of chants, from what I could hear, their lips constantly moving.

      The electricity charge became noticeable, almost crackling against my skin. Nevis held me tight, refusing to let go. The heat between us spread through our bodies, then expanded outward. Looking around, I could tell we weren’t the only ones experiencing this mild thermal discomfort.

      Lumi and Kailani stepped back, keeping their hands out. Their palms glowed white.

      I breathlessly watched as they turned their backs to one another, then moved toward the edge of the Draenir camp. The air rippled from their fingertips. Threads of white and gold shimmered, like streams of concentrated energy. Something sparked at the corner of my eye. I looked at my shoulder and gasped. The same threads were discreetly wafting out of me. They were coming out of Nevis, too. Rose and Ben. Derek and Sofia. Araquiel and… everyone. This was our purest energy, leaving our bodies in delicate threads, feeding into a translucent and malleable bubble that grew around and above us.

      The farther Kailani and Lumi got, the bigger the bubble. They kept whispering their incantations, words not meant for just anyone’s ears. I was still wrapping my head around Kailani’s transformation. I doubted I would ever become truly accustomed to this incredible new version of her. Sure, she wasn’t exactly godlike or anything, but sheesh… It took some spunk to be able to perform such magic.

      Just then, the ground began to shake.

      We all paused and lost our breath. Lumi and Kailani stopped, their lips still moving as they looked over their shoulders.

      Anticipation made my blood flow faster, the adrenaline booming through me like a thunderstorm. I was ready for anything, my left hand still gripping the pulverizer weapon. I nearly lost my footing, but Nevis didn’t let go.

      The earth split open, smack in the middle of the Draenir camp.

      I yelped with pure joy and relief when I saw my grandparents come out, then Varga, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, Corrine and Ibrahim, Cameron and Liana, Aiden and Kailyn, and all the other prisoners we’d left back at base camp, in the mountain cave. The vampires in their group were instantly protected by the swamp witches’ spell, it seemed—making it safe for the rest of us to come out, as well.

      They looked around, smiling, as they noticed the protective shield pouring from Lumi’s and Kailani’s fingers. They were even happier when they recognized the newly arrived fae. Corrine gave Visarion a friendly nod, then took Ibrahim’s hand.

      “Nice to see you kiddos made it!” she said lightly, turning her sights on Kailani next. “Keep going, sweetie. Do what you have to do.”

      We’d talked about this back at base camp, anyway. We knew that a protective shield was the only reasonable way forward, if we planned to survive until midnight tomorrow.

      “We’ll be taking some of your energy, too,” Kailani replied. “Anyone held inside the bubble will be fed on by the bubble.”

      Ibrahim sighed. “Then chomp away, tater tot. It’s what we’re here for.”

      Without further ado, we settled for exchanging warm smiles and thankful nods with one another, as our little army was one step closer to being complete, just as Lumi and Kailani resumed building the protective shield.

      They moved farther out, then stopped again and looked at Ben.

      “We need some serium minerals,” Kailani said. “I think the fae can give us a hand with digging some of it out.”

      Ben nodded, then motioned for other fae to join him by Rakkhan’s cabin ruins. “How much do you need?”

      “As much as you can extract,” Lumi replied.

      Araquiel and Herakles were quick to lend a hand, as well, as the fae used their elemental manipulation abilities to dig into the hard ground. They went through multiple layers of dirt, sand, fresh water, and pebbles before they made it to the minerals. When they did, however, we could all see it, as the blue light glowed upward like a soft beacon.

      That was when Araquiel and Herakles jumped in. A few fae followed, and, a few minutes later, large chunks of serium were brought out to the surface.

      “Put the pieces in a wide circle around the camp, first,” Kailani said. “Then, as we proceed farther out, make another circle about a hundred feet from the first. Do the same every other hundred feet, and leave a distance of ten to twenty feet between each chunk.”

      “These will supplement the energy needed to power the shield,” Lumi explained. “Otherwise we’d have to drain you all.”

      More of our crew jumped down the hole with Araquiel, Herakles, and the fae, helping them dig out more pieces of serium. The mineral was hard, but not difficult to break apart from the main deposits. It glowed a splendid blue in this unpolished state, and, as more pieces were positioned around the camp, then farther out, the more beautiful they looked. Their light pulsated steadily in unison, as if beckoning the Word itself to come closer, to protect us.

      The shield grew bigger, swelling like a soapy bubble, myriads of colors reflecting against the stormy skies. Rain would come down soon, and we’d all feel it—this magic didn’t protect us from the weather. It was designed to keep the hostile creatures out, and to make the outsiders think there was nothing going on down here. In many ways, it resembled a cloaking spell, but it didn’t need our blood to allow us access or exit.

      At one point, we didn’t even see Kailani or Lumi anymore. They’d vanished behind the trees, but we could see the shield expanding, as tiny particles of energy were pulled from our bodies and from the serium mineral blocks laid out in a circle around the camp. Our people were already laying out the second, outer circle.

      About an hour later, Kailani and Lumi returned, smiling victoriously.

      “Four serium circles,” Kailani said. “We’re set for a radius of about six hundred feet.”

      “That’s enough for everyone to settle in and get comfortable,” Lumi added. “We have the benefit of the jungle covering most of the protected surface, too, and there’s breathing room for each of us.”

      Araquiel settled on a boulder next to Herakles, catching his breath. They’d spent the better part of the last hour knocking pieces of serium out from the base deposits, then bringing them up to the surface. They needed the rest, since part of their energy was also going into the protective shield.

      “So, what now?” Herakles asked.

      “We wait. Ridan and his crew are still out there, looking for Douma, Amane, and the others,” I said. Hopefully, they would soon join us.

      “How will they get in, with the shield up?” Araquiel asked.

      Lumi smiled. “It will recognize them. Like I said, swamp witch magic is a lot more complex with two of us involved.”

      “And it will keep the enemies out,” I said, following the same reasoning. “For how long?”

      “That, I do not know,” Lumi said.

      “For as long as we can hold it together,” Kailani answered. “We will sense when someone pierces through the shield. Or attempts to, if they’re hostiles.”

      “Until then, we should all rest,” Derek suggested. “The sun has almost set now, and we’re looking at what could be a very long night. We have to hold on to this little patch of land until the midnight ritual.”

      All I could think of was midnight tomorrow. I desperately wanted Amane, Amal, and the mass memory wiper to come back to us before that. If they didn’t, if the worst-case scenarios came to happen, we had no choice but to go ahead with the ritual and let the Hermessi do their thing against the Perfects.

      I hated that option, with every fiber of my being. But there wasn’t much I could do except sit tight and wait for the mass memory wiper to find its way back to us. The universe had to be kinder than this, because the Perfects deserved a different mind. They could still be saved from their maker.
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      None of my physical wounds could compare to the pain tearing through my very soul. I’d worked hard to get to this point. I’d stepped on the skulls of many to acquire this kind of power and influence. I was a god. A creator.

      And a bunch of inferior bastards had demolished half of my life’s work in just a few minutes. It was mind-boggling. Infuriating. Unacceptable.

      My injuries were already healing. I’d gone through a lot of pain and anguish after my gene editing implants—quite the ordeal had been required for my body to bring itself closer to those of Perfects and Arch-Perfects. I didn’t have their athleticism or heightened reflexes, because I never thought I’d ever need to fight someone. I had entire armies to kill in my name. Thousands of soldiers, made from scratch, living and breathing only to serve me. Yet they’d all failed in protecting me and my work.

      My colosseum was 80-percent destroyed—just chunks of diamond, melted metals, and cables. All my gene samples were gone. I needed to harvest more from the prisoners in the diamond dome, if I wanted to amplify my armies.

      At least I’d managed to pull the plug on the rebels’ communications. The blocking towers had been activated remotely. One of the control rooms had survived the blast.

      Even if they were all in shock collars and in my possession, Derek and his folk could still find some way to reach out to their people on Calliope. I’d learned to anticipate their stubbornness, even when I cut them off from the world completely. Derek and Sofia were relentless, and so were the others. Besides, I didn’t want Calliope or any other planet to talk to them. No. All that chatter was done. Within months, Calliope would be a deserted, barren rock hurtling around the sky. I’d had enough of this nonsense.

      I knew Derek’s cohorts had played a role in this disaster. My spaceships were gone, too, and I’d only just rebuilt them. Dammit!

      Maybe he hadn’t done anything directly, but he must’ve had someone on the outside. Maybe those spineless Draenir or the Faulties I’d kicked out. All of them… ungrateful bastards. I’d given my children a chance at life, even though I no longer found them useful in my work, and they’d chosen to betray me.

      Nothing hurt more than Amal’s actions, though. Her treachery cut deep, and I feared I’d never fully heal. I said goodbye to the idea of trusting anyone ever again, too. I figured that the path of a trail-blazer, of a god like me, was a lonely one. My successes were unsung. My efforts may never be acknowledged.

      But I’d made the impossible happen, even when the old Draenir had thought I was crazy, delusional. I’d created life. I’d created the perfect lifeforms. I’d built an entire civilization, and I was going to burn the entire universe down with their help.

      No more Draenir. No more fae.

      No more anything that wasn’t a Perfect or an Arch-Perfect! No more!

      Looking around the ruins of my home, I felt a pang of regret. Perfects were dashing back and forth, putting the last of the fires out, salvaging whatever supplies and equipment they could, and rescuing survivors from beneath piles of debris. There was another reason why I hadn’t evolved to be as strong or as fast as my children. My body had rejected certain gene implants.

      I was, by all accounts and purposes, a Faulty by design. But I would never admit that out loud. I’d taught everyone that my ability to create had made me infinitely superior to all of them. I didn’t require the Faulty/Perfect label. I was unique. I was Ta’Zan, builder of the greatest empire to have ever lived.

      Bitterness coursed through me as I watched my children move around. Many flew out, looking to find those responsible. They knew what they had to do. Those explosive charges had been smuggled into the compound. Whoever had done it was still out there, and I wanted their entrails on a stick.

      Bogdana was on the floor, on her knees and leaning against what was left of a wall. She had some cuts and bruises, but I’d managed to shield her when this side of the colosseum had begun to collapse. It took ten Arch-Perfects to protect us from the falling ceiling and crumbling walls. They were all temporarily disabled, their injuries still healing. They’d broken nearly every bone in their bodies to keep me and my surrogate mother safe.

      She hadn’t said a word in a while now, but I was thankful for that. I’d yet to figure out what I was going to do with her. A part of me refused to let me end her—in direct conflict with my darker side. She’d left me behind. She’d disrespected me. She’d called me a monster. I couldn’t let her get away with that.

      “Father, I haven’t yet heard from Cassiel,” one of the Perfects said. “Shall I send someone after him?”

      I shook my head. “He’ll come when he’s ready,” I replied.

      I couldn’t be troubled with his whereabouts. I was too busy looking around and wrapping my head around all the devastation. Mudak Marduk had brought me into a difficult world that had had trouble accepting my existence. They didn’t understand his ambitions or his methods, and, for that, they took him away from me. The damn Draenir…

      I lost my maker because of them. But I had his research and a lot of anger in my soul. I put both to good use, until I had what I needed: a weapon designed to kill all the Draenir. They were useless to the society I’d begun dreaming of. They were weak. Close-minded. Stupid. Stupid to think that, if they killed Mudak, they could stop me. Stupid to think that there was anything they could do to put an end to me. Stupid!

      I toiled, day and night. I stole. I traveled to neighboring worlds and stole some more. I took everything I wanted, and I built my first creatures—my Faulties. Despite their less than acceptable appearance, the Faulties were useful for a long time. After all, Amal and Amane helped me devise the plague that killed the Draenir. They laid the foundations for a future that I designed for myself and for my creations.

      I’d underestimated the plague’s effectiveness, though. I was forced to go into a stasis period, since Strava was a tad uninhabitable for a while, and I didn’t have enough creatures or resources to advance my creative work. Then, Derek and his people arrived, and everything just took on such a wonderful new dimension…

      The vampire genes were my missing link. The connective elements that helped me create my Perfects and my Arch-Perfects. For that, I’d be forever thankful to Derek and whoever had decided to send him and his crew my way. But even so, they were all treading on dangerous ground.

      They destroyed my ships, not once, but twice. And now, I stood in the middle of what was left of my capital city, feeling ashamed and angry and foolish, all at once. Someone had to pay for this.

      My work wasn’t done. I had armies to build. Ships to send out. Worlds to conquer. Cleansing Strava of its Draenir had merely been a test. Proof that I could cleanse entire planets of their inhabitants. Proof that I could reshape the entire universe, if I wanted to. But how could I do that, if I couldn’t even keep a bunch of rebels in check?

      None of this looked good for me, especially not with the Perfects and Arch-Perfects’ eyes on me. Needless to say, I was in a bit of a pinch. On one hand, it would’ve been easier if I just let Derek and his rebels go. They could come back with whatever armies they had—none could withstand the devastating attacks of my creations. On the other hand, if I did let them go, it sent the wrong message to my soldiers. I’d built my reputation on being firm, but merciful, at least until someone deliberately crossed me.

      It had given me no pleasure to obliterate the Faulties who’d assisted Derek and his people in their attempt to escape. None whatsoever. But it had to be done, because I couldn’t have my Perfects thinking they could pull such stunts, as well. No, for every action, there had to be a reaction. Period.

      Bogdana gasped, ripping me from my overwhelming thoughts. I looked down and noticed her swollen ankle beneath the torn fabric of her dress. She scowled at me, as if I wasn’t even supposed to dare to glance at her. It made me even angrier, but I kept it all bottled in. I’d already let my initial rage out in a roar that had probably been heard all over the island. Any more, and my soldiers might think I’d lost my mind.

      An unstable leader was vulnerable, and, even with my pulverizer toxin, they could still end up thinking they might be able to take me down. I’d gone to great lengths to teach them to worship and obey me—and that, perhaps, was the most damaging impact that Derek and the rebels had on my society. They were indirectly teaching my soldiers that they could rise against me. I just couldn’t have that.

      “You’ll be fine,” I muttered, then offered her a hand.

      Bogdana slapped it away. “Don’t touch me!”

      “Like it or not, you’re bound to me. You’re the closest thing to a mother I’ll ever have, and trust me, even I’m not fine with that,” I shot back, gritting my teeth. “Nevertheless, that’s how it is, and we must find a way to make this work.”

      She gave me a sneer. “You really are delusional.”

      Contempt oozed from her voice. I took a deep breath, then crossed my arms and turned my back on her. “I have more clarity than all of you combined,” I said.

      “Yet your mommy issues make you look weak,” Bogdana replied.

      My stomach hurt. Did I have such issues? Were they making me look inferior to my people? I couldn’t help but look around. The Perfects didn’t dare make eye contact with me. Then again, who in their right mind would, after all this devastation? I was clearly angry, and they were wise to only address me for the necessary issues. Maybe Bogdana was just trying to mess with my mind.

      Going back to my last conversation with Derek, I realized he must’ve tried it, too. He’d told me about Bogdana, after all. One of his own. He’d served her up like dessert, and… why did he do that?

      One by one, my synapses lit up and made the right connections. The timing of his revelation regarding Bogdana versus the bombs going off in the colosseum. I remembered the look on his face when I ordered him to come out for a walk with me—regardless of my reason to see him, he didn’t want to leave the diamond dome.

      That structure was still standing after the explosion.

      “Did he know what was going to happen?” I wondered, feeling my eyes grow wider as the possibility grew in the back of my head.

      “What are you talking about?” Bogdana asked, her voice low.

      “Father…” Cassiel’s voice drew my focus away from Derek for a brief moment. It came from above. His wings fluttered several times before he landed in front of me. The sky was dark, but I could still see and hear the shadows of hundreds of Perfects flying overhead—the stuff of nightmares for anyone who wasn’t accustomed to my warriors. “No sign of Amal and Amane yet,” Cassiel reported.

      It was becoming increasingly difficult to control my temper. My hands balled into fists.

      “You will keep looking, Cassiel,” I said. “You will keep looking. You will turn every stone in this world upside down, if you have to. But you will find them. Otherwise, you might as well not bother coming back, because I will take you back to the drawing board.”

      He knew what that meant. They all did.

      I had the power to end their existence, and I carried it with me at all times. I’d given them small and watered-down doses of it for their new pulverizer weapons—but that was only to even the playing field with Derek’s children.

      Cassiel understood that there was no room for failure. Not anymore.

      I couldn’t risk him developing a rebellious nature of his own, like Douma and Raphael. They weren’t anomalies. One way or another, sooner or later, all my Perfects could be swayed into a different mindset. All of them could be taught to rebel, to rise against me. The only thing that stopped most of them from even thinking about it was my secret little weapon—my ability to “take them back to the drawing board.”

      “Yes, Father,” Cassiel managed.

      A second later, he was gone, and I regretted my threat. It was necessary, but I didn’t like it. I knew it had struck a chord in him. It was written all over his face.

      Exhaling sharply, I moved my attention back to Derek and his Bogdana revelation. There was no time to waste. If he had anything to do with this mess, I was going to drag him out and tear him apart myself. I was going to paint the entire island red with his blood. His wife would be next. Then his children. Then everyone else who had the audacity to think they could outsmart me, in any way.

      The universe was mine for the taking, and I had the weapons and the brains for it, too.

      I motioned for one of the nearby Perfects to stay by Bogdana’s side. “Keep an eye on her,” I said to him. “I’ll be back.”

      “Yes, Father,” he replied, then assumed his position next to her.

      Bogdana scoffed, shaking her head slowly. I couldn’t care less what she thought of me. Still, it bothered me a little. Did I crave her blessing and acceptance? Would I ever make her understand that everything I was doing was to make this world better? Perfect?

      I made my way through what was left of the ground-floor hallway that had, until an hour ago, connected all the colosseum’s sections. I passed by a couple of Faulty corpses. There were fewer than I would’ve thought, but I assumed most of them had already been rounded up and taken care of. Parts of the underground medical supply storage chambers were still intact, after all—unlike the Creation Labs. We had enough healing resources to help speed things up.

      It was a shame to see Faulties die, but it didn’t exactly break my heart. They were all practice creatures, anyway. Trial runs. They’d outlived their usefulness, already.

      The diamond dome was intact, just like I’d expected. It was a separate structure, after all, connected to the colosseum through a single doorway and a short corridor. The guards I’d left by said doors were crushed beneath piles of diamond bricks. My Perfects had yet to come to this side of the city for rescue and cleanup operations.

      It looked grotesque, their crimson blood splattered across the floor. They’d been crushed like tiny little bugs. They’d regenerate, eventually, but still, they looked downright ghastly.

      I pressed my palm against the computerized access panel on the side. The system, independent from the colosseum’s own serium-fed network, was still working. Having the doors pulled back manually felt like a nuisance at this point.

      As soon as I set foot inside the dome, it didn’t feel… right.

      I was already aggravated by this horrendous attack on my colosseum, and I was determined to slay each and every one of the bastards who’d dared do such a thing. On top of that and an entire mountain of concerns and frustrations, I really couldn’t deal with anything else going wrong. I feared I might finally snap.

      All the prisoners were there. Derek, Sofia, Lucas, Marion, Xavier, Vivienne, and the rest of their group of idealists and peace-loving imbeciles. But they didn’t look shocked. Nor worried. Not even maybe satisfied by my clear misfortune. Their expressions were blank.

      Some of them moved around, but most stood still—all their eyes on me.

      Chills traveled down my spine, a sensation I’d not felt in a long time. I stepped forward, keeping my eyes on Derek and Sofia. As I walked through the crowd, the prisoners moved back, ever so slowly, to make room for me.

      I stopped in front of Derek and measured him from head to toe. The dome had been protected from the explosions and the intended demolition that came afterward. They were all intact. Not a single scratch. It made me a little angry, knowing my children had been maimed out there. Even though they were all going to heal, I couldn’t help but feel that this was quite unfair.

      “Did you know this would happen?” I asked Derek, doing my best to keep my tone calm and even.

      Derek shrugged. Sofia was quiet beside him. Glancing around again, I became even more convinced that something was off in here. Claudia always scowled at me—perpetually on edge and wishing she could maybe slit my throat, if not for the shock collar. This time, however, she just stared expressionlessly at me, blank and mute.

      “Is that why you told me about Bogdana? Because you knew you needed to be in here, safe, rather than up there when whatever bombs that were planted went off?” I continued, narrowing my eyes at him. “Did you perhaps liaise with the Faulty rebels? The Draenir? Why did you tell me about Bogdana, Derek?”

      He shrugged again.

      “This really isn’t the time for you to give me the silent treatment, Derek,” I hissed, pointing an angry finger at him. “I may have spared Sofia’s life once, but I won’t do it again. Don’t cross me. Tell me the truth; otherwise, I will kill you all.”

      “What truth?” Derek finally spoke, staring at me.

      He seemed as hollow as Claudia. Hell, they were all blank sheets of paper.

      “What’s going on here?” I mumbled, taking a step back. “There’s something off.”

      “What’s off?” Derek asked.

      “Are you feeling unwell?” I replied, frowning.

      I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand their behavior. They’d always opposed me. They hated me, and they never hid that. This wasn’t just uncommon, it was bordering on depressing. Had they lost the will to live, perhaps? Were they finally spiraling toward a crippling depression, maybe?

      “Unwell. Who’s unwell?” Derek breathed.

      “What the—” I croaked, then darted forward and gripped his jaw firmly. He was soft, obedient. Disturbing. “What’s the matter with you?!”

      “What?” he replied.

      I looked at Sofia. “What is wrong with you?”

      “What?” Sofia asked, equally absent.

      I walked among them for a few moments, touching them, checking their vitals, and looking for injuries or anything that might explain their peculiar behavior. Minutes later, I couldn’t come up with a satisfying answer.

      Stopping in front of Claudia, I shoved my hand in her curly blonde hair and pulled her head back. “What the hell is going on here?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at me, but rather through me. Anger got the better of me, and I slit her throat, knowing I’d get a reaction from them, eventually. They never responded well to violence against their own. That much I knew.

      But blood didn’t come out from Claudia’s gaping wound. Dust did. It piled on the floor, covering my feet. In that moment, a thought crossed my mind. Fakes.

      Rage pierced through my consciousness. I roared and took a knife out. I cut Claudia’s head off, clean. A second later, she turned to dust. She was gone. No flesh. No bone. No blood. Nothing. Just sand-colored dust. Only the shock collar was left behind, lonely and deactivated on the floor.

      Muttering under my breath, I moved back and went over to Derek again.

      “Is this a trick? Are you real, Derek?”

      No answer. No reaction to Claudia’s demise either.

      Correction. That wasn’t Claudia. Claudia would’ve bled. Following that logic, I slashed at Derek’s throat next. He was a vampire. He could heal, if he were real.

      I gasped. Dust came out from his wound, too.

      “You’re not real,” I managed, my eyes nearly popping out of their orbits.

      Overwhelmed, I took a couple of steps back. I looked around, over and over. The more I looked, the more obvious it became that these weren’t my prisoners. They were copies. Pristine copies, but copies nonetheless, made of nothing but dust. They moved and breathed and spoke… but they were fake.

      It had to be some kind of magic at play here.

      A trillion questions darted through my head. How did this happen? When? Who’d done it? How did they bypass the collars? How come we didn’t pick up on any of the planning that must’ve gone into this? We had ears on the dome! Where were the real prisoners? My prisoners!

      “You bastards!” I shouted, then grabbed Sofia by her throat. “I will find you, and I will kill you! Mark my words! I don’t know what you did here, or when, or how, but I’ll get to the bottom of it. I will! You will not win this, do you hear me?!”

      “Do you hear me?” Sofia breathed.

      I saw red. My blood boiled.

      My mind and body were suddenly disconnected, as if I’d been invited to step back and watch myself go crazy. My arms moved on their own. I had zero control over myself as I cut their heads off, one by one. Derek. Sofia. Xavier. Vivienne. Lucas… All of them. I didn’t stop until they were all mere piles of dust, their deactivated shock collars left behind.

      My breathing was heavy. My chest felt constricted.

      They’d pulled one over on me. They were definitely involved with the explosion. Amal… Amal and Amane had played a part, too. But I was damned if I was going to let them live after this. No. My mercy had reached its end.

      They were all enemies now.

      And they were all going to die.
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      I stormed out of the diamond dome, leaving piles of dust and now-useless shock collars behind. On my way back to where I’d left Bogdana, I crossed paths with two Perfect soldiers—a lower garrison, given their beige silk tunics, but soldiers nonetheless. I grabbed one by the collar and yanked him closer, to the point where the tip of my nose was almost pressed against his.

      My mind was working at such high speeds that I was shocked to even be able to speak. Rage flared through me in red-hot waves, and I hung on to the last shred of self-control I had left in order to enunciate a proper command.

      “Gather all the Second Circle and First Circle soldiers,” I said. “Have the Arch-Perfects lead them out in search parties. Ten Arch-Perfects per squadron. All my prisoners have gone missing. That’s almost six hundred bastards I need you all to find and kill. Hunt them all down. Leave no survivors.”

      The Perfect stared at me, stunned and mortified at the same time. He gave me a faint nod. “Yes, Father. I… I’ll do that.”

      “Bring me their corpses,” I added. “I need their tissue for genetic samples. Leave no survivors. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Good. They could be anywhere at this point, since they left the collars behind. Spare no resources in finding them,” I continued, without even realizing that my voice was already booming throughout the entire colosseum. “But find them! Do not come back to me until you find them and kill them!”

      I pushed him away. He nearly fell backward but managed to hold on to his colleague and regain his footing. They both scrambled away, barking orders of their own, left and right, as they headed out to what had, until recently, been the training arena.

      I’d organized my Perfects in Circles. The First and Second were my top fighters. My Araquiels and my Raphaels, my Doumas and Oriphiels. The Third, Fourth, and Fifth were grunts. They were good at obeying orders, but not much else. I’d programmed them as such. I didn’t want them to develop independent thoughts so quickly. Looking back at Douma and Raphael, it turned out I’d been right about limiting their cognitive development. The Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Circles were the lower level soldiers. The guards and the manual labor drones. The mechanics and the cleanup crews. The expendables.

      I’d assigned the Arch-Perfects to lead them all, to watch over and organize them as they saw fit. But given what had just happened, I simply couldn’t stay back anymore. I had to step in and give orders. I had to reassure them of my leadership position.

      Most importantly, I had to find a way to keep my temper under control. The few genetic modifications that I’d successfully made on myself had come at a price—they mangled my emotional spectrum. With Amal and Amane’s help, I’d managed to keep it all under control with a chemical cocktail.

      I stilled in the middle of the torn hallway, suddenly struck by a most disturbing conclusion. I couldn’t remember the exact recipe for said cocktail, and the Creation and Chemical Labs had been destroyed in the blast. I checked my tunic pockets and found one small bottle with a handful of pills in it. That was it. My last supply of inhibitors. Without Amal and Amane, I wasn’t sure I could recreate the recipe, mainly because my unstable temper tended to cloud my ability to function at a higher level.

      I could almost feel my intelligence getting gradually squished and stuffed under layers of raw anger and pure rage. All I had left to do was ration my pills to make them last longer, and to take long, deep breaths at all times.

      Bogdana was still where I’d left her. Of course, I’d left a guard with her. Upon seeing me head back to them, the Perfect straightened his back and pressed his lips into a thin line, as if eagerly awaiting my orders. I had to admit, it felt nice to see I still had this kind of effect on them.

      The moment she saw the look on my face, though, Bogdana put on a broad smile. It wasn’t to mock me, from what I could tell. No, she was genuinely pleased—she knew that Derek and the others had made it out. She knew.

      “I take it you were aware of what they were planning,” I said, my tone remarkably cold and low. I didn’t know where the self-control came from, but I held on to it for dear life.

      She nodded once. “And I take it they made it.”

      That was it. I was done being nice to her. She needed to see another side of me—one I’d held off from displaying because I’d hoped I could reach out to her the civilized way. Clearly, this wasn’t the case.

      I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her down the hallway. She cried out in pain and tried to wriggle herself out of my hold, but I had a fistful of her hair firmly in my possession. Unless she was okay with scalping herself, she had to put up with it.

      “Let go! You’re hurting me!” she screamed.

      Startled Perfects watched us as we passed by, their jaws nearly hitting the floor.

      “You brought this on yourself,” I said to Bogdana.

      “Stop it! Dammit, we can work something out! Not like this!” she replied between anguished sobs.

      “No, you forfeited that option when you withheld crucial information from me,” I shot back. “Your son!”

      We reached the comms control room, one of the few left standing after the explosions. I’d triggered the blockers from here, and I remembered specifically that I’d also had some equipment stored under the tables, thinking I might need it later for something else.

      “I’m not your mother! I was simply a womb for rent!” Bogdana spat.

      I left her in the middle of the chamber, then went on to search through the metal crates. Wires, serium batteries, various tools and clamps, scissors and cutters, adhesives and screws—everything I knew I might need in case of emergency.

      “Father. There’s something you should know.” A female Perfect stopped in the doorway.

      I gave her a sideways glance. “Amaze me.”

      “We just checked the aerial footage next door. An object made it into our atmosphere, less than an hour ago. Shortly after the explosions,” she said, her voice breaking. She was terrified of my reaction. I’d seen expressions like hers many times before.

      “What do you mean by ‘object,’ Melissel?” I asked, counting my breaths.

      “A flying, glowing object. We don’t have any quality footage because it was far away from our lenses, but we’re positive it carried outsiders. It had a direction, a trajectory. It was controlled,” Melissel said. “We estimate it landed somewhere in the winter-summer cluster.”

      I’d had lenses placed at the top of each colosseum to monitor the skies for suspicious activity. We’d yet to develop a technology that could give us high-quality imagery, but we could still record everything, and we could tell if anyone came through on a thousand-mile radius from this colosseum. This measure had been implemented after the fleet attack. I’d managed to stop that one, but I had to assume that the outsiders might try to send more ships. Fortunately, until less than an hour ago, they’d been smart enough not to do that.

      “Bogdana, do you know anything about that?” I asked, looking at her. Deep down, I knew she did. I was just curious as to whether she’d revised her behavior yet. I was already devising a method of extracting the information I needed from her, by briefly glancing at all the tools and resources I had available in the metal crates. In about a minute or so, I’d come up with something good, despite my simmering wrath.

      Bogdana shook her head.

      I gave Melissel a faint smile. “Thank you, my child. I’ve dispatched First and Second Circle soldiers to look for the prisoners. You should seek out one of the Arch-Perfects left behind and have him put together a search crew. That object was most likely a shuttle. Find it and destroy it, along with its occupants. Leave no survivors.”

      Melissel nodded, then frowned. “The prisoners? Father, did they escape?”

      “They did!” I snarled at her. “They did! And I want everyone, absolutely everyone, who dares to set foot on my planet dead. Dead! Do you hear me?!”

      “Y-Yes, Father. I’ll alert the remaining Arch-Perfects. No survivors. Got it.”

      She rushed somewhere down the hallway. I could hear her footsteps, then her voice as she gave orders for the shuttle to be found. I shifted my focus back to Bogdana, who simply stared at me. I figured I’d shocked her. She hadn’t seen me like this before, but, for the time being, I didn’t really care. Her people had cost me too much. They’d become a dangerous liability, and I could not, under any circumstances, lose control. Not now. I’d come too far.

      “You’re insane,” she murmured.

      I didn’t look at her as I got to work. My burning mind had finally designed the right device—something I’d been thinking about for a while now, but I’d yet to turn into a palpable reality. I’d been wondering about methods of extracting information from subjects unwilling to cooperate. After all, I’d conditioned the Perfects to never give in under pressure or torture of any kind. What if I needed information from them, information they wouldn’t give me?

      At first, I’d thought I’d never have to deal with such a scenario. They were my Perfects. They obeyed me. Then, Raphael happened. Douma, too. The need for such a device had suddenly come back to haunt me, and for good reason.

      “I’m in control,” I muttered as I quickly assembled certain pieces and screws together, until I formed a rudimentary helmet.

      “No, you’ve lost your mind. You can feel everything slipping away, and you don’t know how to cope with that,” Bogdana replied.

      “Don’t think for a second that you know anything about what’s going on in my head right now,” I retorted, then connected the helmet to a pair of serium crystal batteries.

      “You’re going to lose this fight, Ta’Zan,” she said, incredibly stubborn. “Nature will win. The universe will win. You will never tame it. You are crazy to even think that you can!”

      “I can do anything I want,” I mumbled, connecting the last wires to a pair of extendable needles I’d mounted on the inside of the helmet. At first glance, they couldn’t be seen. Once I pressed the right button, though—zoom! Right into the brain.

      I linked the helmet’s simple processing unit to one of the computers I had left in this room. It was ready to do its job, and I had no idea about what impact it might have on Bogdana. It didn’t really matter, though. Too much was at stake.

      “What… What are you doing with that?” Bogdana asked, suddenly terrified of the helmet. She had good reason to be afraid of it.

      I smirked. “The shock collar will knock you out if you fight this,” I said. “You’d better sit tight and let me do my work. If you struggle, it’ll hurt.”

      She blinked several times, as if trying to assess her options. She knew I was right.

      I crouched in front of her, then placed the helmet on her head. She looked kind of funny with it, her pale blonde hair matted underneath. I stifled a chuckle, then reached out to the back of the helmet.

      “What happens if I don’t struggle?” she breathed, clearly worried, but with no choice other than to obey my commands.

      “It’ll still hurt,” I replied, then pressed the insertion button.

      The two needles shot through the lower side of her skull, and she cried out in pain. A second later, her eyes rolled into her head, and she collapsed, landing on her side. The computer’s glass screen lit up. A connection had been made.

      Though she was unconscious, I was confident that she could still hear me, somewhere deep down. I got up and walked over to the computer. The connection cable glowed blue, meaning that there was a data transfer happening from her brain into the system.

      “But at least I’ll get what I need from you, without having to beg, plead, or make promises I wouldn’t intend to keep,” I added.

      Using the tip of my index finger, I navigated through the billions of threads of Bogdana’s memories, now scattered across the glass screen—images, both still and moving. I’d yet to create some kind of program to put all this in order, but I was short on time. I had to make do with this mind-boggling jumble of information. Bogdana was the oldest fae known to the outsiders, and with that came thousands of years. So many memories.

      “You sure did a lot,” I said, sifting through the threads, looking for the right one to pull out and examine.

      The technology I’d used to extract the Perfects’ memories relied on a memory chip. Bogdana didn’t have one, so I had to improvise—hence the painful helmet. I felt no remorse whatsoever. She deserved to suffer a little for her relentless opposition.

      The more recent memories came in brighter threads, from what I could tell. I focused on them, until I found one with Derek, Sofia, Corrine, and Ibrahim, inside the diamond dome.

      “I wonder…”

      I let the memory play out, turning the volume higher.

      “It’s foolproof,” Bogdana said in her memory, looking at four of the many pains in my ass. “Once the colosseum starts coming down, all the Perfects will be too busy getting over here. They won’t pay attention to what happens in the sky.”

      “What if they have telescopes or something? What if they do have eyes in the sky?” Sofia asked. The more I saw her, the more I hated her.

      “I don’t think it’ll matter. Once the shuttle comes through, they’ll land somewhere in the winter-summer cluster, and we’ll have our one thousand and one fae,” Derek replied.

      I liked him. I still liked him, despite his shortcomings. But he had to die. The more I was hearing from this conversation, on top of what had already happened, the angrier I got. I would never get Derek to understand my vision, not with a bitch like Sofia keeping him anchored to all that lovey-feely crap they had going on.

      My stomach dropped when a term I hadn’t thought I’d hear again came up.

      “Are we sure the Hermessi will activate upon tomorrow night’s full moon?” Corrine asked. “I mean, I get that they’re the ones instructing us about the ritual, but can we really trust these entities?”

      “It’s in their best interests,” Bogdana said to them. “Ta’Zan is destroying the planet, and he’ll destroy the universe, too. The Hermessi are weak now, but once they have their fae on the full moon, they’ll be able to use them as conduits and help us take him and the Perfects down, once and for all.”

      There were no words to describe my shock.

      First, I didn’t even think the Hermessi were even awake, in any shape or form. I’d made sure of that—it had been, from the very beginning, part of the reason behind the plague. I knew about them, and I knew that one too many rural Draenir worshipped them. I understood how they functioned, too. Hence, killing all the Draenir had seemed like a proper way to make sure there were no entities more powerful or capable than me or my future creations.

      I had no control over the Hermessi. And I didn’t like what I couldn’t control.

      Second, the thought that others might know about them hadn’t even crossed my mind. That was a mistake I’d never make again. Ever.

      Third… awakening the Hermessi would most certainly bring everything to an end for me. I couldn’t let this happen. I’d come too far. I’d killed too many creatures to get to this point.

      “No way I’m letting you ruin this,” I hissed, glowering at an unconscious Bogdana.

      But that wasn’t even the worst part, I realized, as I heard Bogdana talk about Amal and Amane’s work in her screened memory.

      “The mass memory wiper will help us save the Perfects,” she said. “Which is good. They deserve a better life. A fresh start. Without Ta’Zan’s poison altering their minds.”

      “We’ll activate that at midnight, too, right?” Ibrahim asked. “From what I understood, it requires the Hermessi’s energy to launch a pulse powerful enough to wipe all the Perfects’ memories at once.”

      The image moved up and down as Bogdana nodded.

      “So, you plan to destroy me and my work, but you intend to keep my creations to yourselves?” I managed, my voice shaky. I couldn’t even recognize myself anymore.

      I broke into a cold sweat, understanding the magnitude of what these people were doing to destroy me. I couldn’t let them do it. For the first time in a very long time, I found myself temporarily outsmarted by inferior beings.

      My clock was ticking, and I had to catch up quick, or end up dead and defeated. A mere blip in the fabric of the universe, and not the god I’d worked so hard to become.

      Bogdana moaned softly, gradually coming to.

      “This is war,” I said to her, though she’d yet to register my words, more preoccupied with the needles still stuck in the back of her brain.

      I meant every word.

      They were all going to burn for this. Every last one of them, until I could go back to building my invincible empire. No, the Hermessi weren’t coming back. No, there wouldn’t be more Douma or Raphael anomalies. No, they would never be able to stop me because none of them were going to make it to midnight tomorrow.

      This world was mine. And the next. And the one after that.
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      The night settled quietly over Merinos.

      Darkness glazed the sky, leaving only the stars and a half-moon to shine. Everything was covered in a milky shimmer, creating a stark contrast with the pitch blackness of the jungle around us. The cloaking spell was something out of this world, completely invisible, yet most difficult to break.

      This wasn’t the usual stuff we’d used before. Lumi and Kailani had managed to build a powerful protective shield, which they’d programmed to ward off the hostiles and to protect us from the sun. I wasn’t sure of the details, but I had faith in our swamp witches.

      We heard the occasional sonic boom in the distance—Perfects, frantically searching for the fae shuttle, for the rebels, and, by now, for us, too. Ta’Zan surely must’ve caught on about the spell we’d left behind in the diamond dome. I would’ve loved to see the look on his face, but I took comfort in imagining it from far away.

      Ben and I settled by one of the campfires, after I took a few minutes with Amane so she could remove the scrambler device I’d worn in the dome—that nifty little thing had certainly come in handy, preventing Ta’Zan or his acolytes from hearing any of our escape plans. The former Draenir settlement stretched out into the woods, this time, littered with small flames around which our people gathered. Some preferred the solitude and intimacy of the jungle, within the shield’s limits. Others stuck to the larger groups, talking about what came next.

      Words of hope and encouragement fluttered past my ears, overheard from nearby GASP agents. Mom and Dad were huddled together around the same fire with Ben and me. Joining us was the rest of the founders’ crew. Uncle Lucas and Marion, Xavier and Aunt Vivienne, Corrine and Ibrahim, Grandpa Aiden and Kailyn, Claudia and Yuri, and Cameron and Liana.

      About ten feet from our group, my Stravian team had gathered around another fire. Elonora and Nevis, Kailani and Hunter, Lumi, Bijarki, Varga, Serena and Draven, Avril and Heron, Herakles, and Araquiel. Isda joined them, offering warm smiles to anyone who might need one. Wallah had gone back to Rakkhan and what was left of their tribe, not far from us, but sheltered beneath a sprawling tree.

      This was the quiet before the storm, and we all knew it.

      We tried to keep our voices to a minimum volume. The shield kept us out of sight, but we could still be heard if we weren’t careful. I glanced around, noticing the overall attitude of our people. They were all worried, but equally determined. They were also clearly relieved in the absence of those wretched shock collars.

      I breathed out, wishing Kallisto had made it. We’d immortalize her later. She’d earned her honorary seat in this planet’s history, for sure. Everyone who had died so the rest of us could live deserved the hero label. There was no greater sacrifice.

      “They’re not getting any closer,” Ben said, carefully listening to another round of distant sonic booms.

      “They jet by, but I doubt they’ll come by soon,” I replied. “They think they’ve got soldiers on this side, anyway. Besides, we know they don’t think we’ll seek shelter here after they drove us out. It’s part of the reason why we chose Merinos.”

      Derek sighed. “I’m still hoping we’ll see Amane, Amal, and the others soon. Without the mass memory wiper, our only option left is not one I wish to learn to live with, once it’s done.”

      “Dmitri and Jovi are still out there, with Ridan and his group,” Xavier said, understandably worried about his grandkids.

      “Maybe they found Douma… Raphael. Maybe even Amane and Amal,” Vivienne replied, maintaining a more hopeful perspective. “They went specifically to that part of the island, to look for them. You know our boys have some of the best noses in all of GASP. They’ll track anyone down.”

      Hunter chuckled softly from the other campfire. “If anyone can find Douma, it’s Dmitri. Trust me. That fella is head over heels with our friendly neighborhood Perfect lady. He’ll track her and the others down. I’m willing to bet my life on it.”

      I looked at Kailani for a brief moment. She seemed pretty tired—for good reason. She’d raised one heck of a spell to protect us. It must’ve worn her out.

      “How are you feeling, Kale?” I asked, diverting from the conversation about Dmitri, Douma, and the others. Without our comms working, we had no choice but to wait. Concern was already gnawing at my stomach, and it just didn’t make sense to keep talking about it. All it did was make the waiting feel worse and infinitely longer.

      Kailani smiled. “I’m okay. A little drowsy, but nothing a couple of hours’ worth of sleep won’t fix,” she replied, leaning into Hunter.

      “You put in quite an effort earlier,” Lumi said to her. “You should relax for a bit. I’ll be doing the same. In fact, let me get ahead of that thought and find myself a good tree.” Lumi got up, then pointed at one of the bigger trees on the edge of our clearing. “You’ll find me over there, if you need me.”

      “Can we even rest in these conditions?” Lucas grumbled. “I doubt I’ll be able to so much as close my eyes.”

      “I don’t think we have much of a choice,” Marion said to him. “Remember, babe, we’re still… what, a little more than twenty-four hours away from the midnight full moon? We should take advantage of the temporary peace and quiet, because we don’t know how long it’ll last.”

      “We’ll need all the energy we can muster tomorrow,” Cameron replied. “If the Perfects expand their search to this island, they’ll notice they can’t get through.”

      “Provided they do a search on land, rather than an aerial fly-by,” Liana added.

      Cameron gave her a soft nod. “Exactly. If they stumble upon the shield, they’ll put two and two together. And it’ll get nasty, quickly.”

      “I agree. We should take some time to just relax,” Aiden suggested. “I know it sounds hard, maybe even impossible to some,” he added, looking at Xavier and Vivienne in particular, “but we have to have our full strength and crystal clarity of mind by morning.”

      “Ta’Zan will be coming down with entire armies once he figures out the diamond dome switch,” Ben said. “If he hasn’t already, that is.”

      Corrine groaned, pinching the delicate bridge of her nose. “It’s a shame we don’t have coffee. I could use a barrel or two.”

      “With milk and honey?” Ibrahim asked, wearing a half-smile.

      “You’re all the milk and honey I need, my darling,” Corrine shot back.

      Kailani rolled her eyes so hard, I had a feeling they’d pop out and watch her from across the camp. I couldn’t help but chuckle softly as Ben gave me a playful nudge.

      “You should get some rest, too,” he murmured.

      The thump of a body dropping made me spring to my feet and quickly look around. A couple of campfires over, one of the fae had fallen. I rushed over there, as if a part of me already knew what this was. By the time I got there and saw the water pouring from her mouth and nose, as she struggled to breathe, I had my confirmation.

      Visarion tried to hold the fae girl still, her convulsions a tad too violent for anyone to just let her unravel like this and ride it out on her own. “What’s happening to her?!” he croaked.

      Ben joined us in the blink of an eye, frowning as he spotted the fae on the ground.

      “That’s a Hermessi trying to make contact,” my brother said.

      “Good grief, it looks like torture!” Visarion replied, genuinely horrified.

      I nodded slowly. “I know. It has to be Aya, the water Hermessi. She usually takes over Vesta.”

      “But Vesta isn’t here, which means that Aya wants to talk to us, specifically,” Ben said, then stilled, his eyes wide.

      Before I could ask him what was going on, he coughed. Water started streaming from his mouth. I instinctively gripped his shoulders, then checked on the fae girl. She wasn’t moving anymore, and her breathing and heartrate had returned to normal. She’d wake up soon.

      Visarion was even more confused now. “What… It’s trying to take over Ben, now?!”

      “I think so,” I murmured, then shifted my focus back to my brother.

      Ben pulled himself back, then crouched, wheezing as water trickled out of him as if from a fountain. My heart was racing, but I knew I couldn’t do anything to ease his discomfort. Behind me, our parents and the rest of our crew got up and moved closer, each of them worried for Ben.

      I motioned for them to stay back. “He needs space.”

      A few seconds later, Ben stopped quivering and finally got back to a standing position. His eyes were an eerie white, and he was soaked in water—as if it came through his pores, directly.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t normally pick a different conduit,” he said, his voice scratchy and strange. It wasn’t Ben anymore. “But I know Vesta isn’t with you.”

      “Aya?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      My brother nodded. “I can’t stay long. My siblings and I are preparing for the full moon. We can feel the one thousand and one fae. You’ve done a remarkable job so far, Rose. Thank you for that.”

      “You guys really need to figure out a better and less invasive way to talk to us, you know that?” Elonora snapped. “It’s unbelievably creepy. Not to mention a violation of our bodies!”

      Ben smiled at her, cocking his head to the side. “You may not remember, but we’ve actually met,” he said. Well, Aya said.

      Elonora blinked several times, somewhat confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “I came to you. In a vision.”

      Elonora gasped. “You’re the one who sent me that vision…” she managed, then looked at me. “You remember, right? A couple of weeks back, on the first or second day here. We were still only speculating about the Hermessi at the time.”

      “I remember, yes,” I replied, then looked at Ben. “You want to talk to us. Please, say what you have to say, then leave my brother be. He’s a fire fae. I’m not even sure you should be possessing him like this.”

      “A Hermessi can use any fae body. Your elemental inclination isn’t that big of an issue when an urgent message needs to be passed on,” Ben said. “I wanted to let you know that we are all ready. Simply having the fae here is giving us a thirst for life, like nothing we’ve experienced. Not in the last few thousand years, anyway.”

      “Is that it?” Lumi asked, raising an eyebrow. She was always the skeptical one, and I absolutely adored her for that.

      “No. We need to know what you want to do, regarding the Perfects,” Ben replied. “Do you have the tools you need to clear their minds, like you said? To help them redeem themselves?”

      My chest tightened a little. “We don’t have the mass memory wiper yet,” I said. “But it should be with us soon. Our people are out there looking for it.”

      “If you don’t have it by midnight tomorrow, we’ll have no choice but to obliterate the Perfects altogether,” Ben said. “We cannot allow them to defend Ta’Zan. The fae will be our conduits, and we’ll have all the power we need to destroy them. None of Ta’Zan’s tricks can go against the raw forces of nature.”

      The thought bothered me. I understood radicalization, and I knew that none of the Perfects would’ve resorted to any kind of violence, had they been given better options during their formation period. Without the mass memory wiper, they were being sentenced to death.

      Looking back, our worst-case scenario had been to bring down all the witches from the Supernatural dimensions, all the dragons and the Eritopian Daughters—every ounce of power we could muster to destroy Strava altogether, if we failed to stop Ta’Zan. The circumstances had changed, and we were now almost desperate to save the Perfects and the planet.

      They didn’t deserve to suffer anymore because of Ta’Zan. I stood by this decision with all my heart, especially after I’d met Raphael, after I’d gotten to speak to Douma, and, most importantly, after I helped Araquiel re-enter this world with no memories of his horrendous past. They were all worth the risk.

      “We understand,” my dad said, his brow furrowed.

      “Is there no other way?” my mom asked. “Wouldn’t you, the almighty Hermessi, be able to wipe their memories, instead?”

      Ben shook his head. “I’m afraid not. We’re elemental entities. We’re rivers and oceans, fires and lava, grass and wildflowers, breezes and storms, winters and summers. We are not technology. We have no control over the Perfect minds. It’s up to you to save them, if you can.”

      “But can you confirm you’ll help power the device, if we do get it?” I replied.

      “We will,” Ben said. “We’ll divert energy through the fae, only, instead of casting it against the Perfects to destroy them, we’ll channel it into your device. Someone will have to get it to a point high enough for an effective action radius.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Elonora said.

      This was our best bet to save the Perfects and our consciences. I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if we allowed their complete and utter annihilation. We weren’t Ta’Zan. We didn’t want them to go extinct, like the Draenir had—or nearly had, anyway. We would’ve saved Douma, Raphael, and those who had helped us, but… I just couldn’t even imagine such an outcome anymore.

      My heart ached.

      This isn’t right.
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      I felt as though I’d gotten stuck in the passenger seat of my body, and Aya was behind the wheel. I could see everything through the windshield. I could hear everything like an echo, rippling through my consciousness as I tried to follow the flow of the conversation.

      From the moment I’d stopped breathing, the water filling my lungs, I knew what was happening. I knew that, however temporarily, my body wasn’t my own, and I hated the sensation.

      I wondered if Vesta had experienced a Hermessi’s possession the same way, or whether it was just my paranoia making me think that, sooner or later, I’d lose control over my body—forever. I’d thought Aya would need my permission to come on board like this, the way she’d done with Vesta, but that didn’t seem to be the case anymore. Maybe it had something to do with what kind of fae we were—technically speaking, Vesta was more powerful than me and well-versed in all four elements. Maybe her strength had made it so that Aya needed her permission. Or maybe something about the Hermessi had changed in the meantime. I couldn’t be sure. It scared me, but I had to stay focused. I had to pay attention and at least monitor every single second that Aya spent in my flesh. It might come in handy later. For what, exactly, I wasn’t sure, but my self-preservation instinct was strong, forcing me to prepare for absolutely anything. Even the impossible.

      “Then, should you procure the device, we will help you, like I said.” I heard Aya speak, using my lips and my tongue. My entire being tingled.

      “We don’t want the Perfects to die,” Rose replied.

      I wanted to shout, to let her know that I was in here, that I could hear and see everything. But I’d been gagged, somehow. Aya’s presence was like a fever, burning through everything before shoving me deeper into the water.

      Heads turned behind Rose. I heard branches break.

      Soon enough, the entire crowd murmured, some of the GASP agents and newly arrived fae getting up from around their campfires to get a better look. There was motion, deep in the northern woods.

      Douma was the first to emerge, more than confused about what was going on.

      “How is everyone so calm and relaxed around the fire with Perfects flying nearby?” she asked. “Are you people crazy? They’ll see you all!”

      Dmitri came out next, followed by Ridan, Amal, and Amane.

      My heart swelled with joy and pride at the sight of them. Amane and Amal still standing, still alive, meant that we still had a shot at giving the Perfects something other than a blistering end at the hands of the natural elements.

      “You made it!” Rose exclaimed, then darted toward them.

      The rest of our Stravian crew ran over and hugged each and every one of the new arrivals, including Taeral, Jax and Hansa, Jovi and Anjani, and Vesta and Zeriel. Relief coursed through me—and through Aya, somehow. I could’ve sworn she was happy to see them, too. Maybe she really wanted the mass memory wiper to remain an option tomorrow.

      “Why is everyone out in the open?” a Perfect asked, coming out of the woods with three others by his side, along with Raphael.

      Everyone else’s instinct was to draw their weapons, but Raphael raised his hands in a defensive gesture, prompting them to stand down. “Whoa! Easy there! We’re friendly!” he reminded them. “For those of you who don’t know us, I’m Raphael.”

      “You must be Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica,” Derek said, looking at the other Perfects.

      “I’m Nathaniel, yes,” one of them replied, stepping forward.

      “The shield wouldn’t have let them in if they were hostile, remember?” Kailani chimed in, smiling at Douma and the Faulty twins. I, myself, was genuinely happy to see them—not because of the device itself, but for my peace of mind. I’d grown fond of them, and their strong characters and contributions to this campaign were downright invaluable.

      “What shield?” Dmitri asked. “Seriously, I’m going to ask, too. Are we okay like this in the open?”

      Kailani nodded, then gave him a tight hug. “Yes. Don’t worry. Lumi and I cast a spell, different from everything we’ve tried or used before. It’ll take a lot of juice for someone to go through. A lot. Emphasis on a lot.”

      I couldn’t move, though I would’ve loved to be able to hug them all, to welcome them back into the fold. Vesta noticed me and froze, her eyes wide with what I assumed was panic. It wasn’t always easy to read into those bluish turquoise pools of hers.

      She pointed a trembling finger at me. “Is… Is that what I think it is?”

      “Vesta…” My body spoke without me. “I had to talk to them. I didn’t sense you here before… Had I known, I would’ve used you, not Ben. He’s not comfortable with my presence.”

      That was an understatement! I wanted her out, more than anything.

      “We just got teleported here, thanks to Taeral,” Vesta replied. “Aya… Is that you?”

      Aya nodded for me. “I came to confirm that we are ready for the ritual tomorrow. But there were questions regarding the Perfects, and what will become of them once we awaken.”

      Amane raised a hand, then pointed at her backpack. “I’ve got the device here! It’s good to go. Some pieces came off, but nothing to compromise its integrity or functionality.”

      Thank the stars.

      “Nothing that a little dragon fire can’t fix, right?” Ridan asked, smiling at her.

      His sheer joy at being around Amane again was downright contagious.

      She gave him a soft nod, then looked at Rose and me. “We can use the mass memory wiper tomorrow. We went to great lengths to bring it here.”

      “She had Ta’Zan get bitten by a devil-viper, to be precise.” Raphael chuckled.

      “Oh… wow!” Rose breathed. “Do we know what he’s up to now?”

      Raphael shook his head. “No, but we all heard his roar of anger after the colosseum came down. Once he figures out the diamond dome switch, he’ll most likely flip out. He’ll be at his most dangerous and unpredictable, but also his weakest.”

      “Yeah, he’s as unkillable as you, right?” Elonora replied.

      “He’s modified his genes,” Amal said. “I’m not sure it’ll end well for him. If he runs out of inhibitors, he’ll have trouble controlling his temper.”

      “Inhibitors?” Rose asked.

      “The gene therapy he used to make himself, as you say, unkillable, has had irreversible effects on his behavior. It messed with his brain a little,” Amal explained briefly. “Amane and I devised an inhibitor cocktail to help him keep that under control, but we don’t know if he has any of it left. I specifically remember that the storage facilities were targeted for explosion. And that’s where we kept the ingredients.”

      Nathaniel nodded. “Yes. All the storage units were completely destroyed. The underground medical deposits might’ve been destroyed, too, but I wouldn’t be 100% confident.”

      “That’s not too relevant, we kept bandages and healing serums in there,” Amal said. “And I doubt he kept a secret stash of the inhibitor cocktail anywhere else. After all, the colosseum was supposed to be safe.”

      “It’s a shame the command center didn’t come down, too,” Dmitri grumbled, crossing his arms.

      Listening to this conversation, I found myself speechless at how comfortable Aya was making herself in my body. She claimed to only be visiting, so to speak, but I could feel her poking and prodding, as if she was trying to find my physical limits.

      I willed myself into a stormy rage, just to remind her that I was still present.

      I’m sorry, Ben, I heard her say, as if in the back of my head. It’s been so long since I’ve manifested myself in a body. I’ve missed it.

      Part of me wanted to feel sorry for her, but I didn’t like this physical invasion enough to leave any room for sympathy. She seemed to get my message, though, as she respectfully ended her message, using my body to speak for one last time.

      “Then we shall return tomorrow for the full moon ritual. And we will use the device. That is good. That is very good,” she said through me. “Rest assured, the Hermessi do not casually indulge in any loss of life. Unless it’s part of the natural cycle, we do not condone it. If there’s a chance to save the Perfects, we will take it. We’re not monsters.”

      Chills ran down my spine. I saw everyone watching me with cold and worried eyes. I couldn’t help but think of the Elders for a moment as the water seeped out of me. I dropped to my knees, regaining conscious control of my body. I didn’t even black out.

      Coughing and gasping, I relished the sensation of my lungs filling with air, not water. The pressure in my brain was gone, too. Aya had left, and all was quiet once again. My muscles relaxed, but the concern stayed put, somewhere just beneath the surface of my consciousness. I would never get used to this part of the Hermessi. Never.

      “Ben, are you okay?” Rose asked as she helped me stand.

      “Yeah, just… annoyed,” I replied. “I cannot express how much I hate this stuff.”

      “You and me both.” Vesta sighed.

      “Hey, they said they wouldn’t need to do this after they awaken,” Zeriel cut in. “Or didn’t they?”

      Vesta nodded. “They did. It just doesn’t make any of this more comfortable. But I’m thankful this is the only downside to everything we have to do in order to defeat Ta’Zan and save everyone, if I’m honest.”

      “We need to look at the bigger picture here,” Amane said. “Without an army, Ta’Zan will be powerless. Nothing he’ll do will matter.”

      That was the indisputable truth.

      Without the Perfect and Arch-Perfect muscle, Ta’Zan was nothing more than an overachieving Faulty. The frustrated scientist, desperate to get back at the entire universe for the shortcomings of a few Draenir.

      His extreme reactions didn’t belong in this world. And neither did he.
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      I’d grown accustomed to the fact that not every journey we took was easy. In fact, most of the missions we’d taken on had proven to be anything but. Even so, I still had trouble accepting the Hermessi’s manner of communicating with us. To be fair, they didn’t have a better option. I, for one, much like my brother, my parents, and everyone else who’d dealt with the Elders, was aware that we suffered some permanent trauma from that time.

      The Elders had used vampires as their vessels, and they’d done nothing but harm. They’d caused pain, suffering, and death.

      The Hermessi were natural elements. They were entities older than us and even older than the Elders. They’d been around since time immemorial—flowing in rivers, rumbling in oceans, burning in flames and cutting through the skies in flashes of lightning, growing through the trees and raising mountains to the sky, riding the winds and bringing rain whenever the earth demanded it.

      They were the epitome of natural balance. I considered them to be ethereal spirits of the world. Many had worshipped them as gods. Unsurprisingly, they seemed to react like them, too—the more people believed in the Hermessi, the more thoughts were channeled at them, the more powerful they became.

      We were standing on the edge of a new era.

      If we awakened the Hermessi, there was no turning back. We ushered in a new time, a new episode in the universe’s long, endless life. I was okay with that, because nature couldn’t possibly want to do us any harm, unless we hurt it first. It had always been like this. But I welcomed it, as long as Ta’Zan was out of the picture, and as long as we were able to give the Perfects another shot at life.

      “I’m curious about something,” Taeral said after his group brought everyone up to speed with their adventures in getting back to us. “Imagine we didn’t have the mass memory wiper. If the Hermessi were to use the fae as conduits tomorrow and cause what I assume would be some epic levels of destruction against the Perfects, what’s to stop the Hermessi from doing it again, willy-nilly, later down the road?”

      Vesta shook her head. “Not possible, unless the one-thousand-and-one-fae ritual is performed, specifically on a full moon. They can’t just grab us like that, whenever they want.”

      “Says the girl who frequently gets taken over by the Stravian water Hermessi.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “Well, it’s different!” Vesta said. “Aya’s possessions are temporary. I don’t like them at all, but I know she can’t hold me down forever. It’s still my flesh. My soul is still mine. The full moon ritual allows us to open ourselves up to the Hermessi, that’s all.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked, doubt still nagging me.

      She wasn’t, based on her expression. “It’s how I feel, sort of. It’s kind of difficult to explain.”

      “Wouldn’t it be wise to just speak to them tomorrow, before we engage in the ritual?” Ben asked. “For our peace of mind. Mine, specifically.”

      “We could. We should,” I replied. “There’s no harm in making sure they have some form of self-control once we activate them.”

      Lumi groaned softly. “Frankly, anything with as much power as the Hermessi would terrify me. I, myself, am a conduit for the Word. So I sort of understand. At this point, so does Kale,” she said. “Thing is… we shouldn’t be afraid of the Hermessi. They’re older than us, and they will outlive us. I know about your history with the Elders. I don’t think this is the case for such concerns. Feel free to talk to them about it, sure, just don’t expect them to comply. They probably won’t possess any fae unless they absolutely have to, anyway. Whatever happens, one thing is clear. The Hermessi aren’t your usual allies. You should treat them with a bit more… reverence.”

      “I doubt any of us aim to disrespect them, in any way,” Derek replied.

      “They want to help us save this world. And, as natural elements, they have no endgame, other than to protect themselves and their creations—that is, this very planet,” Lumi added.

      She made a fair observation there, and I happened to agree with her. My concerns regarding the Hermessi took a backseat, as the real issues came bubbling back to the surface. Yes, we were inclined to fear that which was more powerful than us, especially that which could claim the fae’s bodies in such a fashion. But it didn’t automatically mean that the Hermessi were up to something.

      Our traumas were not their fault.

      “Back to the main story, now,” Lucas interjected, then pointed at the device in Amane’s hands, as we all settled back down around the fire, joined by Ridan’s expedition crew and Elonora’s group. “What’s the action radius for that thing?”

      “Over a thousand miles, if powered by the Hermessi,” Amane replied. “It’s enough to cover all the Perfect-populated areas.”

      “Good. That’s settled, then,” Lucas said. “We’ve got twenty-four hours left until we either win or die. We should go over every single possible hole in our plan, until we have everything covered. And I mean everything. No room for error. No time for the unexpected.”

      “I agree,” Derek replied, then looked at all of us. “First and foremost, the one thousand fae must be protected. We know Bogdana’s okay, even though she’s with Ta’Zan.”

      That was, perhaps, the crucial part of our survival. Making sure we had one thousand and one fae as conduits for the Hermessi. Ta’Zan wouldn’t bring himself to kill his surrogate mother—that much we all knew. He didn’t even know about the ritual, and I was positive that Bogdana wouldn’t tell him. She was old and experienced enough to withstand any interrogation, no matter how brutal, and Ta’Zan was emotionally connected to her, whether he liked it or not.

      That left us with simply staying out of sight, safe beneath the shield, while the Perfects flew around, looking for us. Twenty-four hours stood between us and potential salvation. Given our history, I was convinced that it wouldn’t be easy, that something might go wrong at some point.

      So, following Lucas’s lead, I joined the conversation, ready to patch up any gap in our plan. Even the tiniest flaw could be our undoing, given the high stakes.
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      It took us about an hour or so to iron out all the details regarding the full moon ritual, along with how we were all going to survive until then. We’d been surprised by Ta’Zan and the strength of his Perfects and Arch-Perfects before, so we weren’t going to take any chances by solely relying on Lumi and Kailani’s protection shield.

      I knew that, if push came to shove, we’d all have to either give more of our energy to keep the spell up, or brace ourselves for the bloodiest fight in history. We had to protect the fae, at any cost. All one thousand of them, (and hope Bogdana was okay). Our best bet was to keep the shield up for as long as possible, while Amane, Amal, and the rest of the Stravian crew prepared a defense strategy. We only had to hold on until midnight tomorrow.

      If we were smart and quiet, the remaining time would go smoothly. I kept a bitter smile to myself, well aware that fate never gave us anything easy. Why would this time be any different?

      With relatively quiet skies and tired GASP agents, we all scattered throughout the protected perimeter to get some rest. I, for one, wasn’t sleepy or anything, but I could use some peace and quiet. Nevis took my hand in his and guided me through the dark woods. We didn’t say anything for a while, until I realized he was looking for something, his head turning left and right as we walked.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Nothing more than the usual,” he replied, then stilled, staring right ahead. “There it is. I saw this place earlier. I figured it would be a good resting spot.”

      It was a mound made of black stone with glowing blue mineral streaks—serium. Not enough to extract and use, of course, but pretty enough to gaze at for a while. A gash opened at its base, and moss covered the upper half, making it virtually undetectable from above. Of course, we had the protective shield above us, but, even without it, I thought this place could easily work as temporary shelter, if needed.

      “It’s a cave,” Nevis added. “I had an hour or so to look around in the woods this evening.”

      For the first time in a couple of hours, I could feel myself detaching from all our problems. Somehow, I was able to enjoy the touch of his skin, his firm grip, and the sound of his thundering heart echoing in my ears. He was… nervous. His aura glowed gold and bright if I paid attention, and I knew that it was all for me.

      We’d fallen in love with each other in some truly awful circumstances, but the thought of us being together had, in fact, helped me pull through more than once, even in moments where my body might’ve given up.

      “What’s it like, on the inside?” I asked.

      For once, we were just two lovebirds exploring the woods, looking for the quietest place to cuddle and kiss and who knows what else… I liked that. A lot.

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” he replied, giving me a seductive sideways smile.

      I didn’t think he’d planned to woo me tonight, but everything about him pointed to the opposite. Every look he gave me was supercharged with desire. Every word he uttered in my direction was sweet, like tiny teaspoons of honey. Every touch felt as though he worshipped me, as if he couldn’t even imagine his existence without me anymore.

      The feeling was mutual. I didn’t want to let go of his hand. If I did, I feared I’d never be able to get back to him.

      We went inside the cave, sneaking through the narrow opening. It was cold and damp, but not uncomfortably so. Had it not been for my vampire senses and True Sight, I wouldn’t have been able to put one foot in front of another—the cave itself was pitch black.

      From what I could tell, the ground was soft and mossy, with a variety of small and multicolored flowers blossoming in the corner. I’d have thought they would need sunlight to flourish like this. Still, they seemed to thrive in this environment.

      “This is beautiful,” I breathed. “But how are flowers growing in here?”

      Nevis’s lips stretched once more, making my heart tingle. “Wait. Give it a minute,” he replied.

      As if summoned by his thoughts, the moon shone through a hole in the ceiling. A cloud must’ve been covering it until now. The pale white light poured through, bathing the cave in an iridescent shimmer. It revealed the black-and-blue crystal formations coming down from above, much like stalactites. Each glimmered and cast fragmented shards of bluish light around. I figured sunlight had to come through during the day as well, which then explained the flowers.

      It looked like a slice of hidden paradise, removed from the world.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m okay with being here for a few hours,” Nevis said. “It makes me think the rest of the world no longer exists, and neither do our problems.”

      “But they do.” I sighed. “They do exist.”

      Nevis turned to face me, then cupped my face and pulled me into a sweet and lazy kiss.

      “Let’s just pretend they don’t, for a little while,” he replied, his lips brushing against mine as he spoke. “Let’s just have this night to ourselves. You, me, and the moonlight.”

      I thought about it for a moment, but my heart had already made the decision for me. I nodded slowly, allowing him to guide me to the center of the cave. The earth was soft, my boots sinking into the moss.

      “I don’t know how we got to this point,” I murmured, as his fingers traced the contours of my face. “But I’m so glad we did.”

      “By this point, you mean this stage in our relationship?” he asked, his voice low and slightly raspy. It sent my blood racing.

      “Yes. How did we get here, Nevis? Until a couple of weeks ago, I thought you were a pompous, albeit gorgeous, jerk.”

      He chuckled softly, his fingers now fluttering down my arms. I could feel him through the leather, sending chills down my spine. “The adrenaline. The constant running. Staring death in the face on a daily basis,” he said. “It makes our time together much more precious. Every second counts, and we must make the most of it, Elonora.”

      I gave in to my most primal need of him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled myself up for a kiss. He was more than responsive. His lips parted, and his tongue slipped between mine, claiming me as his own. My breath hitched as his hands traveled down my sides, and I instinctively pushed myself forward, wanting to feel every inch of his toned frame.

      His arms snaked around my waist as he deepened the kiss. I could hear the crackle of ice around us. I couldn’t help but glance to the side, noticing frost flowers as they stretched across the cave’s mossy floor. It took my breath away, and he noticed.

      He gave me an apologetic smile, his eyes the color of midnight. “I cannot help it. You have this effect on me, where my Dhaxanian nature can no longer control itself,” he whispered.

      “I don’t mind. It’s so pretty,” I breathed.

      “Not as pretty as you, I’m afraid.”

      My cheeks burned red hot. He tightened his embrace and kissed me again—this time with everything he’d been holding back. I felt lightheaded, overwhelmed by his intensity, by his sheer hunger.

      By the time I managed to draw my first breath, his lips moved to my left ear, nibbling the lobe between his teeth.

      “Elonora…” he said, pausing to breathe.

      His lips were pink and wet, making me want to kiss him even more. I waited for him to speak again, unable to formulate coherent sentences of my own.

      “I know… I know we said we’d wait until after we’re done with Ta’Zan,” he started, making me smile. I knew exactly what he was going to say. My whole body was rocked by the thought of it. “But I—”

      “Just in case, right?” I replied, my lips curving into a mischievous smile.

      Just in case we never made it. Just in case we did lose this, though we knew we’d go to the edge of the universe and back, in order to save it and ourselves in the process. Just in case we never got another chance.

      “I’d never forgive myself if tomorrow came with death, and I hadn’t given myself to you, fully, in body and soul,” Nevis said, his brows slowly drawn into a pained frown. “Time has flown differently for us, already. And I don’t give a damn about courtship protocols, Elonora. I love you with a fire I’d never thought possible, and I can’t bring myself to live another day without merging my soul to yours.”

      A second passed. Then another.

      By the third, tears had sprung, glazing my eyes. My heart blossomed like a flower of cosmos, able to encompass entire galaxies in the space it had made for my love of Nevis. I found it difficult to breathe, shuddering in his arms as I gently pressed my lips against his.

      “I love you, Nevis. More than I thought was possible,” I replied, my voice shaky. “But… If we… If we do this, if we go ahead with this… I’m a sentry. You know what that implies.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me, making me feel slightly foolish.

      “Do you think I care?” he asked. “Let me turn into a sentry, then. Just let me love you the way you deserve, the way no one’s had the courage or the ability to love you before, Elonora. It’s all I ask.”

      How could I not fall for this guy?

      In hindsight, I’d been an absolute idiot to fall for someone like Connor. To let him treat me the way he had. To let myself live in doubt, to wonder if I could ever be loved the way I wanted. Nevis had always been in my path, it seemed, ready to take me on and show me what I was truly worth. For I felt like a goddess in his arms. His solemn worship made my heart sing. And his smile… good grief!

      “Then love me, Nevis. Love me like you want to,” I whispered.

      He didn’t wait to be asked again. In a split second, his royal demeanor and prudence flew out through that hole in the cave’s ceiling. He lay me on the frosted floor, settling on his knees as he kissed me. I wanted to reach out and hold him, but he gently pushed my arms down by my sides.

      He stayed there for a while, quietly measuring me from head to toe. I felt as though I’d gotten stuck under a magnifying glass. Like I was the ant, and Nevis was the sun. I was going to burn, I knew it…

      “You have no idea how beautiful you are, Elonora,” Nevis said, brushing a blonde curl from my forehead. “You might see yourself in the mirror and be pleased with yourself, but I would gladly give you my eyes, to see yourself the way I do. Then, maybe, you’d love yourself the way I do.”

      There was a sense of poetry in his words. He was sincere and sweet, but, at the same time, there was a hunger, a mystifying darkness growing in his eyes, and it made my entire body hum. My muscles tightened when he found the front zipper to my combat suit. He leaned down and kissed me—deeply, with chunks of his soul sprinkled throughout.

      I abandoned myself in that moment. I didn’t even notice the layers of leather peeling away from me. I didn’t hear any of my gear clanking on the floor. But, by the time he pulled back to look at me again, the moonlight glazed my bare skin, and Nevis breathed out the heaviest sigh.

      “You are perfect. Every atom of you is sublime, Elonora,” he whispered.

      I gave in to the blazing need to feel his skin against mine, and he seemed to guess what I was thinking. He offered me a hand, and I took it, bringing myself into a seated position. I was naked and pale, basking in the midnight moon as I unbuttoned his silver tunic and removed his decorative chest plates.

      We kissed as I stripped him of his Dhaxanian garments, and I moaned softly when I was finally able to embrace him, skin on skin. He was so warm and incredibly fine—as if the most wonderful of silks had been stretched over his rock-hard muscles.

      Nevis laid me back down and consumed me with the fire of a thousand suns. He kissed every inch of me, with patience and loving labor. When his lips found mine again, our bodies and our souls merged into one. We could hear the chirps of tiny birds outside, and we could hear the crackling of ice exploding outward from underneath. Shards of Dhaxanian ice shot out, crashing against the walls as Nevis made love to me. We heard our ragged breaths and our booming hearts as we climbed the ladder toward the highest point of the universe.

      When we became one, when I lit up like a star in his arms as he took me to the highest peaks of sheer bliss, something snapped inside my chest—a most painful but wonderful twinge, as my soul found its instant connection to Nevis’s. We loved each other, over and over, until we ran out of air. Until the Dhaxanian frost he’d lost control of formed a most beautiful crib-like structure, in which we lay for a while—our bodies glued to one another, pearls of sweat dripping onto the ice and turning into frosty flowers of their own.

      “I don’t want tonight to end,” I said, unable to pull myself away from him, ever again.

      Nevis rolled me on my back, then kissed me—slow and sweet, this time, enjoying every second. He tasted like a midsummer’s dream, like the nectar of newly blossomed night-queen tightening its hold around my heart. And I worshipped him for the way he made me feel.

      “Then let’s make it last forever,” he replied, his gaze softened on my face.

      The thought made me giggle. An eternity with Nevis felt like the best thing that could happen to me, and I couldn’t deprive myself of such happiness. It also sounded incredible. Had someone told me, a few weeks back, that I’d find my soulmate in the prince of Dhaxanians, I would’ve laughed so… so hard.

      “I’m serious,” Nevis added. I couldn’t just see his aura anymore. I could feel it. All the love and peacefulness he felt when he was with me—I felt it all, streaming through me like liquid starlight. “Let’s get through tomorrow and be together. Forever.”

      “I thought that was already the plan,” I said.

      He smiled. And all was right with the world. “It was definitely my plan. Only, now I can feel you beating inside my heart, Elonora, and there is no longer a single shred of doubt that you want the same thing.”

      “You doubted me before?”

      “Not you, per se. Your broken heart. I feared it might keep you away from me,” Nevis replied.

      My vision got blurry, as tears came up again. These were droplets of pure happiness, though. My body just couldn’t handle it all, as I lay there, cradled in his arms.

      “All my heart wanted was for us to get here, to this moment,” I managed.

      “Good. Because, I’m not sure you knew, but we Dhaxanians love worshiping our soulmates. And I look forward to showing you what life with me will be like,” he said. “Most importantly, I can’t wait to see what life with you will be like.”

      I had no words left. All I could do was smile and raise my head so I could kiss him once more. His lips were perfect. His soul was mine. And mine was his. No matter what happened after midnight tomorrow, I belonged to Nevis.

      Our souls were forever intertwined, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      All my experiences, my sadness and insecurity, my struggle to survive in this Stravian madness… they’d all led me to this point. This moment of seamless ecstasy, of atomic love and thoughts of happily ever after. Maybe the latter was a tad harder to attain in this day and age, but dammit! We were both up for the task of trying our best to attain it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kailani

          

        

      

    

    
      With midnight passing and announcing less than twenty-four hours until the most crucial moment in our collective existence, Hunter and I discreetly withdrew from the main clusters formed around the campfires. Most of our people chose to stay close to the warmth, huddled beneath the starry sky and thankful to be out in the open without actually being spotted by the occasional group of Perfects flying past Merinos. They had our swamp witch spell to thank for that.

      I knew Grandma Corrine and Grandpa Ibrahim were still worried about me, though their concerns were no longer necessary. I understood that they loved me and only wanted me to be safe, but I’d gone past the chick-in-the-nest phase. I was a full-grown swamp witch, sworn to serve the Word… a conduit for the universe itself, in a way.

      Granted, I wasn’t all-powerful or whatever. But I sure had more cards to play on the battlefield, for sure. However, for the time being, I just wanted to be somewhere quiet and at peace, which was why I didn’t hesitate when Hunter took my hand and gently guided me away from my grandparents.

      I left them with the rest of the founders. They had their own stuff to talk about, surely.

      Hunter and I, on the other hand… we were long overdue for a sliver of time all to ourselves. We found a tree, deep in the eastern woods of our protected territory. We probably never would’ve come across it in different circumstances, for it looked like a hidden treasure of Merinos’s jungle. It was huge, tall and mighty as it stretched toward the sky. Its top overlooked the entire island, boasting a rich and luscious leafy crown.

      Its lower-level branches were thick and sturdy enough to hold both Hunter and me, comfortably. They twisted around, wearing their leaves and orange blossoms with solemn and quiet pride. Birds nested here, and they didn’t seem bothered by our presence as we climbed up the massive trunk and settled on one of these ginormous branches.

      “I think we could easily catch some shuteye here,” Hunter said, slightly amused. “This thing is huge.”

      I chuckled softly, watching him lie down against an upward turn of the branch. He looked as though he’d just settled in a lounge chair, his arm out as he waited for me to join him.

      “It looks comfy,” I replied, then lay next to him.

      Our upper bodies were slightly raised, and the wood itself seemed to soften under our weight. It was strange, as if the tree was changing its biological structure just to accommodate us. I, for one, thought that maybe I was imagining it.

      “Can you feel it?” I asked Hunter.

      He nodded slowly. “It’s softer, isn’t it?”

      “Good. I thought I’d gone crazy,” I replied.

      “Babe, I doubt the Word would let you go off the rails now,” Hunter said, only half-smiling.

      I looked up, finding myself mesmerized by the deep blue pools of his eyes. It had been a while since we’d lain down like this, close enough for me to see the poetic arches of his long eyelashes. Hunter was remarkably handsome—in an artistic way. I could easily see him as the source of inspiration for more than a few Renaissance masterpieces.

      It wasn’t just his looks, though. Yes, he was tall and stunningly built, with bold and toned muscles and a frame that took my breath away on its own. And yes, I could see fields of wheat reflected in his summertime-blond hair and the purest of skies reflected in his eyes. But there was this thing about him, the legendary je ne sais quoi that some guys were simply born with—and that was my favorite part about him.

      It was self-confidence and determination. The rarity of his kind, as a white werewolf, played a part. White wolves were like the most precious of diamonds, not only because he could turn into one at will, but also because he carried a rare bloodline, one we knew very little about. It made Hunter all the more precious to me. On top of that, he knew me best and still loved me. He was my closest friend, and, as of recently, the soulmate I hadn’t thought I’d ever get the chance to experience a kiss with.

      “The Word will protect me,” I said, shifting my focus from him to a natural bouquet of blossoms that was growing from the branch, a couple of feet to our right. I pointed a finger at it, channeling my internal energy and sending my desire to grow to those orange flowers. “Tomorrow, too. If the worst happens, the Word will protect Lumi and me. As best as it can, of course. It cannot stop Death if it really wants me.”

      “I figured that much. If it could, it would’ve saved the swamp witches that Azazel killed back on Calliope,” Hunter said. A muscle ticked in his jaw. He didn’t like to talk about death and the general end of things, but he didn’t shy away from it. “How does it feel? The Word, I mean?”

      I thought about a way to answer what must’ve seemed like a simple question to him. My gaze was fixed on the flowers. They grew bigger. New blossoms emerged, while the existing ones developed white-and-golden petals underneath the orange ones. They looked like works of sculptural art, framed by their waxy, dark green leaves.

      Hunter followed my gaze. His eyebrows arched upward as he watched the blossoms swell and pop open, producing a plethora of bright orange, gold, and white petals.

      “Okay, I take it the Word is kinda growing on you, huh?” he added, his voice low.

      I couldn’t help but smile at him. “This is just a small artifice. I’m just helping this tree reach a new stage in its development. It wouldn’t have produced these colors for another thirty, maybe forty years, at least,” I said, then pressed my lips against his cheek and inhaled deeply. His scent filled my nostrils and lit me up on the inside, bringing thoughts of lazy afternoons by the beach.

      “Seriously, Kale, how are you?” he asked again, in a more serious tone this time, unable to take his eyes off mine. “Do they hurt?”

      I shook my head slowly. “The color changed. They don’t hurt. But I see everything with a clarity I didn’t think was possible,” I replied. “Hell, if I concentrate hard enough, I can discern every single molecule that makes you… well, you.”

      “Like a natural zoom-in function?”

      “Pretty much. I’m still getting the hang of it,” I added. “I can’t just switch it on and off at will. But, whenever I look at you, I lose myself in thought, and, before I know it, I’m watching your blood cells tumble through your arteries. By the time I take a breath, I’m watching the particles that build you as they’re born, as they move, as they die. Others quickly replace them. It’s a constant cycle. And I’m suddenly aware of all the hard work that the universe puts in, just for you to be alive. To be a part of my life, and I’m thankful for that…”

      Hunter’s hand found my cheek, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw.

      “I feel like I’m hanging out with a goddess, and I… a mortal fool,” he said, smiling.

      I let a deep sigh roll out, decompressing my ribcage as I further relaxed in his embrace. “I’m the lucky one. Out of all the people in the world, I fell in love with you and… well, you love me back. It doesn’t matter what I’ve become, Hunter. I’m still the same Kale you know, deep down.”

      He used his thumb and index to grip my chin, slowly raising my head so he could look at me again. A few breaths later, he kissed me, and everything temporarily vanished around us. My heart darted into a frenzied gallop. My soul almost touched his through layers of flesh, skin, and clothes.

      Kissing him was the best thing I could do with myself tonight. Feeling his body against mine… it was the best way to spend what could easily become our last night together, if we weren’t careful tomorrow.

      And just like that, sadness seeped through, catching my heart and wringing it like a wet cloth. Hunter stirred, slowly shifting his body weight so he could face me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I exhaled, unable to shake that emotional discomfort. I couldn’t keep it to myself. It was time to bring it up, because, if we did survive tomorrow and we got our chance at a life together, I needed him to be aware of a very hard truth.

      “I’ll live for a very long time, Hunter,” I said. “Longer than most. Lumi’s pixie genes allowed the Word to keep her body strong and youthful. It’ll do the same for me, because I’m a natural witch. My heritage secures a very lengthy existence, when combined with the Word. I’ll see tens of thousands of years. Maybe hundreds of thousands. Perhaps even an eternity, or the closest thing there is to it.”

      Hunter didn’t say anything, but he didn’t take his blue eyes off me. His expression was firm, but I could almost feel the turmoil inside him. He knew me well enough to understand where I was going with this.

      “If we’re going to be together,” I added, “there’s a big chance that I’ll outlive you, Hunter. Unless we find a way to help you cross that threshold between wolf and vampire… And I’m not yet sure how or if that’s possible.”

      He blinked several times. He’d probably thought about this, too, but kept it to himself. I didn’t want him to face such a choice. But it was the reality, and I needed him to be aware of it. As the years went by, Hunter was going to age. He was going to grow old and eventually die.

      And I was going to keep living after that. But could I really call that living? A life without Hunter felt empty and worthless, even with the Word beaming through me like the sun.

      “Kale… How about we treat this as a bridge we’ve yet to reach in order to cross, huh?” he asked, giving me a soft smile. “Let’s get through midnight tomorrow, first. Let’s save those dumbass Perfects and kill Ta’Zan. Let’s make this world a better place, and worry about our time together later. I’m not in a rush to die, anyway.”

      He made a good point. I didn’t like talking about an end to us. Nor did I want him to feel pressured into anything. We were perfect, right where we were.

      The giant tree was our temporary home. Our blossoming haven.

      I relaxed in Hunter’s arms and kissed him—slow and sweet, taking my time to explore his dazzling taste, as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me on top of him. By the time I took a breath, I was straddling him, my curly hair cascading around his face, the tips tickling his cheeks and forcing him to chuckle.

      “You’re right,” I said. “We’ve got time for that, once we survive tomorrow.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m sad,” Hunter replied, and his pained expression tore me apart on the inside. “I’m sad at the thought of not being with you. Whether it happens now or in a hundred or three hundred years, it still makes me sad. But I’d rather take it one day at a time, and make the most of each.”

      I caressed his face, relishing the tiny electrical tendrils that buzzed through me whenever I touched him. “Good. Let’s do that, then. One day at a time.”

      “One day at a time, Kale, because I love you all the same,” Hunter replied, then kissed me again. This time, it felt more profound, to the point where tears threatened to come up and stream down my cheeks. I experienced the greatest depths of my love for him, in that single flicker of time.

      Yes, I was a conduit for the Word.

      But my heart was already in Hunter’s possession, and he didn’t seem like the kind to just give up and hand it back. Whatever came after tomorrow, assuming there would be something after midnight, I knew we could both handle it, smiling.

      We lay up in the tree for a few hours, at least. I lost track of time, listening to his heartbeats and the cute little birds chirping from neighboring branches. Had it not been for the hellish empire trying to grow beyond my protective shield, I could’ve sworn I’d stumbled into a fairytale.

      Hunter definitely had the makings of a pretty decent Prince Charming.

      “Kale?” he murmured, snapping me from my nocturnal reverie.

      “Hm?”

      “Do you think we’ll be safe with the Hermessi?” he asked.

      I took a second to think before I answered. “Yes. I agree with Lumi. They’re natural elements. And they’re sentient. Of course they scare the crap out of us,” I replied.

      “I wonder what made them dormant, to begin with.”

      “Lack of faith, from what I can tell,” I said. “People grew out of it. They forgot about them. They moved on. The Hermessi are immortal, though. They’ll always find a way back into our universal consciousness. Fire, water, earth, and air. Timeless.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Hunter replied, pursing his lips. “Lumi, too. We definitely tend to fear what we can’t control.”

      “The Word has yet to give me the transcendental insight I’d need to commune with the Hermessi myself.” I sighed. “The fabric that makes me isn’t strong enough. Not yet. Until then, I have to trust my instinct. And my instinct tells me to stick with them. Their energy is the only one that can power the mass memory wiper. We have no other way of saving the Perfects. Frankly, that trumps whatever doubts we might have about the Hermessi.”

      Hunter nodded slowly, before his gaze dropped to my lips and darkened. I knew that look. It made my spine tingle and my chest constrict. He didn’t hesitate. His mouth took mine for another breathtaking spin. We made out like there was no tomorrow. Well, no day after tomorrow.

      I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I needed this break from Strava.

      It soothed my very soul. Hunter made it glow.
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      It was well past midnight when Douma and I found a comfortable spot in the woods. Everyone else had fallen asleep, most likely, since I could barely hear a murmur here and there. It was understandable. We had a long day ahead of us, especially once Ta’Zan figured out what we’d been up to in the diamond dome.

      We settled at the base of an old tree, its blossoming branches curved downward as it formed a pumpkin-shaped shelter of sorts. The flowers were pale white, with large, rounded petals, and they sprung all around each branch, elegantly framed by dark green leaves. Some birds used this spot as a home, and I could see their tiny, bright yellow heads popping out once in a while, their beady black eyes watching us.

      It was nice and quiet here, while the branches protected us from the chilling breeze coming in from the north. It whistled through the woods, sneaking around and dropping the temperature by a few degrees. It was still moderately warm, but it was bound to get colder toward the break of dawn. I’d spent plenty of nights in the woods back in The Shade, enough to know the temperature cycle of a shady forest.

      “Dmitri, there’s something I wanted to say, and I didn’t get the chance to really go into it before we got into the colosseum,” Douma said as we sat in front of each other, our legs crossed.

      We were still in the early stages of our relationship. We’d kissed, and we’d told each other that there was something brewing between us, something we’d yet to name as love. I knew, deep down, that I’d fallen for her. There wasn’t even a point in denying that. She’d snuck into my heart from the moment we’d first met, making it beat louder—back when she was still the enemy.

      I didn’t do anything that didn’t make her feel comfortable. In fact, I kept a small physical distance, letting her come to me for a kiss or an embrace. The exception to this rule had, of course, been earlier, when we were reunited. We’d thought we may never see each other again, after all.

      This time, however, as everything had quieted down around us, I resumed my reserved stance, knowing that Douma would come to me, in her own way. Despite her extraordinary intelligence, she was still only a few weeks old. I’d had years to become the person I was today. She was still learning some of the basics, especially where emotions were concerned.

      “I’m all ears,” I replied with a soft smile.

      It was kind of difficult to concentrate whenever she looked at me—those Prussian-blue eyes peering directly into my soul. But I did my best.

      “When Ta’Zan ordered Amal to wipe memories and implant the old, backup ones,” she started, “and Amal did only the latter, I woke up with both old and more recent knowledge of myself, of you and your people. That part you know already. It’s why I came back to you. Why I chose to fight by your side.”

      I nodded slowly, my gaze unwittingly traveling down the cascade of ink-black hair that covered her shoulders. Navy-blue silk hugged her athletic but gracious figure. Focus, Dmitri.

      “Yes. That part I know.” I sighed, looking into her arresting eyes.

      “Well, for a minute or two, after I woke up, I had to think about it all,” she said. “I was, after all, two people crammed into one body. The old Douma, loyal to her brethren and her creator. And the new one, who liked seeing you smile and loved the way your people treat each other. I was temporarily torn between what felt like different lives altogether.”

      “But you came back to me,” I replied, not sure that I was following her.

      She smiled. “I did. But do you know what made me decide that? What really made me come back?”

      I shook my head slowly.

      She reached a hand out, caressing my cheek with an open palm. I knew my growing stubble scratched her, but she seemed to enjoy it. There was a twinkle in her eyes, a sort of childish delight as she allowed the tips of her fingers to trace the line of my jaw. It made my stomach tighten.

      “I realized that I had a soft spot for you, from the moment I first saw you. In the colosseum. One look at you, and, deep down, I was bewildered. How could a creature like you exist? I could almost hear the wolf inside you howling… You don’t understand, Dmitri, what a wonderful wildling you truly are. It made my senses go berserk,” Douma said. “I must admit, I wasn’t all that miffed about getting captured by your people. As much as I wanted to stay loyal to my father, the longer I was around you, the more difficult it became not to run away with you.”

      Warmth expanded inside my chest. It trickled through my veins, and it constricted my heart for a moment. It almost hurt to love her this much, but it was the kind of pain I longed to feel more of, to never get used to.

      “I love you, Douma,” I blurted.

      My brain had been hijacked, it seemed. Her eyes grew wide, but she stayed silent for a while. It was too late to take it back. Besides, I didn’t want to. I was ready to own it. Tomorrow was either the end for us all, or just the beginning of a new era. Either way, I didn’t want to go in with any kind of regret.

      “That’s what I said when Amal prepared the sleeper gas to put me under,” Douma murmured. “I love you, Dmitri…”

      My eyes felt wet. If I didn’t do something, I was going to cry like a little boy, and I had a feeling Douma wasn’t ready to deal with this most sensitive part of me. Hell, I hadn’t cried since I was maybe six or seven. I took a deep breath and leaned forward, leaving a soft kiss on her even softer lips. It sent my blood racing.

      “I knew, though,” Douma added, her voice low and trembling. “I knew since I was still tied up in Amane’s cave. I knew you’d be trouble for me, because I was already thinking of ways I could keep you all to myself, if Ta’Zan captured your people. I even considered running away with you.”

      “Whoa…” I managed. This wasn’t just new information. It was a most intimate side of her coming into the light, and it only managed to make me love her more.

      “The thought has crossed my mind tonight, as well,” Douma said, then bit her lower lip, as if she wasn’t sure whether she should tell me everything she was thinking.

      But I needed her to fully trust me. So I pushed myself forward, shortening the distance between us, and took her hands in mine.

      “Tell me, Douma. Tell me everything.”

      “I don’t want you to think the worst of me.”

      “That’s impossible.” I chuckled softly. “There’s no way that could happen. Unless, of course, you ate babies. Don’t eat babies, Douma.”

      She laughed, a crystalline sound that tickled my ears and made my heart sing. I’d made a promise to make her laugh more, and I was proud of myself for having succeeded, even in these difficult circumstances.

      “Thing is… Dmitri, I have to think of every worst-case scenario,” Douma said. “It’s in my nature. I can’t help it. Regarding tomorrow, I’m sure you’re aware that something might go wrong. That we might fail. Anything is possible.”

      I nodded again. “Unless Ta’Zan knows about the Hermessi’s activation ritual, I doubt it. But okay, let’s follow that reasoning all the way through. I trust your judgment.”

      “The shield might break if they find us and try to attack us tomorrow. All it takes is for one fae to die,” Douma replied. “So, even if Ta’Zan doesn’t know about the ritual, it still isn’t so cut and dry.”

      “Fair enough,” I mumbled. I just didn’t like worst-case scenarios, in general. They had a tendency to come true, and I couldn’t bear the thought of defeat—it would’ve meant I’d lose Douma, too. But the ritual had been very specific from the beginning. Exactly one thousand and one fae had to be on Strava for it to work. Not one over or under. If we failed, we were screwed. “So, what are you thinking?”

      She took a deep breath, then released it. It sounded like a most heartbreaking sigh to me, which meant she was about to say something she knew would hit deep.

      “Push comes to shove, I will protect you, Dmitri,” she finally said. “I will take you and as many of your people as possible away, if it looks like we won’t win this war against Ta’Zan. Your grandparents, your brother and his wife… whoever we can grab before the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects kill you all.”

      That was one scenario I didn’t even dare to think about, but I had to appreciate the fact that Douma had taken it into consideration. It made my stomach churn.

      “Douma, I—”

      “I had to say it. I’m sorry,” she cut me off. “I… I love you, and I want you to live. I want you to be happy. And I know enough about you to understand that you would do anything to keep your family and close friends safe. If we get to that point where our fight seems unwinnable, I will do what you will probably hesitate to do—I will step in and save you and your family.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. I could totally see Douma doing just that. Smack in the middle of the battlefield, fireballs exploding all around us, bodies dropping left and right. And Douma, darting around, dragging me, my grandparents, Jovi, and Anjani out of the hot zone. She’d take us to safety, whether we liked it or not. And then, she’d think of a way to get us off the planet, so we could save my parents, my sister, Field, and little Voss, too. I had to admit, I was impressed by her ability to recognize the importance of family ties.

      To us, in GASP, everyone was family. We fought and died for each other. But there were cases dire enough to force us into having to make sacrifices and deeply unpopular—not to mention difficult—choices. Like Douma said, if push came to shove, I would’ve looked to save my bloodline first. My grandparents. My brother. Anjani. Not to mention Douma. I would’ve moved mountains for her.

      I reached out and took her in my arms. She softened against me as I held her tight and kissed her with all the love I had in me. She held on to me, as if fearful to lose me, and I felt like I was the single most important part of her life. Hell, I was! Douma was ready to cut and run away with me, to save me and my family if defeat was on the horizon. Who did that, if not someone who considered me to be essential to her ability to… live?

      She tasted like peaches and honey. She smelled like orange blossoms. And she felt like heaven to hold, her flesh soft and her skin like silk. I had nothing left to say at this point, so I chose to show her, instead. She needed to know the extent of my love for her. I was never a poet, but I knew I could use my hands, my lips, and my body to make her understand how honored I was to be able to worship her.

      Douma surrendered to me as I trailed kisses down the side of her neck. She quivered when I firmly seized her hips and helped her straddle me, so she could be more comfortable as we made out and explored each other’s bodies as much as we could in the darkness of a cool jungle.

      Her fingers slipped beneath my shirt, and the feel of her skin against mine was simply too much to handle. A low growl left my throat, and she stilled. She pulled her head back, breathing heavily as she looked at me. Her blue eyes had darkened, vibrating with desire. Her lips stretched into a seductive smile, and tiny currents of cold air traveled down my spine.

      “By the stars, you are simply phenomenal,” I whispered.

      “If this is what love feels like, I don’t want it to stop,” Douma replied, resting her hands on my shoulders.

      My hands traveled down her thighs, fingers digging in. Her muscles were firm, sending myriads of electric shocks up my arms. Douma was, by all possible definitions, perfect to me. Perfect for me. She most certainly deserved to be called a Perfect. And I was the luckiest bastard in about three different dimensions, because she’d chosen me, out of anyone else.

      For that, alone, I was determined to see this fight all the way through. I didn’t want choices in a worst-case scenario. I wanted peace. I wanted happiness. I wanted all my friends and family to live. Most importantly, I wanted Douma. My inner-wolf wanted her, too. I could feel it in my bones.
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      “For a moment, I thought I’d lost you,” I said to Amane.

      She lay in my arms, her breathing even but her eyes still open. We hadn’t slept much. We’d settled atop a polished rock, right on the edge of the protective shield. We were at a higher altitude, and we could see everything below us. The jungle unraveling in shades of dark green and black, with colorful flowers popping out here and there. The night sky losing its indigo shade as sunlight breached the eastern horizon.

      Hundreds of islands, like emerald droplets sprinkled across the turquoise ocean. This world was so beautiful, it would’ve been a shame to let it all go to hell because of Ta’Zan and his indoctrinated Perfects. Clouds were already coming toward us—a clear sky was a rarity in this winter-summer cluster, after all.

      In the north, winter reigned, covering the islands in pure white. It did the same to the eastern archipelago. The west and the south were tropical havens, bordered by violent storms. Merinos was one of the fringe isles, where it often rained, but no more than that. It had been a decent home to the Draenir over the past hundred and fifty years.

      “I thought I might not make it,” Amane replied, her head resting on my chest.

      We’d spent most of the night talking and kissing, knowing this was one of the few moments we had to ourselves. It wasn’t going to last, so we made the most of it—saying things we didn’t think we’d have a chance to say later.

      “You got out late, didn’t you?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We didn’t expect Ta’Zan to go see Douma and Raphael. Right when we were about to set them free,” she said. “Then again, he is an expert in bad timing, from what Derek told me. We had to give Bogdana up just to make sure Derek was inside the dome when the attacks on the southwest gate started.”

      “Yeah, Ta’Zan’s a bit of a nuisance.” I chuckled.

      It felt incredible to have her in my arms like this. She’d been designed for me, every curve matching mine, every line in perfect sync with me. My fingers gently brushed the amber-orange scales on her nape. They were a part of her, of who she was, and I loved each of them. Her long white hair fanned across my chest as she drew invisible lines with her index finger up and down my arm.

      “I don’t know how to deal with these feelings.” She sighed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When we were apart, I felt like the walls were closing in on me, Ridan,” she replied, then raised her head to look at me. I nearly stopped breathing as I lost myself in those bright orange eyes. There were flakes of gold sprinkled around the irises. “I’ve been around for a while, now, and I’ve never experienced something like this.”

      I smiled, tucking a white lock behind her ear. “You mean love?”

      “Mm-hm. It’s so intense, so complex and life-changing,” she said. “I’ve experienced joy and fear. I missed my sister while I was away from her, and I was happy to see her again. But with you, it’s different. It’s more powerful. Every hour that passed, and you weren’t with me, was pure agony. What would I ever do if you were gone for good, Ridan? How can I protect myself from that?”

      “It’s the downside of falling in love, I guess,” I replied. “It brings with it the risk of heartbreak. Some people never recover from it. Others do, but nothing is ever truly the same after they lose the one they love. To me, it’s a risk worth taking, Amane, because being with you has given new meaning to my life. And to think you had me tied up when we first met.”

      She giggled, hiding her face in my chest. This timid side of her was even more endearing when I knew what a brilliant brain she had. This creature could make or break an entire world, especially if she and her sister put their minds together. Yet, she was so sweet and innocent whenever I wrapped my arms around her.

      “I’m discovering a part of myself I never thought existed,” she murmured. “I don’t mind. But it does scare me a little bit. And I understand the risk worth taking when falling in love, too. I think I agree with your premise. I wouldn’t take any of this back. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “Good,” I replied, then cupped her face and pulled her closer for a deep kiss. Her tongue met mine, and we danced the waltz of love in our own way. She was soft and delicious, and it ignited a multitude of fires inside me. It took an unbelievable amount of self-control to not burst into flames, right then and there. “Because I don’t think I would’ve survived this place without you. And I’m not talking about the way you took care of my wounds.”

      Amane looked at me, and there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. I hated the sight of it. It tore me apart on the inside. She was supposed to smile and be happy, and I was probably the one to make that happen.

      “I’m afraid, Ridan,” she said. “I’m afraid something will happen. I’m afraid that Ta’Zan will find a way to screw us over to the point of no return. I don’t think I’d be able to live without you, and I believe that scares me the most. I’ve become so dependent on you, emotionally speaking, that it might be the end of me.”

      “Take all this and use it as fuel,” I replied. “Don’t think of it as a weakness. Think of it as an endgame. We’re meant to be together, clearly, and we must do whatever it takes to make it happen. Ta’Zan is an obstacle. A very intelligent and heartless obstacle.”

      She nodded slowly. I loved the way she locked her arms around my waist, the left one slipping through the itty-bitty space left between my lower back and the rock. It made me feel grounded, somehow. I’d soared through the skies with my dragon wings for so long that I’d forgotten what it was like to just stop and smell the roses—until Amane came along. Then, everything changed.

      “I, for one, will do whatever it takes to be with you,” I added. “Even things I know I won’t be proud of. My conscience is remarkably flexible where you’re concerned, Amane, because I’ve never felt anything like this for anyone.”

      “You make it sound so easy. All we have to do is defeat Ta’Zan,” she replied, the tinge of humor obvious in her voice, even though I couldn’t see her face.

      “It’s a breeze.” I laughed lightly, prompting her to raise her head again and look at me. Once more, I was a slave to those burning orange eyes—they matched the flames inside me.

      “Say we win,” she murmured, then crinkled her nose at me. “You’d still have to work for Amal’s blessing. If you think Ta’Zan is bad, wait till you get on my sister’s bad side.”

      “Wait. What?” I croaked, not expecting the conversation to take this turn.

      A smile bloomed on her face, revealing her perfect white teeth, the canines slightly sharper than a human’s. It had to be one of the traits she’d gotten from her serpentine genes, along with the scales.

      “Well, my sister and I may have our differences, but we fiercely protect one another,” Amane said. “She will kill you if you make me suffer in any way.”

      “Far be it from me to cause you any kind of grief, Amane. We don’t normally hurt the people we love,” I replied firmly.

      “Despite our tempestuous sisterhood, Amal loves me more than anything. She won’t let you just come in and take my heart like this.”

      I was no longer sure whether she was kidding or not. The chills running down my spine made me wonder if I should take Amal a bit more seriously where my relationship with Amane was concerned. Until Amane burst into laughter.

      “You’ll have to fight for my heart, Ridan. To keep it, that is,” she added between cackles. “Amal won’t let go of me that easily.”

      I tightened my hold on her. She stilled, her gaze softening and darkening to the point where I nearly lost my senses altogether. I knew she was just messing with me, but my dragon instinct demanded that I make myself known—as the one who wanted Amane’s heart, at all costs.

      “I don’t care what Amal says or does. It’s too late. From the moment I kissed you, Amane, I knew… I just knew that your heart would be mine. My soul was made to be with yours, and there’s nothing left to discuss about that. Your sister is welcome to be happy for us, and I’ll be the best friend she could ever hope for, if she needs one. But I don’t fear her, nor do I care that she might not want you to be with me. You’re mine already, and it’ll take a deadly pair of pliers to get you out of my heart. As you may know already, I’m not a masochist. So, you’re staying put, my love, right here,” I said, pointing at my chest, where my heart was thudding.

      She blinked a few times, trying to wrap her head around what I’d just told her. She exhaled sharply, then frowned slightly, glancing over her shoulder.

      “The sun is coming up,” she mumbled. “Our night is over.”

      “There will be more to come, Amane. I don’t give up so easily.”

      “I know. I don’t either. We’ve come too far to fail now!” she replied.

      Motion in the distance caught my eye. The northern horizon offered signs of trouble. I narrowed my eyes to try to discern between the charcoal clouds rolling in from that part of the ocean, and the… tiny black dots swarming just above the water.

      Amane followed my gaze. She gasped. “Oh, no. Perfects.”

      We waited for a little while, just to make sure our eyes weren’t messing with us. Hoping that it was just a mirage. A nasty storm playing with our senses.

      The swarm grew bigger, swelling as what had to be thousands of Perfects flew out about a hundred miles from our location. My heart stopped for a moment. My blood ran cold. There were too many of them, and we knew the shield might not be able to hold them all back.

      “What’s their trajectory?” I asked, as Amane studied the cloud’s movements.

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure. But they’re spreading out, see?” she replied, pointing a finger at them.

      Indeed, the swarm stretched, swallowing entire islands whole. Only then did I realize the kind of danger coming our way. They weren’t headed straight for Merinos, because they were busy looking for us through the entire winter-summer cluster.

      “It’s only a matter of time before they get here,” Amane breathed.

      Indeed, our little moment of peace and quiet had come to an abrupt end, just as the sun’s reddish disk rose over the eastern horizon. It wasn’t visible for long, though, as winter storm clouds covered it.

      It was time to face the single most important day of our lives. It could be the day we claimed victory and saved the entire universe. Or it could be the last day of our lives.
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      Sleeping in Nevis’s arms was something I could easily get used to.

      His frost had formed an intricate network of beams that supported an arched sheet of ice, on which we’d lain down to rest—about ten feet from the ground. It wasn’t cold at all, mainly because of his ability to control the frost’s temperature. It was magical, to be able to rest on the cool ice without freezing. Then again, he was a royal Dhaxanian. This was the kind of stuff he was used to.

      His body, on the other hand, was warm as we held each other. I drifted in and out of sleep throughout the better half of the night. Daylight was beginning to break through the hole in the ceiling. Morning was upon us, but I was nowhere near ready to leave Nevis’s embrace.

      We’d made love. We’d joined our souls into eternity, and there was no turning back from this point. Despite the evil and destruction that threatened us all, I was at peace. I’d found love in the middle of the storm, and I was ready to do whatever it took to hold on to it. Nevis worshipped me, and I was still trying to learn how to live with that—his adoration was something out of this world. Connor had become a faded memory, as I was reminded of my true value. Nevis made sure I knew how valuable, how important I was to him.

      And the lovemaking… oh, boy.

      He breathed out, then stirred beneath me. I lay on top of him, my arms and legs splayed, as if he were the perfect mattress. He didn’t mind. His arms were snaked around my waist, making sure I didn’t go anywhere. The thought made me smile.

      Then, a clicking sound made my ears move.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      It went on for minutes, like a bird’s beak tapping against wood.

      I knew what it meant. We’d agreed on it as the most discreet type of alarm we could issue beneath the protective shield, in case trouble showed up on the horizon.

      I raised my head and noticed that Nevis’s eyes were already open. Those beautiful blue pools were marred by concern. He, too, recognized that sound. My chest tightened as I braced myself for what was coming next.

      “This can’t be good,” I murmured.

      Sadness fluttered across his face as he looked at me. “I would’ve given anything for a lazy morning with you. One that didn’t involve war knocking on our door.”

      “I know,” I said, then kissed him deeply. “But it’s time.”

      A minute later, we were both dressed and geared up, after finding our clothes and boots strewn about below. I strapped my swords to the belt around my waist and the pulverizer weapon on my back, then walked out of the cave.

      Trees covered most of the area, so I didn’t need my hood and mask just yet. The clicking alarm was louder now, no longer filtered by the cave’s walls. We’d assigned some of our fae agents to keep watch. They’d climbed up the sequoia-like trees to get a good view, and they were now signaling trouble.

      I used my True Sight to scan our surroundings, and bit my lower lip. “There’s nothing on a three-mile radius,” I said.

      “It’s got to be farther than that,” Nevis replied, then put a hand out to his side.

      His fingers wiggled, and frost blossomed from the grassy ground. He raised a sturdy tower out of Dhaxanian ice, as tall as the trees around us. I still gasped at its beauty and complexity—Nevis was a true artist. We rushed up the stairs, hearing the upper layer of frosty snow crunch beneath our boots.

      We reached the top, which peaked just a few feet above the jungle itself. The view was stunning, revealing the changing sky from left to right, from a winter cluster to a summer one. Dark clouds gathered in between. Storms were coming.

      The northern horizon was the cause for alarm, though.

      We could both see the black swarm as it grew in the distance, stretching over every island in its path. My True Sight didn’t help with such a distance, but I knew already what it was we were seeing.

      “Perfects,” I said, my heart already thumping. “Thousands of them.”

      “They’re searching every island from what I can tell,” Nevis replied. “I think they’re looking for us.”

      “Ta’Zan wouldn’t send so many for a bunch of rebels he might think responsible for blowing up his colosseum. You’re right. The diamond dome jig is up,” I said. “They’re out to get us.”

      Nevis frowned. His jaw twitched as he stared at the black swarm. “How’d they know to come to the winter-summer cluster, though?”

      “Oh, crap. Good question,” I replied, feeling my eyes grow wider as I thought of possible answers. “Bogdana wouldn’t have told him anything. I think she’d rather die.”

      “I know. I’m not doubting her,” he said. “If the Perfects had eyes in the sky and saw the shuttle come in, maybe they’re making a connection to us, especially since the diamond dome spell is probably expired by now.”

      “Probably. Which means that Ta’Zan is particularly pissed off right now,” I replied, following his line of reasoning. “Hence that black cloud coming at us.”

      We rushed down from the tower, then made our way back to the main camp, darting through the woods while our minds did races of their own. The fresh morning air invaded my nostrils, taking some of the edge off.

      I could see the others coming in from their resting spots, too. I could hear the boots on the ground. The occasional twig breaking.

      “It’s too early, though,” I said, panting as we kept running.

      The clearing opened up before us. The camp hummed with voices of concern, while Lumi put her hands out and shushed everyone, trying to keep them all calm and quiet. The campfires had died out, thin strings of black smoke rising and dissipating against the spell shield.

      “We have a whole day ahead of us,” Grandma Claudia greeted Nevis and me, joined by Grandpa Yuri and Varga. “This isn’t right.”

      “We knew this could happen,” I said. “We have to hold out, no matter what.”

      Nevis took my hand in his, squeezing gently. “We’ve got this, Elonora,” he replied, his voice soft. “We prepared for this. You know what we have to do.”

      I gave him a weak nod in return.

      I definitely knew what we had to do. It didn’t mean I liked it, nor that I was ready for any of it. It felt cruel to be thrown into battle like this, after such a beautiful night spent in his arms.

      But there was no other choice. Sooner or later, that black swarm would come over Merinos, and they would try to turn the island upside down if they had to, in order to find us. They would stumble upon the protective shield, and then they would pummel it with all their strength and Perfect might, until it broke.

      We had to resist. We had to make sure they didn’t get any of the fae.

      Midnight was still quite far away, and the thought of the enemy closing in on us made my stomach contract itself into a tiny, painful triple knot.

      We knew this was coming.
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      After the Perfect swarms were spotted in the distance, the next few hours were spent in slow and dreadful anticipation. We were all gathered in the middle of the camp, watching as the  sun moved closer to noon above the storm clouds that swelled and darkened with every minute that went by. The mood was nowhere near positive, as we were all aware that it was too soon to deal with Perfects.

      Midnight was still about twelve hours away.

      Sofia stayed close to me. Her calm demeanor helped me stay focused as I went over everything we’d discussed the night before. Lucas and Marion, Xavier and Vivienne, Claudia and Yuri, Corrine and Ibrahim, Aiden and Kailyn, and Cameron and Liana were with us. We were the inner circle—the founders, the ones everyone looked to for guidance.

      Ben and Rose’s crew were right next to us, along with Draven and the team he’d brought in from Calliope. Needless to say, none of us were fine with what was about to happen. Serena, Elonora, and Varga had their True Sight focused on the northern horizon, past all the trees and neighboring islands. They could see the enemy closing in, even when we couldn’t.

      “This isn’t good,” Lumi said, her brow furrowed. “If they keep going at this rate, they’ll be here in a few hours.”

      “They’re about eighty miles out now, or more,” Elonora replied. “They are definitely looking for us. They’re tearing down entire swaths of forest, setting fires and ripping the islands wide open in the process. They’re all quite furious, to say the least, and I don’t need to be too close to tell you that. The destruction is visible from where I’m standing.”

      Visarion stepped forward. “How much of a beating do you think this shield will take before they breach it?” he asked.

      Lumi and Kailani looked at each other, then back at Visarion. They shrugged.

      “It could be anything between an hour and ten,” Lumi said. “It depends on how many of them there are, the strength of their blows, and, most importantly, the amount of energy we can summon to fuel the shield without making anyone pass out.”

      “Shouldn’t we look for a safer spot, then?” Vesta interjected. “At least for the fae. We’ll need it if we’re to make it to midnight.”

      Kailani shook her head. “Nowhere is safer than here,” she said. “You heard Elonora: they’re tearing the islands wide open. They will find us, whether you’re deep underwater or underground. They’re more determined than ever and will turn every inch of this world upside down to get to us. They’re not messing around.”

      “At least here you’ve got us,” Zeriel said, giving her a warm and encouraging smile. “You know I’ll do whatever I can to protect you.”

      “And what if you die, huh? Think I’ll be able to live with myself?” Vesta shot back.

      Only then did I realize that these two were more than deeply in love with each other. Their hearts were already tied up together. The Tritone king was ready to die for Vesta, and our little Nerakian fae was ready to do the same, if not more, to keep him safe. A smile threatened to blossom on my face, as I drew parallels to Sofia and me. We’d gone to hell and back for each other. I could see these two doing the same.

      “None of us will get to live unless we activate the Hermessi,” Zeriel replied, firmly gripping her shoulders. “Nothing else matters, Vesta. Not now.”

      “I agree,” Ben said, though he clearly wasn’t happy about it. It meant he’d have to sit out any fighting, if possible, and I knew my son wasn’t made to sit on the sidelines, especially when so many lives were at stake.

      Fortunately, he had Rose by his side. He and his sister had gone through their own share of trouble over the years. This wasn’t even the first time they were dealing with the possibility of total annihilation—though it was the first time that it had presented itself on such a cosmic scale.

      “We don’t have a choice right now,” Rose replied. “The fae are safer here. You can use your elemental abilities to further protect yourselves. The shield is up, and it’s not coming down that easily. And we’re here, too. You know we’ll stop at nothing to keep you all safe.”

      “So, it seems like our beloved Ta’Zan figured out we pulled one over on him back in the diamond dome. Finally,” Lucas said jokingly, though his face didn’t exactly express any kind of humor.

      “Yeah, it took him a while,” Cameron muttered, crossing his arms.

      “About sixty miles,” Elonora interjected, announcing the shrinking distance that the Perfects had to cover in order to get to us.

      “It means the bilocation spell was good,” Kailani said, wearing a confident smirk.

      “He’s most likely furious,” Amal replied, standing next to Amane and Ridan. “He’ll stop at nothing to get to us, as clearly evidenced by the devastation his Perfects and Arch-Perfects are leaving behind.”

      Nathaniel raised a hand, demanding our attention. “What do we do, then? Do we just let them get to Merinos and discover there’s a wide area of land they can’t breach?” he asked.

      “We don’t have other options. The shield will hold,” Lumi replied.

      “But will it hold until midnight?” Nathaniel asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “We’ve talked about this before,” Lumi groaned, rolling her eyes. “We’re not sure.”

      “Listen, we could go out and distract them,” Nathaniel then suggested. “Uriel, Deena, Angelica, and me. Maybe Douma and Araquiel might like to join us, too. Raphael, even. The more of us with wings, the better. We can draw them away from Merinos, buy you some time.”

      Amal shook her head. “I doubt it’ll even stir the swarm. The Arch-Perfects would crush you like bugs.”

      Just then, one of the dragons stepped forward, clearing her throat. We turned our heads to look at her. I knew her from the Supernatural Dimension—Eryn was one hell of an ice dragoness. She’d moved to The Shade about a decade ago, and she’d become an important part of our defense operations. She’d been with us on Neraka when we took down the Exiled Maras and Shaytan, the daemon king. She wasn’t the type of person to back down from a challenge, no matter how potentially deadly it could be.

      “I have an idea,” she said.

      Eryn demanded attention simply through her presence. She was taller than most men, with an athletic figure and short black hair. Her icy blue eyes were a chilling reminder of her dragon abilities. Her roar sent shivers down my spine whenever I heard it, and she’d made a habit of bringing many male agents to their knees during training sessions in The Shade.

      “Eryn. We’re listening,” I replied politely.

      “There are about thirty of us,” Eryn said. “Dragons, I mean. Both fire and ice. We could each take a load of ten to twenty supernaturals, ideally the type who can launch long-distance attacks. Druids, Maras with their mind-bending mojo, witches and warlocks… You know, the kind who don’t need to lay their hands on you to cripple you.”

      Draven nodded slowly. “You’re saying we should go out and greet the Perfects, huh?”

      “We’re what they’re looking for. They won’t bother to look for this place, specifically, if they see us out there, shooting all kinds of stuff at them,” Eryn explained. “We’ll pack a few pulverizer weapons, one or two per dragon, maybe, and leave the rest with you. We’ll be the front line of defense. We’ll fly out and take them from different angles, too, so they don’t know which way we came from.”

      “That’s suicide,” Xavier replied. “They will come at you with everything they’ve got, and I’ll admit, I, myself, am terrified of the Perfects. Not to mention the Arch-Perfects. I don’t even want to know what those bastards are capable of!”

      Eryn shrugged. “Or we could stay here and find out much sooner, rather than later, whether the protective shield will hold,” she retorted, then shifted her focus back to Sofia and me. “Listen, I came here knowing what I was getting myself into. And I’m sure all my fellow agents think the same way. We were aware of the risks when we joined the fleet. I mean, granted, we didn’t expect that pummeling, nor the electric shock collars that followed, but still. We didn’t join GASP to cower in front of danger and death. We joined GASP to make sure that others, including our loved ones, don’t have to deal with it.”

      Heath parted from the surrounding crowd and stood by Eryn’s side. “I’m up for some aerial shenanigans, if you ask me. The longer we keep those suckers busy, the better. We’ll fight smart. We’ll do our best to keep a reasonable distance. We’ll go in for the jab, then pull back and switch to another attack angle. You know, the wasp attack style. We’ve done it before, albeit mostly in training.”

      “You would willingly put yourselves at risk like this?” Rakkhan croaked from the side, leaning against Wallah. The old Draenir was worn out, and I doubted he’d gotten any sleep throughout the night. The fate of his people rested on our shoulders. Ours. Complete strangers.

      “Of course,” Eryn replied. “We’ll do whatever it takes to make sure we get to midnight.”

      I let a deep sigh come out. “Okay. Do that,” I conceded. “But be careful. If you can, don’t get too close. If you’re shot down, stay down and hide. They’ll still be coming to Merinos, too, to look for us, and I don’t want them crushing your skulls to get to us. Am I making myself clear?”

      Heath shot me a cold grin. “Look at you, going all soft. Relax, Derek. We’ve trained for this. We know what’s at stake. Like Eryn said. We did not come here for the umbrella cocktails, buddy,” he said, then pointed at Nathaniel and the other Perfects. “You fellas stay here. It’ll take some Perfect grit to help protect the fae if the shield fails. We’ve got the skies; don’t worry about it.”

      “Ridan, you stay back,” Eryn added. “They’ll need a dragon here, too. You’ve fought these bastards before in small spaces. You know how to dance with them.”

      Ridan didn’t seem to like the request, until Amane placed her palm on his chest and gave him a soft nod. “We’ll need someone to protect us and the device, too,” she whispered.

      Upon her delicate request, he nodded at Eryn.

      Heath clapped his hands once, then raised his voice for everyone to hear. “Okay! Now, who’s ready to torment some really angry Perfects? I’d like for us to survive it, though. I’ve got a son and a future daughter-in-law to get to.”

      “Wait. Blaze proposed to Caia?” Jovi gasped, his eyebrows arched with surprise.

      “Of course. My boy is brave. I didn’t raise a coward!” Heath replied with a satisfied grin.

      I wanted to be happy for Blaze and Caia, I truly did. But I knew that, unless we stopped Ta’Zan tonight, my great-granddaughter would never get to see her wedding day.

      Out of the more than six hundred GASP agents present, the ice and fire dragons were the first to step forward. Heath and Eryn organized the other volunteers as per her suggestion, grouping up to twenty supernaturals with combined abilities for each dragon.

      We knew there was a chance they might not all come back. But it was a sacrifice worth making, if it got us through to midnight. Without hesitation, but with hearts as heavy as mine, dozens of incubi, Bajangs, witches and warlocks, Druids and werewolves, Dhaxanians, and succubi gathered on the edge of the camp, where the dragons awaited, their giant wings stretching back and forth. It had been a while since they’d been in full form.

      I was honored to be surrounded by these people. I watched as they loaded whatever weapons they could use, along with a hefty amount of ammo—both bullets and pulverizer pellets—and prepared themselves for what could easily become their last ride. I was lucky to have worked with them. They were strong and valiant and didn’t fear death if it meant securing the survival of an entire world.

      This kind of selflessness was incredible. It fueled the fire inside me. No matter what, I was determined to destroy Ta’Zan. These creatures were putting their necks on the line for us. The least we could do was to make sure that Ta’Zan went down. I’d personally remove him from this world, if needed.
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      Eryn, Heath, and the other dragons took off, carrying dozens of our agents on their backs. As soon as they pierced the protective shield, they flew low and outward, spreading away from the island.

      It was like watching tiny pieces of my heart flying away, with no certainty that I would ever get them back. These people had been through enough already, but I admired their courage and determination. They were ready to do whatever they could in order to end this Stravian ordeal, once and for all.

      “Hostiles are at fifty miles now,” Elonora announced, her eyes glimmering gold as she studied the northern distance with her True Sight.

      “I need to see them,” I said. “I need to know what they’re doing.”

      “Great-Grandma, I can describe it to you, if you want,” Serena offered. “Lenny is keeping an eye on the main swarm. Neither of us can see in great detail at that distance, but I think I can make out the basics, without the jungle around us.”

      “No. I need to see them for myself,” I replied.

      Nevis put a hand out. As his fingers moved, frost grew from the ground, pure white with bluish reflections. It first formed a sturdy base, followed by circular steps that reached for the sky. At the top, a platform was created, with a solid ice rail to stop anyone from falling over.

      “By all means,” Nevis said, motioning for me to go up.

      Derek stayed back with the others while I made my way up the frozen stairs. I had to admit, it was pretty cool to be able to walk on ice like this without slipping. Once I got to the top, I could see everything. Below, our camp was merely a conglomerate of colorful dots.

      The clouds were the color of wet charcoal, rippling across the sky. Light flashed above, here and there. Seconds later, thunder echoed nearby. Soon enough, this blanket of clouds would split open, and rain would come down in abundance.

      Our dragons were miles away, both east and west, flying in wide arches as they prepared to head toward the swarm of Perfects. If I ignored the sound of waves crashing against Merinos’s shores and the howling wind, maybe I could even hear the wings of the enemy flapping.

      But I couldn’t. It was like watching a silent movie, as the dragons carried our agents closer to the hostile cluster. Hundreds of Perfects descended upon several islands beneath them, and I could see the destruction they caused, even from that far away. Orange fires blossomed from the woods. Jungles were torn open. Mountains were crushed and toppled. It broke my heart to see the damage done to a world that didn’t deserve this—all because Ta’Zan just couldn’t handle any kind of defeat or disobedience.

      It made me sick to my stomach, but I had to stay focused.

      Below, the others prepared for defensive tactics. The fae were gathered in one spot, on the south side of the camp, beneath the trees. More of our agents surrounded them, while Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, Deena, Douma, and Araquiel stayed in front of them, making sure they were the first to deal with hostiles in case the shield broke.

      Lumi and Kailani joined hands with Corrine and Ibrahim. They were about to patch up another swamp witch spell without all the swamp witches necessary for a successful casting—they had to do their best with what they had, after all. The serium crystals they’d placed around the camp glowed a brighter blue, making me think that whatever magic they were using, it worked, adding more power to the protective shields in the absence of those who’d gone out to distract the Perfects.

      Farther to their left, I recognized Amal and Amane, together with Ridan, Raphael, and Isda. They were probably busy fixing and preparing the mass memory wiper. Midnight was still far away, but we were better off ready than leaving anything to the last minute.

      Looking up north again, I felt my heart break, bit by bit.

      The dragons came out from behind different islands. Columns of fire were aimed at the swarm of Perfects. Pulverizer pellets were shot. Blue flaming balls and a plethora of colorful sparks followed—all attacks from our agents, who did their best to maintain a safe distance while they attacked the Perfects.

      But chunks of them broke off from the main swarm and went after the dragons. Before I could breathe again, they were already chasing them across the ocean, in multiple directions.

      “Come on, guys. You can do it,” I heard myself mumble.

      My fists were so tight that my fingernails drew blood from my palms.

      One of the dragons went down in a hail of fire. Perfects went after them. They all vanished behind an island. I only caught glimpses of explosions and puffs of black smoke going up. The main swarm was affected, though. It gave me the courage to hope that maybe we could pull through this, after all.

      Our agents kept taunting them, firing their weapons and spells, then moving back to stay out of the Perfects’ attack range. It was enough to draw more of them out, while the rest of Ta’Zan’s army continued to scour and destroy the islands, looking for us.

      “Forty miles!” Elonora shouted from below.

      I could see it. They were getting closer, but they were thinly spread out, now. Our dragon crews were resourceful and persistent. All that training was finally paying off. The incubi and the succubi had enough warfare experience to help the dragons find the best attack angles. The Druids and the witches and warlocks had their magic—enough to rattle the Perfects, at least.

      In addition, they had pulverizer weapons and a lot of ammunition.

      “They’re slowing down a bit from what I can tell,” Elonora added.

      “There are a lot of islands on that side,” Raphael replied. “I reckon it’ll be a while before they reach Merinos.”

      I would’ve loved to be able to just zoom in and get a better look, but unfortunately, I was confined to this ice tower, miles away from the center of activity. I was, however, able to observe the swarm moving, up and down, left and right, whenever the dragons went in for a hit.

      Another crew of ours went down in flames. My heart shrank to the size of a marble, throbbing in my chest. They burned in awful shades of red and yellow before they went into the ocean. The worst part was that I knew… I knew they weren’t the first, nor the last to fall.

      The Perfects were vicious, and their leader was fuming. He didn’t need prisoners anymore. He only needed dead bodies.

      But our will to live was too strong. It burned too brightly for any of us to ignore. We were determined to make it out of this place alive. We’d been through these motions before. We’d nearly died, we’d fought with everything we had, and we’d won. We could do it again.

      Only, this time, the odds weren’t just against us. They were defined by the enemy’s resilience. Never before had we dealt with creatures that were so difficult to kill. Hell, that wasn’t even our final purpose. We wanted them to live—as many of them as possible, until midnight, when the mass memory wiper went live.

      It’s quite the stretch to midnight, though.
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      With every hour that passed, the swarm of Perfects gained another few miles. Our dragon fighters were definitely helping. They didn’t all swoop in at once, though. They performed targeted attacks in waves of five to six dragons at once, from three different directions.

      Whenever chunks of the Perfect swarm broke off to go after them, our fighters moved away from the hot zone and forced the enemy to disperse across and around different islands. In the meantime, the remaining Perfects continued turning the northern archipelago inside out, tearing isles from the ground and setting their jungles on fire.

      It hurt my very soul to watch this. Some of our people went down in flames, as Strava suffered from the Perfects’ wrath. Ta’Zan was clearly desperate to find us, and he no longer gave a damn about this ideal world of his. Who the hell would want to rule over a pile of ashes and stumps, anyway?

      It just proved what we’d been saying all along. Ta’Zan never had the intention of creating this so-called ideal society. All he did was build the supreme grunts, with whom he planned to burn and ravage everything in his path—because he could, and because he had something to prove. None of us cared about his centuries-old grudge against the Draenir and anyone else who doubted his abilities. This had gone off the rails already.

      “How much longer till midnight?” Nevis asked me.

      We were all gathered in the middle of the camp—the founder’s crew and my team. The others from the prisoners’ group were farther behind us, all of them fae. When the time came, we were all going to do our best to protect them, along with Araquiel, Douma, Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica. We had Herakles and some of his Faulties to help, as well.

      I checked my watch. “About six hours,” I said.

      “And the Perfects?” he replied.

      “About fifteen miles away, for now,” Varga interjected.

      Sofia had come back down from the ice tower that Nevis had built for her. She’d taken refuge in Derek’s arms and said nothing. I knew she’d seen plenty from up there—as had I, but from down here. Glancing around, I had to admit, the auras I could read didn’t exactly scream confidence. Lumi and Kailani put everything they had into the protective shield, but even they didn’t think it would withstand a full-blown attack from the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects. Not for long.

      “If only midnight came sooner,” Rose murmured, clearly struggling to keep a straight face. She was riddled with worry and anguish, and I knew that a lot of that stemmed from her desire to protect Ben. She’d lost her brother before, and I could only imagine what she was going through.

      Looking at Varga, I was aware that I would’ve done pretty much anything for him. He’d protected me while growing up. I worshipped him for as long as I could remember. He had this sparkling confidence about him that made me think he could survive anything—even the apocalypse, if such a thing ever came to happen. Then again, given what we were going through now, I figured it could easily be defined by that term.

      “We need to hang tight,” Lumi said. “Do we know how many fighters we’ve lost out there?”

      “I counted five dragons while I was up in the tower,” Sofia replied, her voice weak and broken. Derek held her tight, his chin resting on the top of her head.

      “I saw another three go down a few minutes ago, during the last wave,” I added.

      “That’ll leave us with a little over ten dragons still active, more or less,” Lumi concluded, then shook her head slowly.

      “They need to keep at it and get smarter with their evasive maneuvers, if they plan to make it through the next six hours.” Lucas sighed. “The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects are bound to get irritated and just split up to take care of the dragon problem, eventually. Especially if our people deliver a more central blow.”

      Lucas, Ben, Vesta, Kailyn, and Visarion had yet to join the other fae group. They’d chosen to stay with us, at least until the Perfects reached Merinos and found the protective shield. I figured they were more comfortable with familiar faces, with the leaders of this movement, than at the back.

      Watching the swarm again, I held my breath for a moment.

      “Oh, you mean like what Eryn just did,” I croaked, my mouth practically gaping.

      I recognized her by the shimmering blue scales along her spine and tail—they were brighter than other ice dragons’ physiognomy. She’d darted directly through the Perfect swarm, like an eagle diving into a group of swallowtails. The fighters on her back fired everything at once. Pulverizer pellets. Blue fireballs. Mind-bending hallucinations. Attack spells and poisoned bullets. Everything.

      Eryn had shot out through the other side, and the move had paid off. The swarm was temporarily disbanded. It came at a cost, as Eryn was forced to fly out and wiggle between nearby islands to lose the Perfects who’d come after her—visibly more than usual.

      After her, a couple more dragons did the same, breaking through the rest of the swarm and firing everything they had, left and right. Ice shards and dragon’s breath blew outward. I couldn’t see in full detail at that distance, but I could still make out the basics. I saw one of the fire dragons go down, right beneath the Perfect storm.

      My heart broke, shard after shard coming off and causing tremendous amounts of pain to my very soul. Our fighters were brave. Their sacrifice had to count for something. We couldn’t let their deaths be in vain.

      “There will be survivors,” Nevis said, trying to reassure me. He could see my aura now. He could feel me in ways never before possible. “The Perfects won’t bother with the dragons for too long. They’ll know there’s a bigger payload somewhere else for them.”

      “Let’s hope they do that after midnight,” Xavier muttered, one arm settled around Vivienne’s shoulders. Chances were, they’d be over Merinos before that, but the dragon squads were also doing a decent job of slowing them down—making it difficult to assess how many hours we’d have to spend fighting just to make it to midnight. Everything could change at a moment’s notice to better or worse.

      “We’ll make it till midnight,” Derek said. “We don’t have any other choice. Whatever it takes, we’ll reach midnight, with all our fae. Do you hear me?” he asked, looking around.

      All he got were confident nods. Maybe we weren’t 100-percent sure we’d win this, but we were all determined to give it our best shot. Like Derek said, there wasn’t any other way. Even if it felt like the end, we went down swinging.

      I checked my watch again, dismayed by the slow passage of time. Ironically, it was never in a rush when we needed it to be. It only fluttered past through the best moments of our lives, the ones we loved and cherished the most. As if we weren’t entitled to more than a few seconds of happiness here and there.

      Even so, I didn’t let that bring me down. Even if I only had snippets of joy between mountains of misery ahead, I was ready to fight for them—tooth and nail. Nevis and I had joined our souls into eternity. We deserved a shot at it.
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      I’d taken the only shuttle that worked—a small pod with a glass coating that allowed me to see everything while flying. I’d kept it separate from the original hangars, and, as it turned out, for good reason, since my second round of starships was also a pile of molten rubble now.

      The shuttle hovered quietly behind the Perfect swarm, and I had a full view of their operations. I’d ordered them to turn every island inside out, if they had to, and kill every outsider and rebel on sight. As expected, Derek sent his dragons out to distract my people. To me, they were like flies that were in desperate need of a swatting. Unfortunately, it seemed like my soldiers weren’t fast enough for some of these bastards.

      The entire cluster had just been disrupted by one of the ice dragons—again. Unsurprisingly, my people went after them, while the others hit back at the hostiles coming in for another round of attacks. I knew what they were doing. This was their desperate attempt to stop us from getting to their leaders. But the more they came at us, the closer I knew we were getting to their one thousand fae. I had Bogdana, and I was ready to kill her if I failed to find them on time. I just wasn’t ready to consider it yet. My conscience didn’t want me to take the easy way out and kill my surrogate mother.

      Besides, I wanted the dread to eat away at Derek and his people, with every mile we advanced. I knew that they could see us. Why send their dragons out to greet us, otherwise? I wanted them to see the level of destruction that my army could bring upon a world—a mere preview of what I was going to do to their planets. I wanted them huddled there, wherever they were hiding, quaking in their boots as my Perfects and Arch-Perfects headed their way. I was going to strip the entire planet bare, if necessary, until I found them.

      My shuttle was on an automatic pilot of sorts—one of the Perfects had managed to scrounge up a few serium sticks to wire onto the fuel tanks, helping it stay up for more than the initial three hours it had been designed for. Desperation had pushed me to try new things with the wires, but I’d gotten lucky. It worked. I had no destination for it, but it followed the Perfect swarm, while I watched the entire process unfold. I’d rebuild everything later. Or even better, I’d move us to another planet. Find a new home. Get a fresh start, then conquer the entire universe, burn everything down until only my world remained, victorious.

      Derek and his people weren’t going to activate the Hermessi, no matter what they’d planned. There were too many of my people. Too few of theirs.

      I glanced to my side, where Bogdana was huddled between my chair and a glass panel with various metrics displayed in flashing white lights. I’d connected the rudimentary mind-reader to the small screen above it so I could get more memories out of her. She moaned from the pain, once in a while—the device was still piercing her brain, after all. Part of me was perfectly okay with that. She deserved to suffer a little for not helping me. Her son.

      “You… You won’t win…” she managed, her head slumped forward.

      “I know more about you and your people than you think,” I said. “I’m currently sifting through your recent memories, and I must say, this is quite the plan you people have come up with. Unfortunately for you all, you continue to underestimate me. There’s always a price to pay for such tactical inadequacies.”

      She scoffed. “And you still don’t know where they’re hiding.”

      My jaw locked in pure anger, but I didn’t respond. It was true, though. None of her memories had given me a meeting spot for them and their fae backup.

      “I still have plenty of time,” I said. “And the more dragons come out to play, the hotter I’m getting. I’ll find them, darling. And I will crush them. Maybe then you’ll understand that you can’t outsmart me. You just can’t. Your genetic makeup is inferior to mine.”

      “Do what you want,” she replied, her voice breaking, her words slurring. She was about to pass out again.

      I rolled my eyes, slightly disappointed by her pain threshold. I would’ve expected her to last longer than this. Even so, it didn’t really matter. I wasn’t going to get the location out of her memories. From what I could see on the small screen, and from what I could hear coming through the speakers, Bogdana had never learned where the one thousand fae were meeting with Derek and his people.

      A voice in the back of my head reminded me that I could still just kill her and foil their plans. I shook my head slowly. I still have time.

      My Perfects and Arch-Perfects were hard at work. The main swarm flew over another stretch of the winter archipelago, while dozens of soldiers flew out and blocked another round of attacks from the remaining dragons.

      They weren’t going to bother with the scratches, though. I’d trained my creatures to go straight for the grand prize. They just ripped into one of the dragons and covered him in fire. Those on his back were most likely burned alive. They drove the winged giant into the ocean—if any of them did survive, they only had a few hours left before my Perfects went after them again. Our main focus was Derek and his thousand fae, for the time being.

      Light flashed past my shuttle. I caught a glimpse of Cassiel before he descended toward a winter island. I grabbed the controls of my shuttle and switched back to manual flight. I went after Cassiel, working a little harder than usual to keep the shuttle straight against the biting winter storm winds that crashed into my side.

      Bogdana fell over from the shakeup. Once landed, I came out to find Cassiel standing in the middle of the snowy plateau, holding someone by the back of the neck. Curious, I stepped forward so I could get a better look. I’d sent Cassiel out to find Amane and Amal, but he’d brought someone else, from what I could tell.

      “Who’s that?” I asked, pointing at the hostage.

      It was a young male, with ivory skin and emerald-green eyes. His black hair was cut short beneath a leather hood. He bared his fangs at me, but Cassiel had a firm grip on him. He wasn’t going anywhere. Either Mara or vampire, I thought to myself.

      “A nobody,” Cassiel replied. “A useful nobody.”

      “Explain yourself. I’m pretty sure I sent you after my twins,” I replied, my tone clipped.

      The cold didn’t help. It made my teeth clatter. I briefly thought about leveling this entire winter cluster and simply getting rid of it. I could maybe rebuild, add some wind and water current deflecting structures to stop the entire area from manifesting these extreme weather conditions. All in good time. Get rid of your Derek problem first.

      “I couldn’t find them,” Cassiel said. “But I grabbed one of the fighters that were riding the dragons. His name is Elon. He might be able to tell us where Amane and Amal are, but he’s not exactly easy to talk to. Perhaps you can get him to spill the beans.”

      All of a sudden, Elon looked like the perfect second test subject for my memory extraction helmet. Either the excruciating pain or the device itself would eventually get me the information I needed.

      I nodded once, then slipped back into the shuttle and removed Bogdana’s helmet. I then motioned for Cassiel to bring Elon closer. “What is he? Vampire or Mara?” I asked.

      “I don’t really care right now,” Cassiel replied dryly. I didn’t like his demeanor. When I asked a question, he delivered an answer. Period. He seemed to notice my irritation, as he exhaled sharply. “Mara.”

      As soon as Elon was close enough, Cassiel held him down, while I put the helmet on. He cried out in pain when the needles pierced his skull and went deep into his brain. Cassiel looked horrified, while I connected the main cable to the small screen. I caught a brief glimpse of Bogdana—still out of it, lying on her side by my pilot chair.

      “What in the world is that?” Cassiel asked, staring at the helmet.

      “You wanted a better information extraction method. So here we go,” I replied, then flipped the helmet’s main switch.

      Elon twitched and quivered in Cassiel’s arms as the device started digging through his memories. I swiped my finger across the screen, searching all the video files that were now available for me to watch.

      “When did you make it? It looks like a prototype,” Cassiel muttered.

      “That’s exactly what it is,” I said. “I was fortunate enough to find usable materials back at the colosseum. What can I say? Rage makes me work better, sometimes.”

      Cassiel nodded slowly, but I knew he wasn’t comfortable with any of this. I didn’t really care, though. He was a tool. All his brothers and sisters were tools. And stopping Derek was the only thing that stood between me and absolute control over my creatures. If I failed, the Arch-Perfects would think me weak.

      From that point to a full-blown rebellion, it was only a few steps. And I had no intention of destroying them all and starting over. I’d put in too much work already. Even if I did start over, I still couldn’t predict all their behavioral patterns. Raphael and Douma had turned against me on their own. The same could happen to the others, if I didn’t assert myself as their supreme leader—and that meant squashing the rebellion altogether.

      Elon’s recent memories were remarkably clear. I flipped through several videos, until I froze on a particular image. Derek, Sofia, and their friends and family were in the frame, along with several wooden structures that seemed familiar—remnants of tents and… a cabin.

      “That’s the Draenir camp,” Cassiel murmured, his eyes on the screen. “That’s on Merinos.”

      I took a deep breath, chills tumbling through me. I felt as though I’d dodged quite a bullet just now. We finally had a location.

      “They’ve hidden on Merinos,” I said. Amane and Amal showed up on the screen, as well. “There, Cassiel. I had to do your job for you, but there you go. We’ve found my twins.”

      “Yes, Father. I’m sorry,” Cassiel replied, though he clearly didn’t like apologizing. I’d taught him to be flawless, and he’d been anything but that.

      “This is your chance to atone for your shortcomings,” I said to him, then shifted my focus to Bogdana. “Yours, too.”

      She was finally coming to, her skin almost translucent and her eyes bloodshot. The helmet experience had taken quite a toll on her. It hurt me a little bit to see her like this, but not more than her refusal to cooperate.

      “You really should consider the inevitable truth, Bogdana. I’m going to win, and you’re going to witness the aftermath,” I added.

      “You know, when you were born, I aged prematurely,” she managed between heavy breaths. “I may be old, and I was old back then, but I didn’t look a day past my thirties… Then you fought your way out of my womb, Ta’Zan, and my body changed. My skin sagged. Wrinkles. Arthritis. Brittle bones and white hair… You sucked the life out of me. It took magic to bring me back to normal, though only temporarily. So, don’t think for a second that I have any intention of believing you or supporting you in what you’re about to do. Your mere birth drained the youth out of me. You were toxic from your very first breath. Only your death will restore some kind of balance to this universe.”

      She meant to hurt me with that statement. She succeeded, but I wasn’t foolish enough to let her see that. I flashed a grin, instead, then looked at Cassiel. “Tell the others we’re headed straight for Merinos. The enemy has taken over the former Draenir camp,” I said.

      Cassiel nodded. “Yes, Father.”

      “Spare no one. All of them die today,” I added, then glanced at Elon. “Starting with him.”

      Cassiel frowned but didn’t hesitate to slit the Mara’s throat. His blade cut deep, all the way to the bone. Once his body fell into the snow, coloring it crimson as the blood drained out, I looked at Bogdana. She was horrified, her lower lip trembling.

      “You’re a monster,” she whispered.

      The sound of wings flapping temporarily distracted me. Cassiel took flight and shot upward, headed straight for the Perfect swarm. Soon enough, they’d all be made aware of their new destination. I got back into the shuttle and pulled the glass cover back on.

      Flipping the ignition switches and taking hold of the controls, I chuckled softly.

      “You have no idea,” I muttered, as I steered the shuttle off the ground.

      With a clear destination in mind, I found it impossible not to smile. Soon enough, I’d tear Derek and Sofia to pieces. I’d force their children to watch, and then I’d kill them, too. One by one, until not a single rebel remained to oppose me. Until my Perfects and Arch-Perfects understood exactly what kind of leader I was.

      It was time to bring all this Hermessi nonsense to an end. Nature wasn’t going to stop me.
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      I climbed up the ice tower to get a better look. Just like Mom, I felt the need to see everything for myself. Besides, Elonora’s accounts made it sound like our plan to distract the Perfect swarm wasn’t working anymore.

      I rushed up the frozen steps, then found myself out of breath at the top.

      The swarm was headed straight for Merinos. They were a compact group, once more, and the collective flutter of their wings echoed across the ocean. And they were gaining speed, no longer bothering to trash the islands they passed over.

      The remaining dragons tried to nip at the swarm’s edges, but they were casually swatted away with pulverizer pellets and devastating fireballs. Tears stung my eyes as I watched some of our fighters vanish into puffs of ashes. Grief clutched my throat, but I couldn’t look away.

      I spotted a shuttle flying just below the swarm. I didn’t need any True Sight or high-performance binoculars to know who that was. Ta’Zan was leading the charge, now, and it couldn’t possibly end well for us. Checking my watch, I felt even more anxious. There were still about five hours to midnight, and we had no guarantee that the protective shield would last that long against the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects.

      A few dragons were left, but they couldn’t do much at this point. The swarm was no longer interested in wasting any time on them. Deep down, I knew why.

      Below, my people were buzzing around, mobilizing for the incoming attack. I almost flew down the frozen stairs, my heart pumping and close to jumping out of my chest. As soon as he saw me, Ben understood.

      “They’re coming straight for Merinos, aren’t they?” he breathed.

      I nodded frantically, then looked at Mom and Dad. “They’re not bothering with the dragons anymore. They are headed toward us. I think Ta’Zan knows we’re here.”

      “They’re not ransacking any islands anymore,” Elonora murmured, staring through the trees. Her chest swelled as she took deep breaths. “This is it. They’re on to us.”

      “But how?” Uncle Xavier asked. “Bogdana didn’t know we were meeting here on Merinos.”

      My dad sighed. “They could’ve easily snatched one of the fallen fighters we sent out there. Torture works more often than you might think, especially when Ta’Zan is involved.”

      “Then we do things the hard way!” Lumi snapped. “We stand our ground.”

      I turned to face Ben again. “You need to be with the others. You, Visarion, Vesta, Kailyn, and Lucas. You need to get back,” I said to him.

      “Come on, let’s go,” Ben muttered, then motioned for the other fae in our group to follow. He gave me a brief, over-the-shoulder glance. “Be careful, Sis.”

      “And you stay safe,” I replied. “We’re all relying on you, now.”

      Our central crew was a tad smaller now. Mom and Dad, Uncle Xavier and Vivienne, Marion, Grandpa Aiden, Corrine and Ibrahim, Cameron and Liana, Claudia, and Yuri were left. I had Elonora and Nevis, Kailani and Hunter, Zeriel, Dmitri, Draven and Serena, Bijarki, Avril and Heron, Jax and Hansa, and Jovi and Anjani.

      Behind us, forming a tight defense barrier in front of the fae, were Araquiel, Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, Deena, and Douma, along with Herakles and his Faulties. Rakkhan and his Draenir flanked both sides of the fae, along with the rest of the original fleet that hadn’t flown out with the dragons.

      Amane, Amal, Ridan, Raphael, and Isda were close to our left, preparing the last bits required for the mass memory wiper to work. Judging by the looks on their faces, the device was definitely going to work. There was a spark of confidence in their eyes that made me think they might actually pull through if we kept the fae safe till midnight.

      “Who will take the device up?” I asked, looking at them.

      Raphael raised his hand, wearing a half-smile. “That’ll be me. We need a high altitude for it to work seamlessly once the Hermessi power it,” he said.

      “Our worst nightmare seems to be coming true, huh?” Isda replied, the dread draining the blood from her face.

      Amane squeezed her hand in a bid to reassure her. “We have no choice, now,” she said. “Ta’Zan was never going to let the Faulties live. This is our one shot to defend ourselves. Our one chance to make a better future for ourselves.”

      “If we fail, at least we’ll go down fighting,” Amal continued. “But we can’t give up. Not now. Not when we’re so close.”

      Isda nodded slowly, as if summoning the last bits of courage she had left, somewhere deep inside, then looked at Kailani and Lumi. “What of the protective shield?”

      “We’ll draw energy from everyone,” Kailani replied. “Whatever it takes to make it hold until midnight, or as close to midnight as possible. There aren’t as many of us now, but still, we can do this. I’m sure we can.”

      Corrine and Ibrahim stepped forward. “Draw more from us, if you can. We still have a couple of witches and warlocks left in the defense line, back there,” Corrine said, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “Use more from us before you deplete the others.”

      “You’ve got me, too,” Ridan interjected. “I’ll go full dragon, if you need me.”

      Lumi shook her head slowly. “No need to shift,” she said. “You’re a dragon, no matter what form you’re in. And thank you all for offering more of your energy. We’ll take you up on it.”

      “If we’re weak but keep the shield up till… I don’t know, a few minutes to midnight, I bet we’ll increase our chances of success,” Dad replied. “It’s a different thing to fight Perfects for five minutes than it is to fight them for hours.”

      Heron, Jax, and Jovi brought forth armfuls of pulverizer weapons, while Anjani, Hansa, and Dmitri carried the rest of the ammunition. They dropped them in the middle of the camp, then proceeded to pass them around.

      “We still have these,” Jax said. “We’ll use them first if they breach the shield.”

      “They’re coming!” Elonora shouted.

      I could hear them. The whoosh of wings flapping. The roars of warlike Perfects and Arch-Perfects. The sky above our clearing was already gray with clouds, but it turned black when Ta’Zan’s army descended upon us.

      Lumi and Kailani held hands, muttering additional spells to fortify the protective shield. I saw tiny flakes of light leaving my body. Looking around, they were coming out of everyone—more from the witches and warlocks, like we’d agreed. Every single particle flew up and fed into the spell, and my muscles began to relax. That was a reaction I could no longer control. The shield was using me as a battery.

      Above, it looked like darkness itself was coming down like a waterfall.

      “Nobody lose hope!” my father shouted. “We’ve got this!”

      We braced ourselves for the impact. The serium crystal charges surrounding the camp glowed brighter than ever. They channeled more energy into the shield, on top of what we had to give.

      The Perfects and Arch-Perfects didn’t need to see us to know we were there, it seemed. They came down without hesitation. They crashed into the invisible shield, one after another—thousands of them. None of them managed to ram through, but the occasional flashes of light trembling across the shield made me think that they could, in fact, break it.

      “Hold your ground!” Lumi said once more. “Do not let them scare you!”

      “We don’t just need your energy,” Kailani added. “We need your faith, too.”

      “You’ve got that and more,” Hunter replied, firmly gripping his weapon.

      We all aimed our pulverizers up at the spell’s domed ceiling, ready to shoot as soon as one of the hostiles breached it. They weren’t stopping. They kept crashing into it, causing sparks to fly with each violent impact. I heard the thuds and the grunts. We couldn’t fire pulverizers through the shield without weakening it and the witches who held it together.

      Those who fell down were quick to get back up and try again. The swarm surrounded our protective shield, and my heart nearly exploded whenever I saw one of those flashes. I felt as though we were stuck under a glass dome. Sooner or later, all these pebbles would break it.

      We all heard the tear. We turned our heads to the right. A Perfect managed to tear a hole into the shield. Lumi, Kailani, Corrine, Ibrahim, and the other witches let out a collective grunt—as if they could feel the tear within themselves. I couldn’t ignore the painful pang in my stomach.

      “Fire!” Jax shouted, then pulled the trigger.

      Two Perfects snuck through the tear, but they were quickly turned to ashes. Kailani looked at the hole, her lips constantly moving as she whispered another reinforcement spell. The shield repaired itself before more hostiles could come through.

      Only then did the hard truth hit me right in the solar plexus. There was a pretty high chance we might not make it till midnight. The Perfects were already tearing holes through the protective shield, and we were still about five hours until the full moon.

      We have to make it.
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      As soon as we lost communications with our Stravian crews, including Nathaniel’s group, I knew we were in a heap of trouble. Ta’Zan must’ve restarted the blocking towers. Telluris wasn’t working again. I blamed it on that proprietary magi-tech.

      Our two telescopes did keep focus on the action down there. One offered a more general view of the Perfect-occupied archipelagos, while the other stayed with Ben and Rose’s original crew, thanks to its initial blood-tracking spell. That gave us eyes on Ta’Zan’s colosseum, directly, though we couldn’t see much inside, since the diamond walls distorted the view.

      Tensions were high, and our breaths were stuck in our throats when we saw fights unraveling by the southeastern entrance. We’d seen the colosseum explode… fiery blossoms covering our screens. We’d seen the fallout and the thousands of Perfects converging on Ta’Zan’s city. The tracking spell followed Ben and Rose’s crew back to the southern mountain cave, then to the winter-summer cluster.

      We only knew that the fae shuttle had made it through. We caught glimpses of Rose and Ben’s team near the landing site. Then, for a few hours, before a cloaking shield went up, we saw them all reunited on the island of Merinos. Shortly after that, thick storm clouds covered the area, and we were left without a clear view.

      Hours had passed since.

      Caspian and I were still in the observation room, with Field, Bastien, and Victoria. Aida had her turn with little Voss and Vita, whose pregnancy was beginning to keep her in bed more. Caleb and River had joined us, along with Ash and Ruby. Sherus and Nuriya were present as well, along with Patrik and Scarlett, Caia and Blaze, Phoenix and Viola, Mona and Kiev, and Arwen.

      Everyone else was resting. There were plenty of suites in Luceria for people to be comfortable. We kept everyone appraised and up to speed with what we managed to see through the telescope feeds. The plan was clear, at least. Our crews had to make it till midnight, with all one thousand and one fae alive and in one piece.

      We’d spotted Perfect groups flying out from the occupied archipelagos, looking for someone. We knew, at the time, that they’d not yet caught on regarding the bilocation spell, so they had to be looking for rebels. After the colosseum’s destruction, they needed to find the ones responsible, though they clearly weren’t sure who those people were. The confusion worked in our favor, in the end, since it gave Ben and Rose’s team the breathing room they needed to get everyone to safety, back in the cave mountain.

      But, since then, aerial activities had increased. By morning, we all saw the swarm tearing through the northern parts of the winter-summer cluster. The storm clouds scattered slightly over Merinos, giving us the occasional full view of the island.

      “They figured out the diamond dome trick,” Caspian had said. “Hence the massive search party.”

      “That’s not a search party. That’s a death storm,” Phoenix had replied.

      There were too many of them for our people to handle, even without the shock collars. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects weren’t just genetically superior, with abilities borrowed from across the supernatural spectrum. They were also extremely pissed off. That was never a good combination, and we’d poked the entire damn hive.

      I sought comfort in the thought that our crews were safe under that cloaking spell. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time the Perfects bypassed one of those shields. All I had left to cling to was a sliver of hope, and I refused to let go of it.

      Looking at the clock on the wall, I had to admit, time wasn’t on our side.

      Everything got a whole lot worse when we noticed the shift in the swarm’s otherwise loose trajectory. Phoenix was the first to sit up straight in his chair, his eyes glued to the screen.

      “That can’t be good,” he mumbled.

      We all gathered behind him, watching the black swarm increase its speed.

      “They’re headed straight for Merinos,” Field replied.

      “Something happened,” I said, my synapses fired up as I made the connection. “Ta’Zan must’ve figured out where they went.”

      The observation room’s doors slid open. Brock came in, accompanied by Fiona, Zane, and the Daughters. It didn’t take more than a second for them to notice the concerned expressions we were all donning.

      “What happened?” Brock asked.

      “Ta’Zan’s army,” Phoenix replied. “They’re going to Merinos.”

      “That’s where Kale and the others are,” Brock murmured, his eyes wide with horror. He then checked the clock on the wall. “It’s too soon… It’s too soon, dammit!”

      Arwen placed a hand on his shoulder in an attempt to comfort him, but Brock wasn’t in the mood. He stepped back, as if he couldn’t bear the touch at all. Ash and Ruby were painfully quiet, though I could clearly see the tears glazing Ruby’s eyes as she watched the screen. Storm clouds threatened to gather over Merinos again. The last thing either of us wanted was to lose sight of the protective shield.

      “Isn’t there anything we could do?” Zane asked.

      I shook my head slowly. “Not really. There are too many of them. All we can do is hope that Ben and Rose’s crew will hold out until midnight.”

      Saphira stepped forward, her arms crossed, and her eyes narrowed as she looked at the screen. We could all see the clearing on Merinos where the Draenir camp had once been, and where we’d observed the protective shield going up and making everyone under it disappear.

      “Look at that,” she said.

      Phoenix used the controls to zoom in a bit. “Oh…” he breathed.

      “What are those?” I asked, looking at the tiny flashes of light that rippled across the invisible shield. I hadn’t seen them before.

      Saphira smiled. “That’s no ordinary cloaking spell,” she said. “It’s something else. Much more powerful. It’s using souls to power itself up. That’s what the lights are: shards of pure soul energy.”

      “What does that tell us?” River replied, staying close to Caleb.

      “It tells us that the swamp witches have brought their best game to this match,” Viola said, the shadow of a smile fluttering across her face.

      “We knew from Lumi that a lot of the more powerful Word magic could only be performed with two swamp witches or more,” Arwen replied, nodding slowly. “The bilocation spell was a stroke of luck to have worked for so many hours, though it only had two swamp witches, a witch, and a warlock to power it.”

      “It’s a more potent protective shield.” Saphira confirmed what most of us were already thinking. “It might hold after all.”

      Bastien scoffed. He and Victoria had too many loved ones down there, and I understood their anguish more than most. “There are tens of thousands of Perfects headed their way. And we all know that swamp witch magic isn’t powerful enough to kill them all.”

      “No. But it might hold them back,” Arwen replied.

      No one was ready to give in to despair, even though we could all feel it creeping up on us.

      “Till midnight?” Bastien asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Honey. We’ve got our best people down there,” Victoria said, trying to take the edge off a little. “They’ll do whatever they can to protect the fae until the time is right.”

      “I don’t know if it’ll hold until midnight,” Arwen conceded.

      My stomach churned as I looked at Caspian. He felt the same way. There was a chance that our people might not survive until the full moon, and I had no idea how to cope with that thought. I was tempted to take additional measures. Anything that would distract the Perfects could buy us the time we needed.

      Silence settled over the observation room. No one dared to speak for a while.

      “What if we send more people down there?” Phoenix asked, as if having read my thoughts.

      “Yes!” I exclaimed. “A few hundred. We still have a couple of ships available. Just enough to distract the swarm away from Merinos.”

      “It’ll be over in minutes,” River cut in. “We’ve been through this before. It’s how we lost hundreds of fighters. This isn’t a good time to try again, I’m afraid.”

      “We can’t just sit here and—”

      I was close to snapping, when Caspian caught my hand and squeezed it. It was enough to make me still, then take deep breaths and measure my frantic heartbeats. I wasn’t doing anyone any good if I lost it. The clouds began to swirl around the island. Grayish strips were already covering the beaches, stretching toward the jungle areas.

      “You do know who’s under that shield, right?” Scarlett asked, though I knew it was a rhetorical question. I nodded. “Derek and Sofia. Xavier and Vivienne. Grandpa Lucas and Marion. Cameron and Liana. Corrine and Ibrahim. Claudia and Yuri. Aiden and Kailyn. Friggin’ Rose and Ben! They’re the heart of GASP, Harper. They’ve been through more that most of us put together. They took down the Elders, dammit. They’ll figure something out. I know they will.”

      “I know who’s down there,” I muttered. “My sister is down there. Draven. We’ve got dragons and sentries. Witches and warlocks. Vampires. Werewolves. The cream of the crop. I know.”

      “So, then, let’s not let despair eat away at us,” Scarlett said, her voice trembling. “I get the temptation, but it’s not over yet. That shield is still up. Let’s see how it all unfolds, first, before we call it quits.”

      Arwen nodded slowly, taking Brock’s hand in hers. This time, he didn’t pull back. Instead, his gaze softened on her. Their daughter was down there—the apple of Brock’s eye. I totally understood why he was on edge like that.

      “The shield is different this time,” Arwen replied. “We have to stay… not positive, but… you know. We can’t cave in. They need us sharp.”

      Nuriya cleared her throat, demanding our attention.

      “I’ve arranged for a fleet of three thousand fae to fly out there, with help from the Witches’ Sanctuary,” she said. “They’re not far from Strava now. They’re camped on a neighboring planet, for the time being.”

      That came as a surprise to all of us.

      “When did you do that?” I asked.

      “When we first sent Taeral out there,” Nuriya replied. “That’s my only son, Harper. You didn’t think I’d let GASP handle this on their own, if push came to shove, did you?”

      “When were you going to tell us?” Field asked, his brows slightly furrowed. “Don’t get me wrong, we need all the help we can get, but—”

      “I just told you,” Nuriya said firmly. “I wasn’t going to bring it up unless it was absolutely necessary. I simply thought you might need the backup. Obviously, I was right.”

      “We’re not sending more people to their deaths right now!” Caleb interjected. “We appreciate the offer, Nuriya, but we just can’t do that. Not yet.”

      Sherus leaned forward, his hand covering Nuriya’s on the table. “We understand. We just wanted you to know you have this option. All you need to do is give us the go-ahead, and we’ll send them in. Our people are strong. They will gladly die to protect their prince.”

      “Taeral is extremely important to the entire In-Between,” Nuriya added. “He’s going to inherit the Fire Star, and he’s the rarest of hybrids, combining powers in ways we never thought possible. I will stop at nothing in order to protect my son.”

      “I get that,” River replied. “I’m a mother, too. I know exactly why you did it.”

      “Uh-oh,” Phoenix gasped.

      In an instant, our eyes were glued to the screen again. The swarm had reached Merinos. They descended upon the clearing. Thousands of them pummeled the protective shield. Sparks flew all over the place. From what I could tell, they weren’t able to get through.

      “Is there any chance you could zoom in more?” I asked Phoenix.

      He shook his head. “I’ll crack the lens if I do,” he said. “I don’t think they’re breaking through the shield.”

      “Those sparks can’t mean anything good, though,” Field replied, then exhaled sharply. “I have to admit, I’m not sure they’ll hold it up until midnight. Look at how the Perfects are ramming into it, over and over.”

      “It takes a lot of energy to fuel that thing, to stop it from breaking,” Viola added.

      Just then, the double doors slid open again. Vita came in first, followed by Aida, who was carrying baby Voss in her arms. Vita’s belly was perfectly round, and made it difficult for her to stand. She held on to the doorframe, panting as she looked at the screens.

      “Is that… Is that Merinos?” she croaked.

      “Sorry, guys, I tried to get her to stay in bed,” Aida said, while baby Voss got his little fingers tangled in her curly brown hair.

      “Vita… You should be in bed,” Caia replied, then moved toward her.

      “No. No. Aida told me the latest development. I know they’re on Merinos,” Vita shot back, then raised a hand to stop her sister from getting closer. She looked at the screens again. “Oh, God… Are those… Are those Perfects attacking Merinos?!”

      River pinched the bridge of her nose. “Honey, please. You shouldn’t see any of this.”

      “Tell me!” Vita screamed. “Is Bijarki under that shield? Grandpa Ben?!”

      “Yes,” Caia conceded. “They’re under the protective shield, Vita. The Perfects… They’re trying to get through, but it’s some kind of powerful magic that Kale and Lumi are using. Otherwise they would’ve torn it down already.”

      “Please, honey, you need to lie down,” River said, then got up and tried to escort Vita out.

      “No. That’s my husband out there!” Vita snapped. “I’ve been on the sidelines for too long already. If anything happens, I need to be here!”

      Her aura was a jumble of red and yellow—pain and fear combining to new strengths, making it nearly impossible for Vita to control her temper. Her pregnancy had taken a toll on her, already. Having her husband on Strava, with just a magic shield keeping death from reaching him… well, that didn’t do her any good.

      River and Caia tried to flank Vita, in yet another attempt to take her to bed, but she wouldn’t have it. She stepped to the side in order to avoid them, then headed for one of the chairs.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Vita grumbled, determined to get her way. “I’m not leaving until I find out what happens. My husband…”

      She stilled, her eyes bulging just as she reached a chair. She looked down for a second, then at us. Her aura froze for a split moment, too, before it burned bright gold and yellow all of a sudden.

      “Oh, dear,” she gasped.

      River was the first to reach her side again, followed by Caia.

      “What’s wrong, Sis?” Caia asked.

      “The… The baby…” Vita whispered. “I think…”

      “The baby’s coming,” River said, then gave me a brief glance. “We need to get her to the infirmary.”

      Two of the Daughters, along with Arwen, River, and Caia, escorted Vita out. As much as she wanted to stay, Vita knew she had something much more important to do now. Her baby was coming. Bijarki’s daughter was ready to join us in this world.

      “We’ll keep you posted!” I shouted after them.

      “Please do,” River said as she walked out with Vita and Caia.

      Arwen briefly turned to look at Brock. “Babe… I’ll be back.”

      “Take care of her!” Brock replied, nervous but smiling. “She needs you more than I do right now.”

      The double doors closed behind her and the two Daughters who accompanied her. The rest of us were in utter shock. Vita going into labor was the last thing we needed, but it was unavoidable. It was supposed to be a reason to celebrate, but with what was happening on Merinos in that moment, it was quite difficult to even smile.

      “Talk about crappy timing,” Blaze muttered.

      Bastien smacked him over the shoulder, making me stifle a chuckle. “Not her fault, kiddo,” Bastien retorted, then looked at Caspian and me. “It’s happening, whether any of us like it or not. Bijarki is down there, with our people, under siege by thousands of Perfects. Vita is up here, and she’s about to go through something extremely intense and painful.”

      I couldn’t stop a sigh from tumbling out of my chest.

      “Whoever said the Shadians lead boring lives can go suck on a lemon,” I said.

      My great-grandparents. My grandmother. Great-Uncle Ben. My sister and Draven. The Shade’s most beloved. The founders of GASP. Our closest friends and allies. Hundreds of them, stuck beneath that protective shield, with no guarantee that they’d live to see midnight.

      I would’ve given anything to be able to tell Bijarki that his daughter was about to be born. That would’ve given the incubus one heck of a fire to keep fighting. It sure animated me, in a way. Our family was growing.

      Looking at Voss, I had to admit. We had plenty of reasons to defeat Ta’Zan. Each and every one of the people on Merinos felt the same way. Whatever the outcome, I knew we wouldn’t stop here. We’d stop at nothing to defend our way of life and to protect our young.

      It was the Shadian way.
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      My heart wouldn’t stop pounding.

      Dread made it difficult for me to even move, but I had to keep going. Above us—all around us, for that matter—Perfects and Arch-Perfects did their damned best to break through the protective shield. They rammed into it, some dislocating their shoulders in the process. They punched and kicked at it. They fired their pulverizers at it. They threw fireballs at it. They did everything they could, yet they couldn’t tear it down.

      Some managed to slip through, but our people were locked and loaded and eager to turn them to ashes as soon as they tried to attack us. Kailani and Lumi were covered in sweat as they continued to mutter additional spells that maintained the energy flow into the shield, forcing it to quickly repair its minor tears.

      A few more hours passed like that, much to my surprise. I hadn’t given Lumi and Kailani enough credit, by the looks of it.

      The night settled over the land. It had also rained, which further aggravated the Perfects. The raindrops passed through the shield, yet they couldn’t. We couldn’t see much of the sky. Thousands of Perfects covered it, frantically flying around or trying new attack methods.

      The urgency of our situation was almost palpable.

      “It’s a miracle we lasted this long,” Raphael said, occasionally glancing around.

      The fae were protected. Some had pulverizer weapons, which they kept aimed at the shield’s south side. Whenever hostiles managed to slip through, they were ready to obliterate them. The dragons we’d sent out earlier, along with the fighters who rode them, were nowhere to be seen. I knew half of them had been taken down, but we had no idea who’d survived. Still, I found it smart of them to not attack the Perfects at this point. The bastards were too busy pummeling the protective shield. There was no point in anyone left on the outside getting in harm’s way.

      “Let’s hope the miracle continues, then,” I breathed.

      The upside was that the enemy couldn’t see us. They were determined to break through, but they couldn’t actually see our faces. I didn’t spot Ta’Zan yet, but it was only a matter of time, and he was most likely just behind the curtain of Perfects and Arch-Perfects that repeatedly came down.

      Amal and I had the device ready. Ridan stayed close, holding a pulverizer weapon. He’d emptied two pellet clips into some of the Perfects that had breached through the shield’s cracks. He had our backs.

      The mass memory wiper was a simple contraption, technically speaking. It was a transmitter designed to send out a reset signal on a wavelength that had a direct impact on the Perfects’ brains. This was another failsafe that my sister and I had added to their genetic blueprints, without Ta’Zan’s knowledge. Their brains were most vulnerable on that specific wavelength, allowing us to do a mass memory wipe, if ever necessary.

      The device was powered by a hefty amount of serium batteries, connected to its main unit through a series of wires. Several metal alloys had been mounted on the top, shaped like half-moons and meant to amplify the signal once we sent it out. It also had a tiny processing unit on the side, which I’d separately coded with a simple program—the Wiper, as I called it. Once the Hermessi’s energy came through, it would launch a signal powerful enough to completely delete Perfects’ and Arch-Perfects’ memories in a split second, simply because their brains were connected to this separate wavelength.

      “Zeriel, where are we on the ritual symbols?” Rose asked.

      Zeriel and Dmitri had drawn a multitude of simple graphics around us and the device, according to instructions that Vesta had picked up from Aya—the water Hermessi was constantly whispering in her ear now. Leaving the creepy aside, I did find it encouraging that the natural elements were supporting us like this.

      “We’re good to go,” Zeriel replied.

      “The symbols are supposed to help the Hermessi channel themselves through the one thousand and one fae on Strava, but also to power up the device,” Vesta explained. She kept to the edge of the fae group behind us, ready to intervene if needed. Ben was right next to her, ready to hold her back and stop her from getting herself in any kind of danger.

      For the first time, we needed the fae to only use their abilities from afar. Even though they could thin themselves and slip from the enemy’s grip, given their ethereal nature, they still weren’t a match for the Perfects—not to mention the Arch-Perfects, who carried more supernatural abilities than their predecessors. They could easily catch and snap the fae in half, if given the chance.

      “We can’t hold this up for much longer,” Lumi managed, panting from the incredible amount of effort she was putting into the additional spells.

      The flakes of energy coming out of us kept feeding into the shield, but more and more Perfects were starting to tear new holes. We could handle the couple dozen coming in at once, but, sooner or later, we were going to have to deal with thousands of them.

      “Hang in there, Lumi, Kale!” Derek replied, then fired another pulverizer pellet, obliterating one of the Perfects that slipped through. “We’re close! We are so close to midnight!”

      “How close, though?” Kailani asked, then grunted when a bunch of Perfects rammed into one side of the shield all at once. The blow hurt her deeply. In a way, she was connected to the spell. She could feel every hit.

      Elonora checked her watch. “Thirty minutes!”

      I couldn’t help but gasp. “Oh, wow. That is close.”

      “Remember what we said,” Derek added. “Better to have a handful of minutes out in the open with these bastards. We can handle that. Until midnight.”

      Lumi nodded and continued murmuring her spells. Kailani joined in, squeezing her hand as they chanted to save their lives and ours.

      The sonic booms of Perfects shooting straight into the shield were deafening. My ears were going to bleed soon. The harder they hit, the louder they got. Looking around again, I saw the fear in many eyes. We all knew how close we were to the end—whether it was ours or Ta’Zan’s, we didn’t know yet. But we’d made it this far.

      I cursed under my breath and turned the device on. Its lights flickered blue as the program loaded into it. The serium batteries glowed, giving it the power it needed to operate. One surge from the Hermessi, and this baby would solve all our problems. Provided we made it to midnight.

      Above us, where visible, the sky was covered in dark clouds. Not a single star in sight. But somewhere to the east was a faint white light, stretching above the storm. That was the moon—the full moon we’d been awaiting for what felt like forever.

      Amal and I exchanged glances. She gave me a weak smile.

      “Just… you… I… the dragon,” she murmured, making sure Ridan didn’t hear her. I barely could.

      I had to lean in to hear her better. The sonic booms were simply too violent, and our witches were too busy channeling their energy into the shield to worry about our ears.

      “Say that again?” I replied, raising my voice.

      “I said, I like the dragon, just so you know,” Amal said.

      I laughed lightly. “Where is this coming from?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Just wanted to tell you. I hope he makes you happy.”

      I wanted to say something, but I wasn’t even sure what would work for a moment like this. Amal was being honest, as if she might not get the chance to tell me later. I hated that thought. Thirty minutes, dammit.

      “They’re unbelievably loud,” Raphael groaned, rolling his eyes at the Perfects. “Drama queens.”

      Someone screamed.

      We all turned our heads to see Isda, white as a sheet of paper, as she pointed a finger up ahead. We followed her gaze. I froze. My stomach clenched. I broke into a cold sweat.

      That was the biggest tear yet, and it allowed a dozen Arch-Perfects to slip through. Kailani and Lumi were shouting their spells now, as the hole began to heal. More Perfects sneaked in, but they were quickly destroyed by pulverizer weapons.

      The Arch-Perfects, easily distinguished by their golden armor, were too fast, though. They… They teleported! Sneering, they vanished and reappeared in different positions around us. They fired pulverizer weapons at us. I managed to duck one, and it missed me by inches.

      They killed three of the GASP agents protecting the fae. Fireballs were shot from that direction, as the fae released their blazing powers. Some forced the ground to crack open wherever the Arch-Perfects reappeared. The Dhaxanians around them threw ice shards at them. Everyone pitched in, desperate to take them down before they did any harm to the fae. But the bastards were fast, teleporting constantly, annoyingly persistent in their taunts and attempts to hurt them.

      “This isn’t good,” Raphael said, then moved to attack the Arch-Perfects, his hands lighting up orange, as he was about to release a flurry of fireballs of his own.

      Amal caught his wrist and held him back. He glowered at her, while Derek and Sofia’s group fired a plethora of bullets and pulverizer pellets at the Arch-Perfects, forcing them to teleport around us without being able to stop for more than a few seconds.

      “We need you for the device,” Amal said. “Your genetic makeup is stronger than Ridan’s. You might be able to survive the device once it releases the pulse.”

      Raphael grunted with frustration, then his eyes grew wide. “Wait. What? What do you mean ‘survive?’”

      An Arch-Perfect appeared right behind Raphael, wearing a cold grin. My heart jumped in my throat, as I recognized him.

      “Cassiel,” I croaked, then fell backward.

      Before Raphael could react and turn around, the blade of a sword pierced his abdomen from behind. I heard myself scream, but the world just slowed down and went mute for a second—or an hour. I couldn’t tell. It was as if time itself had just slowed down.

      I caught a glimpse of Derek, Sofia, Rose, and the others fighting and firing their pulverizer weapons at the Arch-Perfects. Kailani and Lumi managed to heal the major tear. Nathaniel killed the three Perfects left, then went after the Arch-Perfects, joined by Douma, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica.

      Then Araquiel shot toward us from the side. He moved like lightning, flashing across the camp. Raphael was stunned as the blade twisted in his wound. It made my stomach turn inside out. I was seconds away from retching.

      I wanted to tell Araquiel to stop. Cassiel had already seen him in the corner of his eye.

      The muzzle of a pulverizer weapon came out from behind Raphael. It was aimed at Araquiel.

      I blinked. A shot was fired. Cassiel’s eyes were on Araquiel.

      No… Don’t! Stop, Araquiel! Get down!

      None of these words came out. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move.

      The pulverizer pellet hit Araquiel in the shoulder. It exploded in a brilliant blue puff of crystalline dust. Araquiel’s eyes grew wider. The pellet had caught him mid-lunge. He vanished into a cloud of ashes just as he was inches away from Cassiel.

      That was it.

      “NO!” Rose screamed from behind.

      “Araquiel! No!” Douma cried out, shortly before she was tripped and brought down by an Arch-Perfect. Said Arch-Perfect was shot by Dmitri, then turned to ashes, too.

      Araquiel was gone. Cassiel had just killed him.
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      I could barely breathe.

      I didn’t even have time to process what had just happened to Araquiel. I kept firing fireballs left and right, letting a curse out whenever I missed one of the Arch-Perfects. Still, we managed to keep them busy, forcing them to teleport around us before they could get any closer.

      Cassiel was right in front of the mass memory wiper. Ridan opened his mouth and released a thundering blaze—the curtains of fire swallowed Cassiel whole, as the dragon protected Amal and Amane. They had to keep the device within the symbol circle, after all.

      Cassiel jumped back and patted the flames off himself.

      I wasn’t sure how many minutes were left to midnight, but my entire body was buzzing. Aya’s voice was stuck in the back of my head.

      “Hang in there, Vesta. We’re almost there,” she whispered.

      The world banged and boomed around us as the swarm of Perfects continued to punch and kick and fire at the protective shield. I could see the cracks getting bigger. Lights flashing white across the transparent dome. We all knew the Hermessi couldn’t take on so many Perfects at once—they needed to be activated through our ritual, first. So, we held on for dear life.

      Derek and Sofia, Xavier and Vivienne, Marion, Cameron and Liana, Aiden, and the rest of the founders’ crew were busy shooting after the Arch-Perfects. Rose’s team did the same. The GASP agents surrounding us fired everything they had at the incoming hostiles, and we served up plenty of our elemental attacks.

      But the fight turned bloodier and bloodier, fast.

      Bodies kept dropping around us.

      “We can’t hold on for much longer,” Ben said. He cast a sheet of bright orange fire at several Perfects that had slipped through the cracks. They ducked and were distracted for the second that Bijarki and Jovi needed to pulverize them from behind.

      “We have to!” I shouted.

      There was so much anger and determination. I was burning up. Desperate to reach the finish line. I caught a glimpse of Zeriel fighting, and my heart swelled. I had so much to live for.

      “Dammit, we have to!” I added, with even more conviction.

      Aya’s voice thundered in the back of my head, my hands red hot as I released more fireballs. It was as if I’d been switched into a superior gear, and I wasn’t sure where all this energy was coming from. But it was noticeable in the other fae. Fires burned brighter. The winds blew stronger, smacking into some of the Perfects.

      The Arch-Perfects were resilient, though. And Cassiel was determined to not let anyone get between him and the Faulty twins. The look on his face, that evil sneer of his, said that much: he was going to kill Amal and Amane. Ridan wasn’t going to hold him back for much longer.

      “Why didn’t they teleport under the shield, if they can do that?!” Taeral growled from behind me, still stunned by what he was witnessing.

      “It’s a protective shield,” Ben said to him. “It stops any hostile from coming in, regardless of their abilities.”

      Kailani cried out in pain.

      I saw her go down on one knee. Lumi collapsed next to her.

      “Crap… Crap! Triple crap!” Taeral croaked, his eyes nearly popping out of their orbits.

      We all looked up and saw the lights fade as the shield dissipated. A horn blew somewhere nearby. The thousands of Perfects could all finally see us. Everything came to a horrifying halt. Someone fell at my feet. I briefly looked down—it was a female Bajang. I didn’t know her, but I’d seen her before. She died in front of me, her glassy eyes losing their spark.

      I wanted to cry and scream, but…

      To what end?

      A shuttle came down as the Perfects settled around our campsite. The Arch-Perfects that had breached the shield before zapped themselves back to the edge. We were all frozen. The protective shield was gone. We were surrounded by the swarm of Perfects and Arch-Perfects, each of them ready to tear us to shreds.

      The shuttle landed in front of Derek and Sofia’s cluster. The glass top popped open, and out came Ta’Zan.

      My heart stopped. So did Aya’s voice. I felt as though I had a thousand storms brewing inside me, yet… it was over. Ta’Zan was here, and he dragged Bogdana out of the shuttle, his hand lost in her long grey hair streaked with blood. She’d aged again. The youth spell must’ve worn off. She was pale and weak, unable to stand. Her eyes were red and puffy. She’d been crying.

      Who could blame her?

      Rose fired a few more shots, destroying a couple of Arch-Perfects, before a third one appeared in front of her. He took the gun away and hit her in the face with it. She fell backward, blood gushing from her nose. The Arch-Perfects reappeared next to the others, while Cassiel stayed by Ta’Zan’s side.

      The smile that Ta’Zan put on made me want to vomit, as an eerie and dreadful silence settled across the camp. There were too many of them, and I had no idea whether we’d survive the next few minutes. I didn’t even know how close midnight was. I knew nothing, and I was about to become nothing.

      “Okay, it’s time to end these shenanigans,” Ta’Zan said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      Cassiel pulled a Mara’s body out of the shuttle, which he tossed at Derek and Sofia. They both jumped back. The body landed with a thud, then rolled a couple of times before we all saw him. His head had been nearly cut off. He was gone.

      “This is it!” Ta’Zan added. “This was the minute you had to change everything, yet, thanks to that gentleman down there,” he said, nodding at the dead Mara, “you missed it.”

      “Is that how you found us?” Derek replied, his nostrils flaring.

      Ta’Zan cocked his head to the side. “I kept telling you that you wouldn’t pull one over on me, you imbecile. I thought I made myself clear, but it seems I have to beat the notion into your head, instead. You will not win, Derek. You will all die now.”

      He raised his hand to the side.

      His Perfects and Arch-Perfects took their attack stance.

      This was it. Like Ta’Zan had said. The minute that was going to change everything.

      The window we’d missed.

      I braced myself for—

      Wait.

      Something surged through me. I sucked in a breath. Elonora must’ve heard it. She gave me a brief, over-the-shoulder glance, then checked her watch. I could see the corner of her mouth twitching, the dread drifting away from her features.

      I lit up from the inside. It felt as though I was made of serium crystals. Lightning shot through me. Trillions upon trillions of energy particles burned bright. My bones, my muscles, every inch of flesh and skin that made me, seemed to turn into liquid sunshine.

      “It’s too late,” I said.

      Ta’Zan’s head snapped straight. He frowned at me. Next to him, Cassiel smirked, then vanished. But I didn’t care about him anymore. I didn’t care about any of them. Ben’s gasp confirmed what was about to happen.

      The Hermessi were coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Elonora

          

        

      

    

    
      From the moment I’d heard Vesta, I knew.

      Deep down, I knew, before I even checked my watch.

      Ta’Zan wore a confused look on his face—combined, of course, with rage. His aura flared red and yellow. The most sickening shade of fear I’d ever seen.

      “It’s midnight,” I said. “You’re too late.”

      “Nonsense,” Ta’Zan spat, then looked to his side. Cassiel wasn’t there anymore. “Kill them all!” he snarled.

      The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were just about to spring at us, when the winds suddenly changed. They all stilled. I had a feeling that they, too, could sense that something was different.

      The chalk symbols that Zeriel and Dmitri had painstakingly drawn around Amane, Amal, Ridan, Raphael, and the device lit up white. So did the ones behind us, the four stylized pictograms of earth, air, water, and fire—signs of the Hermessi themselves, as we’d seen them illustrated in one abandoned Draenir town square, not that long ago.

      Then, one by one, the fae began to glow. Red for fire. White for air. Blue for water. Green for earth. The fae shone according to the element to which they were connected best. Ben was red, as if he were a neon sculpture. Kailyn was bright blue. Vesta… well, she sparkled in all four colors, like an advertising panel. Lucas was red. Visarion was a most brilliant blue, like Kailyn and like many others in their group.

      “No… No… No!” Ta’Zan shouted. “Attack! Kill them all! Now! Kill the fae now!”

      He’d lost it. He’d completely lost it.

      The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects moved in for the kill, raising their pulverizer weapons in our direction. I held my breath for what felt like a minute as the light from the fae grew brighter. The reds, the blues, the greens, and the whites merged into a single milky beam that shot upward.

      It breached the blanket of charcoal clouds, and it went straight for the moon.

      By some incredible feat, the light seemed to reach the bluish satellite, now fully visible in the sky. The moon, a perfect, round, sapphire-like stone stuck orbiting Strava, glowed with energy like nothing we’d seen before.

      The pulverizer weapons clicked—all at once.

      And so did the mass memory wiper.

      The seconds passed slower than usual. I managed to look around, one last time. Hell was about to break loose. Yes, the Hermessi were coming alive. But the speed of a pulverizer pellet could still be enough to kill many of us before the device released its pulse. I instinctively glanced at Nevis, his blue eyes filled with both hope and fear.

      I exhaled deeply.

      A flicker of time was all it would take.
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      Bogdana, though slumped on the ground, shone bright white. The slim beam coming out of her joined the main one as it reached for the full moon.

      With all the pulverizer weapons pointed at us, though, I wasn’t sure we’d make it.

      Bogdana’s eyes popped open. I could see them through her glow, somehow. She looked at Ta’Zan, standing in front of her but with his back to her. Her lips parted, and she released a spine-tingling howl like nothing I’d ever heard before.

      The pillar of light amplified its intensity. It became so bright that it temporarily blinded all of us, forcing everyone to close their eyes. I heard the flutter of wings next to me.

      “Wish me luck,” Raphael breathed. His injuries didn’t matter anymore—the adrenalin and the need to succeed in this were far more powerful. Besides, Raphael had taken worse hits than this before, and he’d still kept fighting.

      I heard Ta’Zan shouting. “Kill them, dammit! Fire your weapons now!”

      The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects didn’t, though. They couldn’t see. How could they? The fae’s light was so powerful.

      Every fiber of my body began to hum. The ground rumbled beneath me. Amal’s hand found me, and she gripped my wrist. Gasps and murmurs erupted from all around us. Thunder cracked above.

      I counted the seconds, with my eyes shut tight, as I wondered whether we’d survive this, after all. The enemy couldn’t see. They couldn’t fire their pulverizers at us.

      “Hold on,” Amal murmured, her lips brushing against my ear.

      She’d gotten closer, holding me tight as the light continued to burn.

      A sky-shattering boom erupted many miles above the island. I could almost feel the air ripple. I heard the brief, sharp tone that followed. As Faulties, we, too, were aware of the frequency to which I’d set the mass memory wiper. The signal wasn’t going to affect our memories, but we could still hear it, like an annoying whistle.

      The light around us dimmed down.

      I immediately looked up and saw the flashes up high, where Raphael had flown with the device. I saw the pulse that followed the ignition. The fiery orange blast.

      “Raphael,” I mumbled.

      The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were all knocked down at once. Douma, Nathaniel, Deena, Uriel, and Angelica dropped, too. That was how the mass memory wiper worked, and we’d known it from day one. It deleted the brains and the memory chips of Perfects and Arch-Perfects. It was a brutal wave of instant amnesia—the kind of reset that would affect all of them, including the ones without memory chips.

      Their weapons clanked one on top of the other. The silence that followed was almost deafening, and the glow faded from the fae, as well.

      The jungle trembled around us. The leaves rustled, louder than usual. The rivers moaned and grumbled as they swelled over their banks and hurtled toward the ocean. The winds intensified, howling viciously as they tore through the island.

      I could feel it. We could all feel it.

      Ta’Zan’s army was down. Ta’Zan himself was confused, to say the least. As if he was watching all this from afar, unable to do anything about it. The Hermessi roamed free, activated by the full moon ritual.

      Ridan, Amal, and I looked at each other, as we breathed a triple-sigh of relief.

      “It’s done,” Ridan said.
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      The word “shocked” couldn’t even begin to describe the look on Ta’Zan’s face. He simply couldn’t believe what had just happened. I had a feeling he’d thought he had more time than what was really left when his Arch-Perfects and Perfects managed to bring the protective shield down.

      The soldiers were all down, on the ground, half-conscious after the mass memory wiper released its devastating pulse. Some of them stirred and moaned, gradually coming back to reality. Douma, Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica were also affected and equally blank. They, too, had a fresh start ahead of them. It was a downside to the device’s effectiveness, but we were fine with that—minds could be rebuilt from scratch.

      For the first time, relief exploded through me, nearly turning my knees to jelly. No great battle showdown. No massacre. Sure, we’d lost people, and plenty of them. But still. Had the full moon ritual or the mass memory wiper failed, the sight before me would’ve been infinitely more terrible and drenched in blood.

      “This… This can’t be,” Ta’Zan finally spoke. His voice was weak and lifeless, his eyes, one blue and one green, burning with dismay. “It just… No! There was still time! There was…” he murmured, then stilled, turning around several times, as if looking for someone. “Cassiel! Cassiel! You said that…”

      His voice trailed off. Something must’ve occurred to him.

      To my left, my mother and father stepped forward. Behind me, the fae and what was left of their protection detail still stood, alive and breathing, though no longer glowing with the untamed energy of the Hermessi.

      “It’s over, Ta’Zan,” my father said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      “No!” Ta’Zan shouted, shaking like a leaf. He frantically pulled his dark gray tunic sleeve up, checking something on a wide glass bracelet. “No. This can’t be… The timing. It’s not correct. We had an hour, still…”

      I found myself frowning. “What are you talking about?”

      “Midnight just passed. The Hermessi have been activated. We disabled your entire army,” my mom said. “It’s done, Ta’Zan. You’re done.”

      Ta’Zan blinked rapidly, still looking for Cassiel. “Where… Where is that bastard? He… He lied… He did something. The snake!”

      “Seriously, have you lost your marbles already?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He sneered at me. “Wait until you lose your head!”

      My dad raised his pulverizer weapon, pointing it directly at Ta’Zan. “Keep talking to my daughter like that, and I’ll make sure you lose more than just your marbles.”

      Ta’Zan froze. Given his expression, I had a feeling he was finally beginning to process what had just happened. To me, however, something still didn’t click. Where was Cassiel? Why hadn’t the pulse affected him? Or had he vanished shortly before it was released? Why hadn’t the other Arch-Perfects teleported themselves away?

      Wait…

      The others didn’t know what Cassiel knew about the mass memory wiper—and his knowledge of the device was the only reasonable explanation as to why he’d teleported himself with such perfect timing. But Ta’Zan had also just said they still had an hour, and he was angrily looking for Cassiel. It hit me then, with crystal clarity, what had just happened.

      “Cassiel knew,” I said. “He knew about the device, about how it worked. He knew when it would get activated, and how, and its potential radius. He knew, and he didn’t tell you. And he also messed with your time. Your clocks, I presume. You think midnight is still an hour away, but it isn’t. Isda helped us time our watches to your world clock, so to speak.”

      Ben came to stand next to me, chuckling softly. “Cassiel pulled a fast one on you.”

      He’d also killed Araquiel. I would never forgive him for that. Whatever double game Cassiel had played until now, he wasn’t going to get any kind of amnesty. Not while I was still breathing. He’d spilled too much damn blood. Not even if we got a hold of him and wiped his memory clean… I doubted I’d ever be able to look at him with different eyes. No. Cassiel was going to pay. He’d helped us, it seemed, but… No.

      Some of the Perfects got up, their legs shaky, as they breathed in and tried to figure out who they were. Where they were. And what had just happened. Their confused looks caused me intense heartache, reminding me of Araquiel. I’d become fond of him, of his good soul. He’d died a hero. He’d bought us the second we needed, but… If Cassiel had been playing Ta’Zan all along, why did he kill Araquiel? If he knew that we’d activate the device, if he’d deliberately delayed Ta’Zan for us to activate the device, why did he pulverize Araquiel? I just couldn’t understand.

      Ta’Zan muttered a string of curses under his breath. He stepped back.

      “Don’t move a muscle, you delusional, heartless son of a bitch!” my dad hissed, his pulverizer weapon still pointed at him.

      Ta’Zan was quick, though. He jerked one of the recovering Perfects out in front of him, then vanished behind the others that had just sprung to their feet.

      “Dammit!” Dad breathed, then gave Mom and me a quick glance. “Stay here, look after the soldiers!”

      Neither of us got to reply, as he darted through the mass of Perfects and Arch-Perfects, looking for Ta’Zan. He shot straight for the northern woods and vanished into the dark jungle. Mom and I stared at each other for a few seconds.

      Mom took a deep breath, then nodded at Ben. “Honey, we need to go after your dad. I’m worried about him, with Ta’Zan still on the loose.”

      “Okay,” Ben replied, then gently squeezed my shoulder. “Rosie, we’ll all be back, I promise.”

      “Be careful,” I managed, watching him and Mom go through the crowd, then disappear into the northern parts of the forest.

      I didn’t know how this would all turn out for Ta’Zan, but I was confident that my dad would string him up by his ankles, if he got a chance. My family members all had pulverizer weapons on them, after all. It was enough to give me hope that they would, in fact, come back in one piece.

      I, on the other hand, was needed here.

      Uncle Lucas frowned at me. “Where did Derek go?”

      “He went after Ta’Zan,” I replied.

      “By himself? Is he insane?!” Aunt Vivienne croaked.

      “Ta’Zan only has himself to rely on, now,” Xavier cut in, trying to reassure her.

      “No more Perfects and Arch-Perfects to hide behind,” I said. “Besides, Mom and Ben are trailing him.”

      “Ta’Zan is as slick and as deceitful as they come!” Aunt Vivienne replied. “He won’t go down easy.”

      “True. But Derek’s been waiting to pay him back for everything he’s done,” Uncle Lucas said.

      Fair enough. This had been a long time coming.
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      I ran through the woods like the wind itself.

      There was so much anger and bloodthirst fueling me.

      My feet were light. I dashed across the bumpy terrain, darting left and right between the giant trees. I jumped over roots and rogue jagged rocks. Nothing stood in my way.

      I’d caught Ta’Zan’s scent—that mixture of ammonia and lemon I’d first picked up in the pod cave. Looking back, I knew he would’ve found another way out. Sooner or later, all his actions would bring us down to the same moment, where I’d be hunting for him. Whether it happened now, after Claudia’s cable blunder, or fifty years later, it didn’t matter.

      He had to be stopped. And we’d been fortunate enough to have good people and the support of the natural elements themselves in this complicated endeavor. Too many of our own had died in the process. Too many innocent Faulties. Millions of Draenir before us. Not to mention the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects we’d had to destroy. All because Ta’Zan wanted to reshape the universe to fit his wounded ego.

      This was my time. My chance to end Ta’Zan, once and for all, and force his name into anonymity. I made it my mission to make sure no one would remember him, years from now, except for the horrific deeds he’d committed.

      Twigs broke ahead of me, about fifty yards away. I stopped behind a tree, my weapon ready to fire. I slowly inched out to the side to get a better look. I knew he was there. His scent was stronger now.

      A pulverizer pellet flew past me, missing my face by an inch or so. It hit another tree, ten yards from mine. It turned to ashes, along with all the shrubs that were close enough to it.

      “As long as I live, so will my dream!” Ta’Zan shouted.

      Judging by the sound and the echo, I placed him at approximately forty-eight yards northwest of my location. I needed to be less than twenty yards from him to fire a lethal shot—his complicated defense system, which I’d yet to fully understand, made any kind of attack on him, including pulverizer pellets, basically useless, unless I got close enough. With that in mind, I moved to the left, ready to fire from the other side of the tree. I kept my head turned to the right to make sure my voice traveled toward him from a different angle.

      “Give it a few seconds, then,” I replied.

      A moment later, I ducked and swerved to the left. I found my aim. I could see the hem of his tunic behind an old tree. I fired my shot. By the time it hit the tree, though, Ta’Zan was gone. I caught a glimpse of him darting past a small clearing, before he vanished in the darkness.

      I cursed under my breath, then ran after him.

      “There’s no way you’re leaving these woods alive,” I muttered.

      Footsteps to my left made me turn my head. My heart stopped for a moment. Cassiel. If Rose was right, and Cassiel knew about the mass memory wiper and how it worked, then he also knew that he’d only have to stay away until that one devastating pulse dissipated on the outer edges of its radius. Therefore, he knew to come and find Ta’Zan. But why? What game was he playing? Was he on Ta’Zan’s side or not?

      I pointed my weapon at him, but he completely ignored me and teleported away, vanishing into thin air.

      “What the…” My voice trailed off, and I shifted my focus back to Ta’Zan.

      I was gaining on him.

      A few seconds passed as I crossed the same clearing, then dove deep into the woods. Darkness prevailed here, but so did my vampire senses. I stopped under a big, old, gnarly tree, sniffing the air and listening to every possible sound. My blood rushed through me, the adrenaline making me feel like a nuclear rocket of sorts. I was damn ready to obliterate the bastard, one way or another.

      Movement ahead. A figure stood still, but I couldn’t quite make it out. It was tall and slender enough to fit Ta’Zan. It didn’t move, and that prompted me to bolt to my right. I hid behind another tree, looking out to see if the figure was still there. He was gone.

      Glancing around, I spotted another shape moving through the woods, about ten yards from where I was. He stopped, then pointed a pulverizer weapon in different directions. I couldn’t help but smirk. He’d yet to see me, clearly.

      The air moved to my left. Cassiel.

      He shot past me and my tree, then vanished behind a tall bush. Ta’Zan heard him and pointed his weapon in his direction. I decided to hold back for a moment and figure out what was going on. Cassiel had two shots at killing me, already, and he took none.

      Ta’Zan didn’t move, keeping the muzzle pointed at the bush. That was a relatively clear shot, from what I could tell. I doubted Cassiel was still there, though. He could teleport himself around, like the witch he’d borrowed his DNA from. But how was he still lucid and aware of what was going on? The device should’ve wiped his memory clean!

      “I hope you’re not foolish enough to show yourself, Cassiel!” Ta’Zan growled, nervously looking around. “You’ve made a mess of things, my child.”

      “All I did was place my bet on the winning side at the very last minute,” Cassiel replied, his voice echoing throughout the woods. It was difficult to pinpoint his location, but Ta’Zan shot a pulverizer pellet at the bush nonetheless. Of course, as I’d thought, Cassiel was already gone.

      “You screwed with the clock!” Ta’Zan grumbled. “You set it back an hour. That’s an unforgivable sin, my son!”

      “I had a feeling they might pull through,” Cassiel shot back. “I sure didn’t want to make it too easy for them, but your overconfidence really irked me. I had to take action.”

      Ta’Zan kept turning around, as if trying to guess where Cassiel would appear next. I wanted to listen to what Cassiel had to say. My angle wasn’t clear enough for a good shot anyway. I would’ve had to move, but that would’ve meant making some noise. And hearing Cassiel’s side of the story was of genuine interest to me.

      “You’ve been working against me for quite a while, then,” Ta’Zan said. “Longer than I’d thought.”

      Whoa… So, Ta’Zan knew Cassiel was playing a double game?

      “You’re wrong. For the most part, I served you,” Cassiel replied. “But I knew that we’d never be more than tools for you. I knew that, if push came to shove, you’d throw us all aside, if you had a chance at creating a more… perfect creature. The Perfects weren’t enough for you. And I knew the Arch-Perfects wouldn’t be either. So, I took my time!”

      Ta’Zan fired another shot but missed Cassiel again. Ashes scattered across the leafy ground, where a budding tree had, until recently, grown. “You knew about the device and the midnight ritual, then.”

      “I did. You see, I’m very good at concealing my presence. Amal and Amane didn’t even sense me while I eavesdropped on them. I knew about the Hermessi’s activation ritual, and the part the device would play at midnight,” Cassiel replied.

      “But you killed their people,” Ta’Zan said, genuinely confused. “Not to mention that I had no idea that Araquiel was still alive. They’d turned him, anyway. I sure won’t grieve his death,” he added, muttering mostly to himself. His eyes kept darting left and right. He was listening. Waiting for Cassiel to slip up.

      “I had to keep up appearances until the very last minute,” Cassiel replied.

      “You murderous, treacherous piece of trash,” Ta’Zan hissed. “You could’ve had the whole world, yet you chose to help those… weaklings.”

      “I chose to dislike you, not them,” Cassiel spat.

      Ta’Zan abruptly turned around. Cassiel showed up in front of him—taken by surprise. Oh, no… He hadn’t expected Ta’Zan to turn around at that precise moment. Cassiel’s eyes were wide, with nothing but a split-second left to react.

      “Dammit,” I mumbled.

      Ta’Zan fired his weapon. Cassiel was turned to ashes. My stomach dropped like a lead ball. Damn, Ta’Zan was good. He’d spent the past minute studying the direction of sound, listening to how Cassiel’s voice carried. He identified the movement pattern… then, poof.

      This was my shot. No time to waste over Cassiel, now.

      I jumped out and shot a pulverizer pellet at Ta’Zan.
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      I could hear the projectile whistle as it sliced its path through the air toward me.

      I ducked and heard the rustling of a tree turning to ashes. Rage blazed through me. The satisfaction of killing Cassiel had done nothing to quell that. I doubted killing Derek would. Nothing could soothe me anymore.

      My entire army was gone. Blank minds that the outsiders were filling with nonsense, their touchy-feely crap. My soldiers. My Perfect and Arch-Perfect warriors. My supreme beings, designed to conquer and rule, to represent the very force of the universe. Of me.

      I fired a shot.

      It missed Derek. I knew he’d left his position already, but I didn’t want him to think I wouldn’t hit back. We were in the last stretch now. The last few minutes of life—only one of us was coming out alive, and I had no intention of letting him be the one. His genes might’ve paved the way for my Perfects, but it didn’t cancel out all the nasty tricks he and his people had pulled since!

      I ran through the woods, listening to the distant sound of his footsteps. He was about thirty yards to my right, constantly moving from one tree to another, looking for another angle to shoot. I had to distract him. I had to mess with his mind. And I had just the morsel to throw at him for that.

      Hiding behind a thick trunk, I kept my ears open, my nostrils flaring as I waited for him to get closer. I knew he wouldn’t stay away for too long. He was too eager to kill me.

      “You know, this is no way to treat the creature who gave you the gift of walking in the daylight,” I shouted.

      The silence that settled around us made me smile. I’d hit the soft spot, all right.

      A minute passed before I heard his voice again.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Derek asked.

      He was twenty yards to my left now. I pointed my weapon in that direction, but I kept my arms loose. He was going to move again. All my work, gone down the drain because of him and his wretched offspring. All the years, the planning… all destroyed. But I was going to rise up again. For as long as I could still draw a breath, I was strong. I was able to rebuild. Maybe not now or tomorrow, but I could. I was destined for greatness.

      All the suffering that my father had been put through. The sacrifices he made for me to live. I wasn’t going to let any of that be in vain. Screw Bogdana. Screw Derek. Screw Amal and Amane too, while I’m at it. They’re of weak minds. Puny, feckless characters. Not the kind of people a king surrounded himself with. I was going to do better the second time around. I had the knowledge to start over. And I had the time.

      “All those pills I gave you, Derek,” I said. “Did you think they were one-time fixes?”

      He didn’t answer. Leaves rustled nearby. I waited before I continued to poke. I gave him a few more seconds to digest the information. I wanted him to be stunned, unable to react by the time I got to him. Derek was remarkably quick. I knew I wouldn’t be able to kill him so easily.

      “Those pills were a full treatment, Derek,” I added. “I’ve made it possible for you to tolerate sunlight. I’ve modified your genetic structure, you mindless, ungrateful bastard. Your vampirism was putty in my hands, for me to play with and change as I wished. And I did it.”

      “You’re lying,” Derek replied.

      He was somewhere behind me, now. Less than ten yards away. His scent was stronger.

      “I have no reason to lie, Derek,” I said. “I don’t have to lie. I can kill you with the truth.”

      And I could. A deep breath later, I knew I would.

      This was the end for Derek Novak.
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      My heart was racing.

      The possibility of Ta’Zan being truthful was rather low at this point. Why was he telling me this? Was he, maybe, trying to mess with my mind?

      Probably.

      He understood my nature as a vampire. I had to give him credit for that. He’d studied me and my genes for long enough to comprehend how sad a vampire’s existence could be, in the absence of sunlight. I’d adapted. I’d learned to live with it. All of us had. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t have given anything to be able to feel the sun on my face again.

      And Ta’Zan knew that.

      It was time to end this cat-and-mouse game. Glancing around for one last time, I realized what I had to do. On the ground, he had the edge. Ta’Zan was a hybrid. A combination of Draenir and several Stravian animals. He had sharp instincts, like a top predator—the kind that sat at the highest level of the food chain.

      He wasn’t as fast or as strong as a Perfect or an Arch-Perfect, but he was still a fearsome opponent. I had to think outside the box for this one.

      I’d had enough of his crap. His lies and diseased thinking.

      I had a wife and children to go back to. A family. A good life. A life I’d fought until now to protect.

      Remembering Rose’s accounts of all the times she’d been chased through woods like these by Perfects, I decided to try one of her favorite strategies. I climbed up the nearest tree and made my way down one of the higher branches. It was thick and sturdy enough to hold me without creaking.

      Ta’Zan was listening.

      I could see him from above, though not fully. Several branches crisscrossed my field of vision, making it difficult to get a good shot. But I had to try, so I slowly lowered myself into a horizontal position, lying along the branch. My legs were wrapped around it, keeping me in place. I was less than twenty yards from him. This was my chance. Maybe my only chance.

      I angled the weapon and aimed, looking down the barrel.

      “I gave you the gift of light, Derek,” Ta’Zan said. He was trying to get me to talk so he could register my location. This wasn’t the first time he was underestimating me. Only, I didn’t have the shock collar around my neck anymore. I could fight back. “As a thank you, you could go back to your people and let me be. I’m helpless without my army, like you said.”

      Ta’Zan wasn’t as good a liar as he thought he was. Then again, he’d never dealt with humans, or even Sluaghs, who, in my opinion, were still masters of deception, despite their physical weaknesses. I’d learned a thing or two from them.

      “You got what you wanted, anyway,” Ta’Zan added. “You disabled my Perfects. You’ve awakened the Hermessi. You get to do whatever you want now. If you stand down, I’m sure the universe will reward you for taking the high road, for choosing not to kill me.”

      I had him in the crosshairs. All I had to do was be still, as my finger pulled the trigger.

      “That is such a load of crap, and you know it,” I muttered.

      He looked up.

      I fired my shot.

      The pulverizer pellet went down. The last thing I saw was his gaping mouth. The pellet exploded in a bright blue misty powder. Ta’Zan didn’t get a chance to say anything.

      He vanished in a puff of ashes, much like Cassiel, Araquiel, Kallisto, and everyone else who had died because of him and his wretched, spiteful, and vengeful nature.

      A second passed. Then another. A third followed, as my mind adjusted to this new reality.

      I’d done it.

      I’d killed Ta’Zan.

      And the world made sense again. The universe was better for it.

      It’s over.

      Sofia’s voice came through. “Derek!”

      “Dad!” Ben shouted.

      I jumped down from my branch and landed with a thud. I found them just a couple of yards away, as they stepped out from a shaded forest patch. Sofia’s eyes were wet.

      “Where… Where is he?” Ben asked.

      I pointed at the dissipating cloud of ashes next to me, then tossed my weapon on the ground.

      “It’s done,” I said.

      In an instant, Sofia was in my arms, holding me tight and showering me with feverish kisses. I returned most of them, then hid my face in her rich, auburn hair, thankful to be able to breathe her in like this again. Ben topped the hug, wrapping his arms around me and his mother.

      I caved in. Tears streamed down my cheeks. It didn’t matter. I could bawl like a little boy if I wanted to. I’d killed Ta’Zan. We’d ended this ordeal. It was okay to cry.
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      Glancing around, Vivienne quickly got me focused back on the campsite. “We’ve got a lot of work cut out for us now, don’t we?”

      I worried about Dad, but I also knew that he was strong enough to take Ta’Zan on. If anyone was going to give that bastard a slice of revenge cake, it was my father. So, to keep myself from stressing out, I chose to handle the fallout of what could’ve been our end in battle.

      Elonora and Nevis joined us in the middle of the camp, while the others in our crew moved around and helped the Perfects and Arch-Perfects stand, introducing themselves and trying to give them all some sense of calm. There were tens of thousands of them, scattered around the camp and most likely all the way to the ocean. Ta’Zan had brought all the muscle to this fight.

      “What now?” Elonora asked.

      Hunter came up, holding Lumi and Kailani up, one on each arm. Our poor witches were exhausted, but still conscious. Corrine and Ibrahim were equally drained, as were the remaining witches and warlocks.

      “Shouldn’t we make some sort of announcement for these people?” Kailani managed.

      Some of her brown curls were stuck to her forehead and cheeks, her face covered in sweat. She’d put some tremendous effort into the protective shield. Personally, I was impressed that she was still able to stand, more or less.

      I nodded slowly. “We should split our operations up a bit. The witches and warlocks, the vampires, and whoever else has healing potions or abilities should handle those injured among us. The rest of us will try and organize the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects as best as we can.”

      Scanning the campsite again, I saw Dmitri sitting next to Douma. Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica were brought over by several fae and kindly invited to sit down next to Douma. Amane, Amal, and Ridan stayed together, constantly checking the skies. There was still no sign of Raphael, anywhere. My stomach churned, as the worst-case scenario began to wiggle around in my mind. My extremely exhausted mind.

      “Someone needs to disable the comms-blocking towers,” Taeral interjected. “I’ll be happy to take a crew with me and handle that.”

      Herakles came forward, accompanied by Athos, Marku, and Isda. “We’ll help,” Herakles replied. “My good friends here know where the towers are.”

      “They were rebuilt in the same locations as before,” Marku said with a brief nod. “We can cut the circuits out, for sure.”

      “Good. Taeral is right,” I replied. “We need the comms back up. Calliope is waiting for news.”

      Jovi smirked. “I’m pretty sure they’ve seen something through those fancy telescopes.”

      “Sweetie, check the skies. Think they’ll see anything with those clouds?” Vivienne replied, stifling a chuckle.

      Jovi glanced up, the smirk vanishing from his face. “Ah. Right. Crap.”

      “Come on, let’s help some Perfects,” Anjani said, tugging his arm gently.

      I gave them both a warm smile. They took Hansa, Jax, Bijarki, and Serena, along with some of the fae, and spread out among the Perfects. They took their time—patiently talking to them, helping the weaker ones up, and gathering them all around the middle of the former Draenir camp. From what we could tell, the pulse didn’t work like a decapitation memory wipe. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects retained their ability to speak and understand when spoken to. It was more like a permanent retrograde amnesia, where everything up to the memory wiper’s pulse had been deleted.

      Dmitri, on the other hand, was stuck staring at Douma. She also didn’t take her cobalt-blue eyes off him. I didn’t catch the first part of the conversation, but I found myself smiling to see them together like this.

      “So, I know you,” she said.

      Dmitri nodded, smiling. “You do. We… We’re kind of together, actually.”

      “Together? What do you mean?” Douma asked.

      “I think it’s too early for that,” Ridan said to him from a few yards away.

      I heard Dmitri’s sigh roll out. It almost broke my heart, because I could feel his disappointment, his longing to be with her. I, for one, was dying to lose myself in Caleb’s arms again. We were long overdue.

      “I guess I’ll have to start over. Again,” Dmitri concluded.

      Douma cocked her head to the side. “Again? We’ve done this before?”

      “Yup. This is not the first time you lost your memories, but it’s okay,” Dmitri half-grumbled. “It’s okay, Douma, you’re among friends now,” he added, then looked at Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica. “You’re all among friends now. You’re safe.”

      Shifting my focus back to Ridan, I noticed the glances that he exchanged with Amane. There was so much love between them, it warmed me up on the inside. I breathed another sigh of relief, pleased to see that they, too, would get their shot at a relationship, maybe even a life together.

      Amal’s brows were furrowed as she kept checking the clouded sky above. “Maybe he didn’t make it,” she mumbled.

      “Raphael, you mean?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We did tell him there were risks. He knew. And he went up there with a pretty serious injury,” she replied.

      Without even realizing it, I wound up looking up. There was no sign of Raphael. In my mind, I went back to the moments prior to the device’s activation. Cassiel had stabbed Raphael. But he didn’t pulverize him, like he did Araquiel, seconds later. It was all over in a few seconds, then, yet I couldn’t fully understand what Cassiel’s plan had been, to begin with.

      We were aware that he’d been playing some kind of double game—that much we knew. He served Ta’Zan, for the most part, but, in certain cases and under particular circumstances, he helped us. He let Elonora run off during the second colosseum incursion. He didn’t rush to kill most of us. He even supported our first operation to disable the comms towers. And now, from what Ta’Zan had blurted out, we knew that Cassiel had also messed with their clocks. He also didn’t kill Raphael. He had the chance to do it, but he didn’t.

      He killed Araquiel, instead.

      I knew it would take a while for me to understand exactly what was going through Cassiel’s mind. I needed some peace and quiet for that, and I wasn’t going to get it anytime soon. There were so many Perfects and Arch-Perfects who needed our help now. We still had dozens of injured agents. Many dead, too. A couple hundred were still missing—along with the dragons. We didn’t know how many had survived that diversion operation.

      On top of that, Ta’Zan was still on the loose, with my father hunting him. Ben and Mom weren’t far behind, but I had a feeling that it would all end with Dad and Ta’Zan.

      

      When Mom, Dad, and Ben came back, I knew it was all over.

      It was written on their faces—on Dad’s, in particular. He never took pleasure in killing someone, but he looked relieved as he stepped into the clearing. He’d killed Ta’Zan. He’d ended all this. Finally.

      I ran into his arms, thankful to feel his embrace. Mom and Ben joined in, and, for the first time in weeks, we were together again, in a way I’d not thought possible. Not while I’d spent nights and days running through the jungles of Strava, struggling to keep myself and my people alive.

      All hell had broken loose in this world, yet we’d managed to bring it full circle back to a form of balance.

      “Are you okay, honey?” Mom asked me.

      I gave her a soft nod. “I am now,” I replied, then looked at Dad. “You’re as stubborn as I remember, going after Ta’Zan like that!”

      “Hey, you know your dad as well as I do,” Lucas chimed in, grinning as he put his arm around Marion. “He’s not one to leave business unfinished.”

      Vivienne ran straight into Dad’s arms, holding him tighter than ever. “Don’t ever scare me like that again!”

      “I will do my best not to, I promise,” Dad replied, then dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

      “Looks like we’re off to a good start here,” Xavier said, then pointed at the massive crowd behind him. Our people mingled with the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects, reassuring them that everything was okay. “They’re not at all hostile, just terribly confused.”

      “Just like we knew they would be,” Dad replied, then frowned as he searched the crowd. “Where are Jovi and Anjani?”

      “Oh, they went out with Taeral, Herakles, and a few others to take down the comms blockers,” I said. “We need to reach out to Calliope, obviously.”

      Mom sighed. The pained look on her face was unmistakable. “We need to do a tally in the meantime,” she murmured. “Plenty have died. I haven’t seen Eryn, Heath, or the others on their teams yet.”

      Elonora came back to us, while Nevis kept talking to a couple of dazed Perfects. Dmitri was still with Douma, Nathaniel, and his crew. Kailani and Lumi were resting for a bit, as Hunter, Corrine, and Ibrahim made sure they had water and food to replenish their energy. Kailani’s grandparents were sturdier than ever, now that the threat of total annihilation was out of the way. The protective shield had taken its toll on them, but not as much as on Kailani and Lumi. The swamp witches were exhausted.

      Dad motioned for Amal and Amane to get closer. They left Ridan and walked over.

      “I need to talk to you, girls,” Dad said.

      Wondering what this was about, I stayed quiet and watched the exchange, as he took a small, disc-shaped pendant from around his neck—he’d kept it under his tunic.

      Amal frowned. “Is that… It is, isn’t it? You actually kept it,” she replied, a smile lighting her up. “I can’t believe it.”

      “You did ask me to give it to your sister once we met. Given the twists and turns we’ve been through, surely you understand why this could only be done now,” Dad chuckled, handing the pendant over to Amane. “Amal wanted you to have this, shortly before our first escape attempt, which she fumbled.”

      “Hey, I had an agenda!” Amal grumbled, crossing her arms.

      Amane took the pendant and turned it over a couple of times. Her eyes nearly popped once she seemed to realize what it was. “Oh. I can’t believe you kept this! Amal, you sentimental hybrid.”

      “I knew Derek wouldn’t make it out that time. But I did feel better knowing he had it,” Amal explained. “I’m grateful that he didn’t toss it after I practically betrayed him.”

      “It meant something to you,” Dad replied. “I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away.”

      “But what is it?” I asked, on the edge of my seat.

      “It’s where we stored all our childhood memories,” Amane said, tearing up. “Our life together, in images.”

      “I wanted you to have it because I wasn’t sure I was going to make it out alive,” Amal sighed. “At the time, I didn’t know what it would take to stop Ta’Zan. But these outsiders ultimately surprised me and, well, here we are.”

      Amane was quick to wrap her arms around her sister. They hugged and whispered kind words to one another—most likely promises of never leaving each other ever again. Dad seemed adorably proud, practically gushing over the twin sisters’ joy of not only being together, and safe, but also of having what had to be their most treasured memories with them once more.

      “All right, back to business now,” he said, blinking rapidly to fight back potential tears, while Mom stifled a giggle. “We need to see where we’re standing, in terms of survivors.”

      It took us a while to do a loose count of who’d made it. Unfortunately, we’d lost about two hundred agents in this fight. Some, though, were still missing, since they’d ridden on the backs of dragons. The fae were all alive and well, and even Bogdana was coming to quite well. Avril had given some of her blood to help speed her recovery, while Heron and his wards spoke to the Arch-Perfects.

      “It’ll be a long road to recovery,” Cameron said, coming back to our group along with Liana.

      Varga, Claudia, and Yuri weren’t far behind. It was hard for me to keep track of everyone, but I knew we were all devoted to making the Perfects, the Arch-Perfects, the remaining Faulties, and the Draenir understand that this was their home—that we were going to do everything in our power to help them live and rebuild their world on Strava.

      “Agreed. But the worst part is over,” Dad said.

      Uncle Xavier gave him a friendly slap on the back. “You had a hand in it, old boy!”

      “We all did,” Dad replied, chuckling softly. “Each and every one of you,” he added, looking around at all of us. “My friends and family, Shadians, Nerakians, Eritopians… all of you, Draenir and Perfects and Faulties… every creature that stood against Ta’Zan today is a hero, and directly responsible for what I hope will be a bright future ahead.”

      Amal stepped forward with her arms crossed and a half-smile brightening her face.

      “I hope you’ll have GASP settle here, at least for a while,” she said. “We need all the guidance we can get right now. We don’t know much about an organized society, other than what Ta’Zan told us or made us do, and I’m pretty sure we’d all like to step away from his pattern, in general.”

      Kailani raised a hand, signaling her approval. “Hear, hear! I’m totally on board with that!”

      “What you should be on board with right now is a little bit of sleep,” Hunter muttered, then gently caressed her face.

      “Later, babe. We’ve got an entire world to fix,” Kailani replied as she forced herself back on her feet. Hunter was quick to hold her, just in case she got wobbly. Fortunately, she didn’t.

      “It’ll be okay,” I said, smiling. And I meant it, from the bottom of my heart.

      “Oh, I can guarantee it,” Vesta cut in.

      Zeriel was by her side, beaming like the morning sun. “Our fae are okay,” he added. “We’ve checked with all of them. They’re perfectly normal, from what I understand.”

      Kailyn and Grandpa Aiden joined us. Kailyn gave us the okay sign, as if to reassure us of Zeriel’s assessment. That was simply another load off my chest. I took several deep breaths, grateful to be able to do so as a free woman, a vampire, a Shadian—stronger than ever.

      “A lot of people died for this moment,” Lumi murmured, staring at the ground in front of her. There was sadness in her strange eyes. The blue rings around her white irises flickered, as if battling a flurry of emotions. Not that long ago, she’d witnessed the Nerakian war, after thousands of years in grueling captivity.

      I’d almost forgotten how traumatized she already was when she came to Strava to help us.

      “Wait,” Ridan said, his brow furrowed. “Does anyone else hear that?”

      We all went silent for a moment.

      The wind blowing through the trees. Rivers swelling and flowing nearby. The ocean lapping at Merinos’s sandy shores. And pashmiri whales singing in the distance. Their sound was unforgettable, as it resonated with my very being. Shivers trickled down my spine.

      “The whales,” I breathed. “They’re singing.”

      Vesta smiled. “Maybe they’re thanking us. Or celebrating.”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t talking about the whales,” Ridan replied. “Listen…”

      Indeed, there was another sound. It got louder, until I located its source. I looked up. It was a male roar. Shouting from the bottom of his lungs. I narrowed my eyes, trying to see better. The clouded night sky wasn’t helping. At least the rain had stopped. The full moon was hidden, but I eventually spotted the growing black dot.

      “What the…” Dmitri muttered, as he followed my gaze.

      Before either of us could react, the body crashed into the ground about five yards from our group. The earth ripped open. Plenty of bones must’ve broken in that impact. We rushed to the crash site, then stilled.

      Lying there, with multiple open fractures, burnt wings, and charred skin—though, by some miracle, still alive and breathing—was Raphael. He moaned from the pain, struggling to breathe properly.

      “Did someone order deep-fried chicken wings?” Dmitri asked, his tone as dry as the Sahara Desert.

      Elonora burst into laughter, then quickly dropped to her knees and cut her palm. She continued to giggle as she pressed her palm against Raphael’s lips.

      “Come on, buddy. Drink up. You’ll be okay,” she managed.

      Raphael had somehow survived. And the entire world felt different.
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      Plenty of emotions were rushing through me, but the most persistent was relief. Relief that Raphael was still alive. That the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects had no memory of their malice and their maker. That Ta’Zan was reduced to ashes. That this planet still had a chance at a decent future.

      I took it all with a grain of salt, though.

      Rebuilding wasn’t going to be easy. There was a lot of grief. Ta’Zan had left behind quite a disaster. But, with time and patience, Strava would eventually be whole again.

      Raphael was able to speak again, thanks to the blood I’d given him. Rose settled on her knees, next to him, and took a turn to give him more.

      “I don’t want you to drain yourself,” she said to me, then looked at Raphael. “How are you feeling?”

      Raphael stopped guzzling from her wrist for a moment and gave us both a broad smile. “Like I crashed into the ground from a ridiculously high altitude, but other than that, I’m great,” he replied.

      “You saved your people,” I said. “You did it.”

      He nodded slowly. “And, for some reason, I remember it all. The Wiper totally hit me with the pulse, you know? I thought I was toast. Up there, I mean. The device sort of… blew up with that signal. I guess the Hermessi had a hand in that. I was a goner.”

      “What happened then?” I asked.

      Derek, Sofia, and others in our crew gathered around us, equally curious.

      Raphael blinked a couple of times, his breathing more even than a few minutes ago.

      “I… I think I had a vision. Or I was on some other plane of existence for a while. I was in deep water,” Raphael said. “Which didn’t make sense to me, because I’d just gotten blown up in the sky. At least, that was my thought process in that moment. Anyway, I heard a voice. Aya. She said I’m needed down here. That I deserve a life for my sacrifice. She said the Hermessi don’t often do this. Never, actually. But, according to her, there were still pieces of my body that they could put together… Next thing I knew, I was freefalling.”

      “And crashing.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “Hardy-har-har, yuck it up, wolf-boy,” Raphael shot back. “At least I’m still kicking.”

      “Well, not yet, but give it a few hours,” Rose replied, then gave him more blood to drink. He needed as much as he could get for a speedy and full recovery. Corrine was already preparing a healing potion, with what was left of her magic paraphernalia. She’d emptied most of her bag already on potions for the injured GASP agents.

      “Um, I think something else or someone else is about to crash, too,” Dmitri said, his eyes wide as his ears wiggled a little.

      Seconds later, we all heard trees breaking. Dragons were making it back, though they all had rough landings. Some barely made it over the jungle, while most rammed right through after losing altitude. We managed to get out of the way in the nick of time, and the witches helped a little, as they cast blocking spells that nudged the injured dragons left and right.

      They managed to level parts of the forest around us, but at least they were alive.

      We rushed over to them, quickly checking their wounds and their large, scaly backs for survivors. I recognized Eryn and Heath, and found myself exhaling deeply, thankful to see them back. A couple dozen Maras, Bajangs, incubi, and succubi had also made it, along with four of the Druids that had gone out—Ori and Thadeus included.

      Draven hugged them all, on the verge of tears. I felt sorry for him and his kind. They’d lost so many during the war against Azazel. Well, Azazel himself had nearly singlehandedly destroyed the Druid species, and Draven had gone to great lengths to replenish their numbers.

      Even so, it was better that four had made it back. Better than none, in my book.

      Eryn, Heath, and five other dragons had survived. It took us a while to get them back on their feet, but, when they did come to, they gave us the full account.

      “We were lucky that Ta’Zan was determined to get to Merinos,” Heath grumbled, while Corrine patched up one of his wounds. He’d switched back to his humanoid form—it had helped with some of the injuries, but not all of them. “We kept trying to poke at them, but they didn’t care much for us.”

      “Until I rammed through them.” Eryn giggled, wearing a satisfied grin.

      “How’d that work out for ya?” Heath retorted, raising an eyebrow at her.

      Eryn shrugged. “Well, I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Lucky.” Heath sighed, then looked at me. “You did it. Me and my crew went down in the water. We managed to hide for a bit, watched the swarm come at you. We didn’t think we’d be able to help, at that point.”

      “No, you did well to stand back,” Rose replied. “They were too determined to hit us, and they had pulverizer weapons. They would’ve destroyed you. Time happened to be on our side, in the end.”

      “I saw the pulse. I saw it all go… quiet,” Heath said, his eyes wide with wonder.

      “We expected all kinds of hell to unravel once the shield came down, but it didn’t happen,” Eryn added.

      Once Derek briefed her, Heath, and the others about Cassiel’s time-changing stunt, they were all astonished.

      “So, he was one of the good guys, after all?” Heath asked.

      Rose shook her head. “No. He played a double game, hoping to be on the winner’s good side, no matter who that was. And he paid the price for that.”

      I knew she was hurting over Araquiel’s death. We all were. He’d gone from archenemy to good friend in one simple decapitation, after all.

      We spent the next couple of hours bringing the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects together, while the rest of our crew cared for their wounds and broken hearts as best as they could. We hugged and thanked each other—for fighting through this, tooth and nail; for not giving up; for being stubborn and determined to get out of here alive and in one piece.

      And for saving the entire friggin’ world. Because we’d done that. We’d actually done that.

      

      Derek and Sofia, Corrine and Ibrahim, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, Cameron and Liana, Aiden and Kailyn, and Claudia and Yuri were all seated in one group, smack in the middle of the camp. Next to them, it was our crew—the original search party: Nevis and me, Ben and Rose, Hunter and Kailani, Zeriel and Vesta, Dmitri, Ridan and Amane. Amal, Raphael, Herakles, and Isda had joined us. They were a part of this mission, after all. After Taeral and his group came back, they sat in another cluster, close to us. Draven and Serena, Avril and Heron, the nine wards, Bogdana, Varga, Lumi, Bijarki… We were all here, together again. Heath and Eryn, Ori and Thadeus, all the witches, warlock, fae, Bajangs, Druids, incubi, succubi, and vampires that had survived.

      There were about one thousand and two hundred of us left, in total, including all the fae. It should’ve been more, but many had died. Surrounding us, quiet and curious, were thousands of Perfects and Arch-Perfects. They’d been instructed to settle down as well, to relax and wait while we got our bearings. Douma stayed with Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica, closer to our circle than their people. Rakkhan, the Draenir Elder, was seated nearby, accompanied by Wallah and what was left of their tribe. Herakles’s Faulties had finally found us after they’d returned to the mountain base camp. Kailani and Lumi helped Amal and Amane check the last of the Faulties for any remnants of the Plague that had once decimated the Draenir—fortunately, the virus was completely dead after over a hundred and fifty years, so they were all safe to be around one another.

      Everyone was here, now—everyone who’d had a part to play in Strava’s most challenging moment.

      “Any second now,” Taeral said, smiling.

      We were waiting for the comms to come back on. We looked at each other in silence for a while. Nevis and I held hands, feeling our emotions flow and merge like rivers headed toward the ocean. The fae seemed quiet and content, though there was something slightly different about them—and I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Not at all.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked Vesta.

      She shrugged. “I think we’re okay. My insides are sort of… vibrating. But I’m good.”

      “We activated the Hermessi. Our bodies were conduits for all that raw energy. It couldn’t have been a walk in the—” Ben replied, but suddenly froze.

      He started glowing again, though white, this time. Vesta lit up as well. Lucas. Kailyn. Bogdana. Visarion. All the fae were bright bulbs scattered throughout our crowd, shining like stars in the middle of the clearing. Above us, the clouds ripped open and revealed the full moon as it began its descent. Dawn would be upon Merinos in a few hours.

      “Ugh… Not sure if this is supposed to happen,” I muttered, staring at Vesta and the other fae. My gaze nervously darted around. I knew, deep down, that the Hermessi had come back.

      “We want to thank you,” all the fae spoke in perfect unison. The creep factor was up to eleven now, and I couldn’t even move, stunned by what I was hearing. “This will be the last time we occupy the bodies of fae. We will, instead, focus on rebuilding and strengthening our world. Our worlds, in fact.”

      “Worlds?” Derek asked.

      The possession was remarkably different this time. The fae bodies weren’t leaking water or any of the natural elements anymore. Their movements were smooth. It had to do with the ritual we’d just performed, I was certain.

      “You’ve not only awakened the Hermessi of Strava,” the fae replied. “You’ve stirred the pot of the universe itself. In every world, the Hermessi are free and vibrant again, their energy stimulating every single atom, every single particle. We thank you for that, for we can do more for our creations, for each of you.”

      “We should thank you as well,” Rose said. “You helped us save the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects.”

      “Your persistence did that,” the fae replied. “Your determination that they be spared a most painful death, and a meaningless existence. You created the device to do that. We only powered it. And we were pleased to be able to do that, instead of destroying them. They’re as much a part of this world as each and every one of you, regardless of how they were created.”

      “I guess we all agree on that one,” Sofia murmured.

      “We bid you farewell, now. May you all live long and prosperous lives,” the thousand and one fae said.

      A second later, the lights went out, and all the fae were back to normal—though obviously confused. Taeral, in particular, was most vocal. “What the blip just happened?!” he gasped. “I feel violated. I said something, and I don’t exactly remember saying it. I… I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Vesta chuckled, though hers was a bitter remark. “Welcome to the club, then. Not my first ride.”

      “They promised it would be the last time,” I said. “They thanked us.”

      Bogdana nodded slowly. “Mm-hm. Well, I’m just thankful to have made it this far, I suppose.”

      “We’ll get the comms up soon,” Visarion said. He and a few other fae took additional earpieces out from their tunic pockets and spread them around our crew. “We packed these for this wonderful moment. Which I almost thought we wouldn’t live to see...”

      My crew and Draven’s had our own earpieces since we’d first made it to Strava, and we’d been cunning and discrete enough not to lose them upon entering the dome—they were small things, easily missed by the Perfects. But the others left from the dome huddled closer so they, too, could get a chance to listen when a signal finally arrived.

      Harper’s voice came through my earpiece. It was on the common channel, and everyone wearing an earpiece suddenly sat up straight upon hearing her.

      “Hello? I… We heard static on the line. Is anyone there?” she called out.

      Derek smiled, then motioned for all of us to stay quiet. He even mouthed a “Wait!”

      “Hello? Great-Grandpa Derek? Sofia? Grandma Rose? Lenny? Anyone?” Harper asked. Her voice trembled. I could almost feel her anxiousness.

      But still, we were directed to say nothing.

      “Oh, come on, I can see you all on the screen! We still have the telescope feed up and running! Gah, stupid comms system…” Harper groaned with frustration.

      “Hi, sweetie,” Derek finally spoke.

      Harper’s first reply was a shriek of pure joy. It made me fall backward with laughter.

      “Great-Grandpa!” she managed. “You’re okay! Is everyone okay? We didn’t see much because of the storm clouds, but we know some crazy stuff went down there! Did you do it? You did it, didn’t you? The midnight ritual? Tell me you did it!”

      “We did, honey. We did,” Derek replied. “Ta’Zan is dead. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were reset. Most of us survived.”

      “We’ll fill you in soon, Harper,” Sofia interjected, placing her hand over Derek’s. “In the meantime, let everyone know that we made it. I know there are a few people on Calliope and in The Shade who would really, really like to come see us, now.”

      We heard cheering in the background. Applause. Gasps and giggles. They’d all heard us. I hoped my mom and dad were there. The general channel was far too busy right now, but I was sure going to take a few minutes to speak to Mom and Dad, soon.

      “Oh, man, we have a lot of catching up to do, huh?” Harper laughed.

      “We most certainly do,” Derek replied.

      “We’ll be sending some shuttles over soon,” Harper said. “Oh, and by the way, Bijarki. You there?”

      Bijarki’s eyebrows went up. He pressed his earpiece button so he could also speak into the general channel, and not just listen in. “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Good. Vita will be happy. And so will your daughter,” Harper shot back.

      Bijarki went pale in a split second. “Whoa. Wait. What?”

      “Vita went into labor some hours ago.” Harper giggled. “She’s okay, and so is the baby. They’re both healthy and eager to see you.”

      “Chantal…” Bijarki murmured. He was dangerously close to passing out. Draven had no choice but to put an arm around his shoulders, just to keep him in an upright position. “My baby. Our baby… She’s here.”

      One more reason to celebrate, I thought. Bijarki and Vita had already chosen the name for their baby girl. Chantal had entered the world at the perfect time. The threat of annihilation was gone. Order and peace were going to be restored again.

      And we could all look into the future with broad smiles, knowing there was still so much to discover and explore. As exhausted as I was, I rested my head on Nevis’s shoulder. He knew what I was thinking. He said it for me.

      “Hello, future.”
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      The sun peeked through an arched window.

      It bathed me in the sweetest warmth, which, combined with Ridan’s embrace, was pure bliss. My eyes peeled open, and I smiled, pleased to find myself in his arms, our naked bodies entwined beneath the silken sheets.

      Six months had passed since Ta’Zan’s demise, and the world was different and new and so damn wonderful…

      There was order and a sense of accomplishment. There was peace and the promise of prosperity. There was love and acceptance among the three species that were now calling Strava their home. A lot of work had gone into it, topped with a peace treaty unanimously agreed upon by everyone.

      My head rested on Ridan’s chest, his skin soft against mine, though I still blushed when I felt his muscles tense beneath. I’d memorized every inch of his body by now, and he worshipped mine—every scale, every thread of white hair. He loved me wholly, and I adored him. We spent our nights making love, over and over, rediscovering one another with the same wonder and bliss every time. We dedicated our days to Strava’s new affairs.

      Six months after Ta’Zan’s death, it looked different.

      New structures were rising from the islands—also made of diamond, since it was the planet’s most abundant resource. We built homes for everyone. Perfects and Arch-Perfects. Faulties. Draenir. We were all together in this, and we acted like it.

      A new GASP base was built where Ta’Zan’s colosseum had once stood. Ridan and I had our home on a neighboring island. It was a simple but elegant villa, and the sun beamed through it, then broke into a trillion colors. I couldn’t get enough of it, especially when Ridan was around. Our evenings belonged to the beach. Ridan had built us a small terrace there, with lounge chairs and a barbecue. We both loved barbecue, it seemed, and the island had a plethora of vegetables to pick from.

      Every morning, we went into the jungle to pick fresh fruits for breakfast. It took a while to get ourselves out of bed—and today wasn’t going to be an exception.

      I gazed through the arched window, smiling at the sight of a perfect blue sky. Perfects flew past. I only caught a glimpse of their white wings. They were headed for the GASP base—a magnificent construction with two dozen levels, training halls, and observation towers. On the roof, in the very center, was a portal. Lumi and Kailani had opened it, to connect us to The Shade on Earth, Luceria on Calliope, and everywhere else that had a GASP base. Today was an important day. A grand council meeting. But it was still hours away, and I felt quite lazy.

      I listened to the ocean as it caressed the white sand beach, back and forth, like the most beautiful melody. It was even, like Ridan’s breathing as he slept, his chest rising up… then falling down.

      Amal had her own house, just a mile down from ours. She liked her privacy more than anything, but it never stopped her from coming over to visit. We saw each other every day, in any case, since we were in charge of the newly established Sciences Department. We were also the appointed leaders and representatives of the Faulties.

      They’d chosen us both, and we were deeply honored to serve them. Rakkhan spoke on behalf of the Draenir, whom we’d declared a “protected species,” since they were still critically endangered. It would take a while for them to develop relationships and have children. They did settle in quite nicely, though. They had an archipelago all to themselves, about five hundred miles southwest of the GASP base. And there was plenty of room for them to grow there. They were happy.

      Raphael had been asked to rule over the Perfects, but he politely declined. He joined GASP instead, eager to get out and see the world. Elonora said he reminded her of Nevis in that respect. The Dhaxanian prince had also become a GASP member so he could travel and explore the universe. Then, he wound up here, on Strava, fighting for his life. Hopefully, Raphael wouldn’t get such a bumpy introduction to GASP’s activities.

      Douma was offered the position of leader, after he refused. She took it and was damn good at it. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were peaceful by nature. Kind and welcoming. After they were taught everything, including their troubled history, they made a pact to never commit such horrendous crimes again. Instead, they offered to assist GASP in whatever missions they had across the universe. Whoever needed protecting, the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were ready to assist. It was their way of making up for sins they no longer remembered, but it was also a part of who they were. Good people.

      Most of the GASP agents who’d helped us secure this world for ourselves had gone back to theirs. They often came to visit, though. They’d grown fond of us, I suppose.

      Derek and Sofia, Ben and River, Rose and Caleb, Kailani and Hunter, Lumi, and Taeral stayed behind to help us with all the administrative and logistical issues—of which there were plenty. Elonora and Nevis spent a couple of weeks here now and then, too, to assist the others. And their support was more than welcome. Amal and I had a good sense of what to do, and when and how, but still, we’d never been responsible for our people like this. We needed all the help we could get. Thankfully, there were plenty of GASP agents to rely on.

      Ridan stirred beneath me. I raised my head and found him looking at me. A broad smile stretched his lips, and I lost myself in his piercing gray eyes. His shaggy brown hair sprawled around his face, but it didn’t do anything to tone down the harshness of his jawline—which made me quiver, as did his five o’clock shadow whenever I ran my fingers over it.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this sight of you,” he said, his voice low and raspy.

      “At least I can still surprise you,” I replied, the corner of my mouth twitching.

      His arms snaked around me, locking me down against his muscular chest. His gaze darkened, and that always took my breath away.

      “Is it morning already?” he asked.

      I nodded once. “But we don’t have to get up yet.”

      “Good. I had plans for us,” he replied.

      “What plans?”

      He smiled again, then rolled us both over. I giggled as I ended up on my back, pinned under his massive and heavy frame. He lowered his head and kissed me, igniting my senses. Six months together, and I was still on fire whenever he kissed me. I’d never thought that loving someone would feel so beautiful and intense, but, in the end, I was glad I’d fought Ta’Zan tooth and nail. Because at the end of it all was this incredible life with Ridan.

      He slowly raised his head to look at me for a brief moment.

      “Let’s just call it a lazy morning routine,” he whispered.

      “I could get used to this,” I breathed, my body melting already in anticipation of what was to come. Ridan knew how to love me, I had to admit.

      “I aim to please, milady,” he replied, wearing a most confident smirk.

      “By all means, good sire. Please away,” I said.

      He didn’t wait to be asked twice. He captured my mouth again, then proceeded to take me to the highest peaks of ecstasy. Where love shimmered through. Where happiness was tangible. Where only the two of us existed, in our purest and most beautiful forms.

      For Ridan was a dragon and a man, full of passion and fire and sweet adoration, and I was a Faulty, a mish-mash of creatures with scales and white hair and bright orange eyes—yet, we were perfect together. More perfect than the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects put together. We were one, and we were happy.
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      I hadn’t seen Douma in a couple of months. I’d been in agony for the past six.

      Fortunately, I kept myself busy with ground operations on Strava. The GASP base activities occupied most of my time, as I worked with Elonora, Nevis, and Raphael to organize training and education sessions for everyone who wanted to join the agency.

      Nathaniel, Uriel, Deena, and Angelica were excellent trainers. After we taught everyone everything we knew ourselves, the four of them had stepped forward and amazed us with their sharp cognitive abilities. Knowing they’d worked with us before the Blackout, as we called the day that wiped their memories clean, they were determined to keep helping, even though they didn’t remember us from before.

      Douma was a fantastic leader. I had to give her credit. She was calm and composed, eloquent and decisive. She never made a rash decision, and she always consulted her peers when faced with a dilemma or a challenge. I watched her mostly from afar, though I did try to get close to her a couple of times.

      My heart ached, though, because she didn’t remember me. The Blackout had wiped everything clean, and we hadn’t had time to really rekindle our relationship after that. Tens of thousands of Perfects and Arch-Perfects relied on her for guidance and support, while I had an entire GASP base to help manage. To be honest, I’d lost the nerve to approach her, at one point. She’d been avoiding me lately, albeit in a very polite fashion.

      I was beginning to lose hope. Maybe the two of us weren’t meant to be together, after all. This third time around, Douma didn’t seem all that interested in me. So, maybe that was it for us—the few days we’d spent running from Ta’Zan and plotting his destruction.

      With that thought in mind, I made my way through the main corridor toward the main meeting room. We had a grand council gathering soon, with Derek and Sofia present. It was our six-month review, to go over what we’d managed to do up to this point, and to see what else needed to be done until the first-year review. I was pretty happy with the progress we’d made, especially since the Perfects, the Arch-Perfects, the Faulties, and the Draenir got along swimmingly.

      Granted, only two species had vivid memories of recent events, but that was enough, along with the willingness of the others, to stop past mistakes from ever repeating again. We were on the right track here, and I was still tempted to move here. Permanently. Even though Douma wasn’t close to me anymore, there was a part of me that refused to let go. The constant inner conflict made it difficult for me to sleep, sometimes, and no one in my family had any advice—nothing better than “Follow your heart!” They meant well, of course, but I was a bit of a mess. Not to mention my heart. The poor thing was in tatters.

      I didn’t even notice Douma until she turned the corner into the main corridor, and I accidentally bumped into her. She nearly fell backward, but I was quick to catch her. She was so close to me, now, that her warm breath brushed against my face, and I turned into an instant idiot.

      “Hey. Sorry. I didn’t see you,” I said, stumbling over my words.

      “My apologies,” Douma replied, though she didn’t seem to mind my arms around her.

      I, on the other hand, felt awkward, because I didn’t want to creep her out in any way. I hadn’t even had the courage to tell her about how close we’d been. I gently let go and took a couple of steps back, having a hard time looking away from her. Those blue eyes peered right into my soul, and I was seconds away from coming undone, like cheap fabric caught on a nail.

      “I… It’s cool. I didn’t see you,” I said, then offered a weak smile. “Hey… How’ve you been?”

      “Good. Quite good, actually. I’ve spent a lot of time with Amane and Amal in the Sciences Department,” Douma replied, her face straight. “There’s some progress on the tech side of bio-technology.”

      “Oh?”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. Or maybe I did. I wasn’t sure, at this point.

      “How’ve you been?” she asked me.

      What could I tell her? The truth? That I’d spent the past six months pining over her? That I missed her like crazy? That I’d yet to forget the smell of her hair, or that throaty gasp she made whenever I kissed the side of her neck? That I longed to kiss her and hold her and thank the stars they’d made such a wonderful creature fall in love with me, only to have them take her away and leave me with her memory? Wait, nothing to thank the stars for there, then.

      “I’m cool. I’m cool,” I replied.

      Mentally, I was already slapping myself.

      Silence settled between us, while I wondered how long until my heart would explode. It was beating so frantically, the broken little fiend.

      We stared at each other for a while. I had no idea why she didn’t say anything, but I knew why I was mute. I was standing before the love of my life, the most beautiful and intelligent warrior queen that had ever been created, and I had no words left. Only heartache.

      Douma burst into a brief chuckle.

      I blinked once. What?

      Next thing I knew, she threw her arms around me. Her lips found mine, and everything just went blank. She kissed me. She freaking kissed me. With the passion I, myself, felt for her. With hunger and love and unending tenderness. To say that I was stunned would’ve been an understatement. I was seconds away from dissolving into a blubbering mess.

      Yet my arms responded, locking around her waspy waist, as she pulled her head back to look at me. My lips tingled. My heart sang like a turbo-charged soprano.

      “I remember you,” she said.

      “Wha—what?”

      “Ta’Zan implanted a memory chip in me before I escaped, Dmitri. It was damaged in the Blackout, but Amal and Amane managed to fix it a couple of days ago,” Douma replied.

      My synapses weren’t making the connections yet. She must’ve gotten that much from my expression, since she expanded her explanation a little bit.

      “When I was brought back to Ta’Zan, the first time around. When Cassiel nabbed me,” she added. “Back on Merinos. Remember?”

      I nodded. “Ahem.”

      “Ta’Zan ordered Amal to wipe my memories and implant the backup ones he’d stored separately in the central system. Only Amal didn’t wipe the old ones. She just implanted a new chip with the backups and gave me a choice as to who I truly wanted to be. That chip recorded everything that happened afterward,” Douma continued, beaming at me. “And the twins finally got to fix it.”

      I nodded again. “Okay. Okay… So, you remember everything.”

      “Yes.”

      “For two days now, you’ve remembered everything.”

      I was extremely tempted to be angry with her, but I was way too happy. Douma remembered me. It didn’t matter that she’d only just told me. It really didn’t. She remembered me. That meant she… loved me, still, maybe?

      “I’ve been thinking of ways to tell you for two days now,” Douma said. “With every hour that passed, the more I realized that I missed you. I’ve missed you so much, Dmitri…”

      I had nothing for that. No smarty-pants comeback. Nothing. Nada. Zilch.

      “I love you,” I managed to say.

      Hah. I had something, after all.

      “I love you too, Dmitri. Even with this six-month gap of sorts… I love you. I love you so much, it hurts me, and I’m so sorry the Blackout ended up hurting you too,” she replied, then kissed me again.

      I melted. I was paralyzed, yet over the moon.

      The feel of her body against mine. The sweetness of her mouth. The tender heartbeat in her chest, echoing against mine. Good grief, I’d missed her. I deepened the kiss, the wolf inside me howling with delight as I tightened my grip on her and reached for the stars.

      “I cannot explain how… how happy I am right now,” I said to her, love practically oozing out of me in hot and cold waves.

      “I know. I’ve been… Sorry for acting just now… I just thought you were so cute, all shy and gloomy and wondering if I’d ever come back to you,” Douma replied, then gave me the sweetest smile.

      I hugged her and showered her with kisses, thankful to have her back in my life. I figured I’d listened to my heart, after all, since I was still here. It had definitely paid off. The thought of moving here became more and more of a certainty in a matter of seconds. I knew Douma wouldn’t leave her people, and I was okay with living on Strava. I was a portal away from home. The world was practically at my fingertips.

      Besides, I liked the idea of a higher rank in GASP, now that we had this new base on Strava, and I’d acquired considerable experience during our initial stay here.

      “Oh, and there’s more good news, which I’ll share during the assembly,” Douma said. “But I’d rather tell you first. Amal and Amane salvaged some of the stuff they worked on for Ta’Zan. Things we’d find useful in the future. Among them is a serum designed to activate our reproductive functions.”

      I was blank and speechless. “I’m missing some important piece of information here, aren’t I?”

      “Or maybe you just forgot.” She giggled. “When Ta’Zan made us, he suspended our reproductive abilities until he thought we’d be ready to form bonds and conceive. His twisted mind and whatnot. Anyway, Amal and Amane managed to recreate the serum, and we’re having it administered to every Perfect and Arch-Perfect who wants to have babies in the future.”

      The smile on her face coincided with the skipped beat of my heart.

      “Um. That’s great news,” I replied. I hoped she had more to tell me about this, otherwise my impending excitement would’ve been for nothing.

      “I’ve asked that I be administered the serum as well. I want children someday, Dmitri. I hope you’re okay with that,” Douma said, frowning ever so slightly.

      I kissed her. Short and sweet, but with enough love to power a nuclear rocket ship.

      “I’m more than okay, Douma. Right now, I’m just happy you remember me, that you love me. That I will, after all, get to love you for the rest of my life. And if we get to throw a Perfect wolf pup or two in the mix, heck! Even better!”

      We both laughed this time, then got ourselves tangled in another kiss. We put our souls into it, a quiet and tasteful promise of what kind of future lay ahead for us. Nothing was ever truly perfect, in the literal sense of the word, but I knew we would both strive to get our lives as close to it as possible.

      The world was our oyster, and Douma still freaking loved me!
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      It was weird to stand before everyone now.

      Not the bad kind of weird, though. The good kind. My heart was filled with love. My mind was clear. My soul was glowing. We’d accomplished quite a lot on Strava, in the six months since the Blackout. The world barely remembered Ta’Zan. He was just a bad dream, a quiet reminder that no one could challenge the universe and think the universe wouldn’t clap back.

      With the portal open on top of the GASP base, I was able to frequently visit with my parents in Nevertide, my brother in The Shade, and Nevis on Neraka—the latter had been quite fun, since Nevis introduced me to his Dhaxanian people as his “chosen one.” That moment would stay forever with me, always accompanied by a smile. Nevis had thought his kingdom might take some time to get used to me, a non-Dhaxanian, as the prince’s girlfriend. It turned out they loved me from day one. It surprised us both, but it also helped build and strengthen an alliance between the Dhaxanians and Nevertide. I was second in line for the throne back home, too, though I had faith that Varga would totally assume his role as king when the day came. Until then, however, he continued his growth through GASP’s ranks.

      Derek and Sofia, Nevis, Amal and Amane, Ridan, and Dmitri and Douma—who were, all of a sudden, happy in love again, it seemed—had already taken their seats around the large, oval table. Vesta and Zeriel, Hunter and Kailani, Ben and Rose, Lumi, and Bogdana soon joined them.

      Sunlight filtered through the diamond walls and ceiling. It warmed us up, and I was still thrilled about it, since it was the closest I’d get to feeling the sun on my face. Herakles came in, along with Rakkhan, Wallah, Raphael, and Taeral.

      We’d seen the rest of our initial Stravian crew a couple of days back, but this meeting was meant solely for those who had been actively and frequently involved in Strava’s development over the past six months. Caleb and River took over The Shade for the rest of the week, while Ben and Rose wrapped things up over here, before heading back.

      Most of the GASP founders had gone back, too. They’d had enough of Strava, so to speak. In addition, they were busy with other GASP missions, since their absence had been felt across dimensions. My parents, too, had Nevertide to run. We were close to the winter festivities, a tradition we’d become most fond of over the past couple of years. The Shade itself was also buzzing, since the new extensions were now half-occupied, with more residential requests coming in. Most of them were from Strava, as many Perfects and Faulties were keen to visit Earth.

      This grand council meeting was supposed to be a briefing of sorts—a few of us looking over what we’d done so far and discussing what we had to do next, in the months to come. I had Harper on the line from Calliope, joined by Draven, Serena, Field, and Aida. We’d installed some new magi-tech, which included phones that could connect planets between them. I, for one, was delighted that we had this stuff now. Strava’s rich serium deposits had also started a couple of new trade routes, allowing the magi-tech to be used across multiple GASP bases, not just this one.

      “Hi all!” I said, smiling. “Before we start, I just want to make sure we’re all present. Calliope?”

      “We’re here!” Aida said through the speakerphone. “Field, Draven, and Serena, too!”

      “Avril and Heron wanted to be here, but they’re back in White City with Jax and Hansa.” Field chuckled. “The Mara bros are talking about the Lordship, it seems.”

      “Yeah, Heron’s having a hard time letting go of it.” Aida laughed.

      “Meh! He’ll get over it!” Serena chimed in. “He’s got plenty of time after Jax decides to retire.”

      “Good to have you, then!” I replied, and motioned for Derek to speak, while I took my seat next to Nevis.

      “Thank you all for joining us today,” Derek said, marking the start of our meeting.

      “Always a pleasure,” Herakles replied.

      He’d become a key Stravian member of GASP. Herakles was versatile in his craft, and extremely reliable. That made him indispensable, not only to us, but also to Amane and Amal, who often sought his council for Faulty-related issues. They worked well together. Well, we all did.

      Every day, we proved how wrong Ta’Zan had been about everything.

      “So, here we are, six months in.” Derek sighed and smiled. Something about him had changed, lately, but I wasn’t sure what, exactly. His aura felt different. Brighter, more colorful, more intense. He was a strange kind of happy, as opposed to his usual state. I made a mental note to catch up with him, at some point. Maybe he’d tell me what had added that extra click in his heels. “We’ve made incredible progress, and I must thank each and every one of you for that.”

      “Nonsense, Derek,” Rakkhan replied. “We owe it all to you. The outsiders. Well, not outsiders anymore, but you know what I mean.”

      Derek chuckled softly. “You’re too kind, Rakkhan. Thing is, we all lost people in that fight. Good people. Loved ones. Friends. Precious allies. But I feel like we’re able to honor them in moments like this. Strava, so far, looks amazing. It’s the tropical haven we fell in love with. The infrastructure is solid and constantly developing. The Perfects and Arch-Perfects, the Faulties and the Draenir live in harmony. There’s a culture forming that combines the knowledge and experiences of all three species. The Draenir’s heritage is being collected and preserved from the abandoned cities and towns left behind during the plague.”

      Sofia nodded in agreement. “The GASP base is coming along extremely well, too. We’ve got high numbers, new trainees coming in every week. We dispatched our first Perfect agents to Neraka and Persea last week. More will go out soon enough, since there’s some leftover rebel activity on Purgaris. We have excellent trainers here, hence the surge in capable agents,” she added, smiling at Dmitri, Raphael, and Herakles.

      “We’ve learned from the best, ourselves,” Raphael replied.

      “Your genes help you, too,” Herakles grumbled.

      “Our genes are worth nothing without your teachings,” Douma said, smiling. “The experiences of each of you have helped shape us and this society we’re striving to build. Let’s forget about the genetic aspect now. Ta’Zan is dead. There’s no competition between the species anymore.”

      “We’re all perfect, in my opinion,” Raphael chimed in.

      “Okay, so I think we should maintain the current leadership, then,” Derek said, taking the lead. “Amane and Amal, you’ll be in charge and will represent the Faulties, both here and beyond. Rakkhan, no one would dream of taking your Elder position away. Therefore, it’ll be our pleasure to keep working with you.”

      Rakkhan nodded politely. “Soon enough, you’ll be speaking to Wallah about all this. I’m starting to get that retirement itch. Until then, however, it’ll be an honor to keep serving my people as best as I can.”

      “Thank you,” Derek replied. “Douma, you’ve done a marvelous job of leading your people. I hope you’ll continue to do that. You’re certainly made for this.”

      “I will,” Douma said, holding Dmitri’s hand. “I have my memories back, too, thanks to Amal and Amane. They salvaged my memory chip after the Blackout. I’ve got everything I need to lead the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects in the right direction.”

      “Hah! That explains the lovey-dovey looks on your faces!” I laughed, genuinely delighted for them. “Good. Good to sort of have you back, Douma. We’ve missed you.”

      “Plus, she’s got me by her side now,” Dmitri shot back with a proud grin.

      Zeriel smirked. “Funny. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a trophy husband.”

      Vesta was quick to jokingly smack him over the shoulder. The Tritone king didn’t let that slide, as he caught her hand in his and pressed his lips against her knuckles. It was enough to turn our little Nerakian fae into a blossoming rose.

      “She hasn’t asked me to marry her yet, so I don’t exactly qualify as a trophy husband,” Dmitri replied, then pursed his lips, prompting Douma to sigh.

      “Give it time,” she said. “So impatient…”

      It was Dmitri’s turn to blush, his eyes nearly popping out like loose marbles.

      Chuckles rippled across the table, but died down quickly when Harper resumed the line of conversation, her voice loud and clear through the speakerphone.

      “Back to the main topic, people! We have trade routes and communications systems in place, now. Diplomatic ties are being actively developed, and whatever Ta’Zan left behind that could be used for the betterment of Strava is now being studied and processed by the Sciences Department,” she said.

      “Okay, okay, we’ve had enough of the work stuff,” Derek interjected. “You’ll all receive full reports in the next hour, anyway. Now, moving on to some more personal updates. It will please most of you to know that Caia and Blaze are back from their honeymoon, and they are expected to announce a pregnancy. Heath let that slip over the phone this morning, the overexcited fool.”

      I was amused by the sudden turn of the conversation—it bounced from funny to serious, then back to funny with some mind-boggling twists. It also confirmed that there was definitely something different about Derek. He was brighter. More inclined to laugh and make all kinds of jokes. He was still the undisputed head of GASP, of course, and well respected for it, but he was way cooler—at least in my opinion.

      “Fiona and Zane are also expecting,” Harper added, her voice beaming through the speakerphone. “Jovi and Anjani, too.”

      “Ah, geez, it’s official. We’re doing the triple threat again, huh?” Dmitri replied, rolling his eyes.

      “I remember someone being particularly excited about potential Perfect wolf pups, too,” Douma said to him. “So I’d tone it down with the eyeroll, if I were you.”

      As expected, Dmitri’s voice vanished, his lips pressed into a tight but adorable smirk.

      “Triple threat?” Raphael asked, his eyebrows raised.

      “We kind of had this before, when Grace, Hazel, and Victoria came back from Nevertide,” Derek replied. “They were blessed by an Oracle and became pregnant at the same time. Aida, Serena, and Vita were born, then, and… well, our lives changed since. Noticeably.”

      “Honey, let’s just hope there’s no other Oracle popping out to bless this round, too. I don’t fancy a repeat of last time.” Sofia chuckled.

      Yeah. Eritopia had happened last time. The twenty-year time-lapse in The Shade. How could we ever forget? But it wasn’t the first, nor would it be the last hurdle that GASP and its allies faced. I knew more lay in store for the future, too. We were clearly all severely trouble-prone.

      For the time being, however, I welcomed the peace and the accomplishments. I was happy to just look at Nevis and feel excited about tonight’s dinner. He’d asked me out to a new restaurant the Perfects had built on Noagh, not far from the founders’ resort. Mom said he might propose, though she didn’t tell me why exactly she thought that. My heart fluttered at the thought of it, and I knew that, if Nevis did pop the question, I was more than ready to say yes.

      There was an eternity ahead of us, ready to unravel and astonish us. And we were both eager to take the leap.

      “And speaking of good news! Voss is easing into his wolf transitions,” Aida added, sounding exceptionally pleased with the development. But then her voice dropped. “Me, not so much, but Lumi’s helping us with our inner beasts.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be down there next week for another session myself,” Dmitri said. “How about Jovi? Last time we did a session together, he was all fur, no bark,” he added, laughing.

      “He’s making progress. The jerk,” Aida muttered.

      “Hey, you’ll get there!” Lumi said, smiling. “You’ll all get there. You just need patience and perseverance.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Dmitri replied.

      “You’re Blackhalls, and no Blackhall ever had it easy, but every Blackhall prevailed!” I said.

      “You can say that again, sister!” Aida chuckled.

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” Field interjected. “So, when will we see you again, Derek? I believe there’s a big winter party coming to The Shade?”

      “Ah, yes!” I exclaimed. “My parents are expanding the Nevertide winter festivities into The Shade, this year. Corrine and the other witches agreed to manipulate the temperatures and give us some snow and stuff.”

      “My people and I would be more than happy to assist with that,” Nevis gently reminded me.

      “That would be amazing!” Serena cheered. “Proper ice sculptures, lots of snow. We can do a massive Winter Wonderland extravaganza or something.”

      “We’ll see you soon, Field,” Derek finally said. “I think next week. Our work here on Strava seems to be coming to a most fruitful end. I believe our Stravian friends can take over, going forward.”

      Smiling, he looked at Amane, Amal, Rakkhan, Wallah, Raphael, Douma, and Herakles. They immediately replied with a collective nod.

      “Count on it, Derek,” Raphael said. “We’ve got this.”

      And they did. I knew they did.

      Derek and Sofia were leaving Strava in good hands. Nevis and I were at peace, too, knowing that this world was finally getting its shot at the right future. We’d spilled our own blood for this. We’d lost Kallisto, Araquiel, and many others in that fight. But I felt like we were doing them justice.

      They’d helped make this possible.
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      Sofia and I returned to The Shade a few days after the grand council meeting. We were pleased with what we left behind, and we counted on Dmitri, Raphael, and Herakles, in particular, to handle our GASP affairs on Strava.

      My life had changed, more than I’d thought possible. And I was still trying to find the right way to tell people about it. Not even Sofia knew, and I felt terrible about that—it took a while for me to reach the conclusion that I was, in fact, needlessly scared of her reaction.

      After the Blackout, after I killed Ta’Zan, I put his last words behind me. I didn’t want to believe that he’d actually cured me of my light sensitivity, as a vampire. I was tempted to try it, for a few months, but I feared the pain of disappointment once I discovered Ta’Zan had lied. I knew it would’ve hurt too much. I longed to feel the sun on my face—it had been so very long—but I couldn’t take the cure again. It got more dangerous each time, and I almost died during my last turn. I’d promised Sofia afterward that I wouldn’t risk it again, so I’d had no choice but to resign myself to living as a night-walker ever since—a species I still had to try very hard not to resent, given my long, dark, and bloody history.

      Despite my attempts, the desire to be a creature of the light once more never left, and Ta’Zan’s possible revelation about the pills he’d given me during my captivity had begun to scratch that surface again. As the weeks went by, I slipped out to Sun Beach, but only at night. I’d built a house there for Draven and Serena, shortly after they were married, knowing they’d love the occasional weekend escape. I sat on the covered terrace for dawns on end, nervously watching the sun come up, but never able to gather the courage to go out. I just… couldn’t. The fear of disappointment trumped my curiosity.

      A couple of weeks ago, however, I finally did it. What would’ve been my worst-case scenario? That Ta’Zan had lied. That I wasn’t cured at all. That I’d get some severe sunburns, once I tried to step out into the light.

      And now, this afternoon, I stood in the middle of the covered terrace, with Sofia lounging in one of the chairs and looking at me with wondering eyes. I’d promised I’d tell her what I had to say as soon as everyone else came in. Lucas and Marion, Xavier and Vivienne, Cameron and Liana, Corrine and Ibrahim, Aiden and Kailyn, and Claudia and Yuri were due to arrive shortly, along with Mona and Kiev, Eli and Shayla, and my children and children-in-law. I figured they all ought to be invited, too.

      “So, you’re not going to tell me what we’re doing on Sun Beach in the middle of the day, or why you’ve asked the founders’ crew to join us, either,” Sofia said.

      She couldn’t bathe in the sun, but that didn’t stop her from wearing a one-piece bathing suit in floral shades of green and white. It brought out her eyes, and it worked in perfect harmony with her long, auburn hair.

      It also made it difficult for me to concentrate at times.

      “Give it a minute, my love,” I said, clearing by throat. I checked my watch. It was going to be the longest minute ever.

      When the others finally arrived, I broke into a cold sweat. We hugged amongst ourselves, after which I invited everyone to sit down. There were plenty of chairs on the terrace, and my nerves were stretched to breaking point.

      “What’s this about, little bro?” Lucas was the first to speak.

      “And why in the middle of the damn day?” Xavier added, crossing his arms. “On Sun Beach, no less.”

      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you… well, all of you in The Shade and beyond, but I figured I’d start with us,” I replied, wearing a timid half-smile.

      Behind me, the Pacific Ocean lapped at the golden shore. The sky was a perfect blue, and the sun was high and mighty. The timing was superb, I had to admit.

      Sofia’s eyes grew wide. “Derek, I don’t think we should tell them yet.”

      I wasn’t sure what she was talking about, because it sure as heck wasn’t my day-walking ability. “What… Um, what shouldn’t we tell them yet?”

      She frowned, clearly confused. The conversation was headed sideways already, and my nerves were beginning to extend to new lengths.

      Corrine chuckled. “What’s this about?” she asked, giving us a sly grin.

      Sofia sighed deeply, a smile of her own flickering across her lips. “Well, I guess we may as well tell them,” she mumbled. “Folks… Derek and I are thinking of having another baby.”

      “Whoa,” I gasped, the memory of our last conversation on the subject suddenly hitting me. While it was true, and the two of us had privately discussed the topic more than once while prisoners in the diamond dome, it wasn’t where I’d expected this conversation to go. At all.

      My wife noticed my befuddlement and giggled. “We’ve been talking about this for quite some time now. Maybe now we’ve told our loved ones, it won’t be just talking anymore. Maybe they’ll hold us accountable and we’ll actually start to think about it more seriously. Heck, we might even do something about it.”

      “Guys,” Xavier managed, his face the picture of shock. “That’s… That’s brave. I mean… are you serious?”

      “I-It would require you both to turn human again, for one thing,” Ben stammered, his and Rose’s face mirroring each other’s alarm. “And you’ve seen the toll that the cure takes on your bodies. You might not even live through another return. Not to speak of—”

      “We were discussing adoption,” I cut in quickly, in a weak bid to clarify what I wasn’t going to talk about… Good grief. I might not be the sanest person in the world, but even I wasn’t foolhardy enough to consider having another biological child. Ben and Rose had sent that ship sailing—a long time ago. I was losing track of my grandfatherly status these days. Great great…?

      An audible collective sigh swept around the terrace.

      “Ah. How noble and sweet,” Lucas said, a sappy smile peeling across his face. “There are plenty of children out there who could use a good home. And you two are phenomenal parents. I approve.”

      I snorted. “Wasn’t asking for your approval, bro. But I’ll take it, thanks. However, this actually isn’t why I called everyone here.”

      It was Sofia’s turn to be utterly confused. “Huh?”

      “Did something happen, Derek?” Vivienne asked, her brow furrowed.

      I sighed. My twin always could read me better than anyone.

      “Yes. And not in a bad way. Or at least, I don’t think so,” I said. “It’s about Ta’Zan’s last moments. I didn’t tell you something about that night.”

      Sofia sat up straight, suddenly intrigued. “Oh?”

      “I didn’t tell you because, for a long time, I was convinced he was lying,” I said. “Then, by the time I found the courage to try and find out for myself, I didn’t know how to tell you. It’s hard to explain, but if you’ll bear with me…”

      Without further ado, I stepped back toward the ocean, leaving the terrace cover’s shade. They all sprang to their feet, understandably alarmed.

      “Derek!” Sofia cried out.

      “What are you doing?!” Vivienne croaked.

      Lucas motioned for me to come back. “Have you finally lost it?!”

      “Wait!” Corrine interjected, shutting everyone up, her eyes wide as she watched me step farther back into the sunlight.

      I was warm on the inside as the sun kissed my skin, and I let my eyelids fall closed. I didn’t burn. I didn’t suffer. I was perfectly okay. So much more than just okay. The feeling was every bit as wonderful as I remembered it, the first time I’d stepped into the light after centuries trapped in darkness. Every bit as glorious as the first time I’d turned, just after I married the love of my life.

      It had been too long. Much too long.

      I opened my eyes again slowly, my entire being wrapped in euphoria, and smiled at the sight of my friends’ and family’s expressions. Jaws dropped. Eyes bulged. Gasps erupted from the group. Sofia, in particular, was lovelier than ever, stunned by shock.

      “What the…” Xavier murmured, unable to take his eyes off me.

      “I know, sunlight makes me look paler than ever, but—” I replied, but Lucas cut me off.

      “Screw that! How the hell are you even able to stand it? Why aren’t you melting like a slab of butter?!”

      “Is this some kind of witchcraft?” Kiev asked, glowering at his wife, Corrine, and Ibrahim.

      They all shook their heads.

      “Even we don’t have this kind of juice,” Mona replied.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, searching for the right words.

      “Before I killed him, Ta’Zan said the pills he’d given me to resist sunlight while outside on our walks weren’t temporary fixes. They were part of a treatment he’d devised,” I said. “The one he gave me shortly before the explosion must’ve been the last. He modified my genes with it. Removed the sunlight sensitivity that’s characteristic of vampires.”

      “Whoa,” Sofia gasped. “Wait—he gave me some pills, too!”

      “Not enough, I suspect,” I said. “He took me out every other day and gave me a pill each time. I figured he revealed that during our last fight because he was trying to mess with my head. Maybe he was looking to catch me off guard or something.”

      Lucas nodded slowly. “I can see him doing that.”

      “Thing is, I didn’t believe it, at first,” I replied, focusing on my wife alone. “I didn’t want to believe it. You know how much I longed to be in the sunlight again, baby. You know more than most.”

      She smiled. “I do.”

      “Then, a couple of weeks ago, I gathered whatever courage I could for this, and tried it. I thought I had nothing to lose. What was the worst thing that could happen, huh? Bad sunburn, right?”

      She laughed lightly, her eyes filling with tears.

      “So… I did it. I tried. I came out here and… well, here I am,” I added.

      Sofia started crying. My heart broke, and I instantly darted forward and took her in my arms. I held her tight, my head resting on top of hers.

      “Shh. It’s okay, Sofia… I’m sorry, I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I whispered.

      She pulled herself back, her palms flat on my chest and her eyebrows arched. “That’s not why I’m crying, you doofus. I’m crying because I’m happy for you!”

      “Dude, you’re a day-walker…” Xavier muttered, still trying to wrap his head around it.

      “Yes, yes, I am,” I replied with a smile, though I was genuinely relieved to see that they were all happy for me. “I kind of feel bad that I’m the only one.”

      “Is that why you’ve been nervous about it? Is that why you didn’t tell us? Tell me, your wife?” Sofia shot back.

      I nodded.

      Vivienne burst into laughter. “You adorable oaf. Derek, this is amazing news. At least one of us gets to feel the sun on his face again, without having to undergo that awful cure! If you’re happier now than before, of course we’re all happy for you. Come on, brother. You should know better. You have the best of both worlds now.”

      Kiev crossed his arms and pulled a sour face that told me he wasn’t going to let me off the hook so easily. “Well, good for you, Novak. You get to prance around in the sunlight in your undies… Just remember to use sunscreen. I heard you’re as pasty as they come.”

      “Oooh, burn.” Corrine smirked.

      Mona poked her husband in the shoulder. “Someone’s jealous.”

      “Hey, man, I didn’t ask for this,” I said, raising my hands and stifling a chuckle.

      Deep down, though, I felt Kiev’s inner struggle. He, too, had once yearned for daylight more than anything.

      “We could always take blood samples from you and figure out what Ta’Zan did,” Corrine suggested with a sly smile.

      I stilled. She made a good point. “You could totally do that.”

      Sofia wrapped her arms around my waist, before pushing up on her heels and kissing me. I welcomed the softness of her lips on mine, thrilled to see her so happy for me. I knew she’d be happy, but still, there had been a part of me worried that they all might be a little jealous. They had every reason to be.

      “At least one good thing came out of this Stravian mess for us, on a personal level,” Sofia said to me. “You get to walk in the sun again, my love. I can’t describe how happy I am for you.”

      “And, if Corrine and the witches figure out what that bastard did with your genes, if they can reproduce the process, then who knows?” Xavier added. “We might all get to experience warmth again someday.”

      I beamed at them, waves of relief washing over me. Doubt still wasn’t far behind, though.

      “What if you can’t?” I asked Corrine.

      She shrugged. “Then you’re the luckiest SOB in the entire universe.”

      We laughed at this one. All of us. Wholeheartedly.

      “In the meantime, enjoy it,” Aiden said with a wink. “After killing Ta’Zan, I’d say you’ve earned it.”

      I held Sofia close, giving everyone a grateful smile. I glanced out at the sprawling ocean, at the universe that was still out there, free and thriving, with so much left to offer us, and every one of the trillion flickers of life that called it home.

      After killing Ta’Zan, I guessed I’d earned it too.
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        It’s the end of Season 8…

        What’s next?

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Purge of Nature, the final book of Season 8. I truly hope you enjoyed it!

      I’m excited to announce that the Shade series will continue for another season!

      Book 1 of Season 9 is called ASOV 69: A Birth of Fire, and I’ve included a special sneak peek of the first three chapters at the end of this book!

      A Birth of Fire releases December 22nd, 2018. So you don’t have long to wait :)

      Pre-order your copy now for convenience, to have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      See you soon—and keep turning for the sneak peek chapters!

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S.  Follow The Shade on Instagram: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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      A year had passed since the Blackout.

      That’s what we called the mass memory wiper pulse that deleted the memories of tens of thousands of Perfects and about a thousand Arch-Perfects on Strava. A year since we’d brought Ta’Zan’s reign of terror to an abrupt end. For a while, a few of us thought we might not make it.

      Ta’Zan wasn’t some run-of-the-mill overlord. He was intelligent, more so than most. He was ruthless and determined. Heartless and bitter, spiteful and proud. That pride was his downfall, in the end. Ta’Zan couldn’t accept that there were people out there who would stand up to him and his nearly invincible soldiers. That we’d stop at nothing to bring him down and secure the freedom of our own worlds, when all he wanted to do was wipe us all out and replace us with his so-called Perfects.

      In the end, Ta’Zan was just another guy with way too much power on his hands. Even we’d believed him to be invincible, until we found cracks in his armor—Faulties he’d abandoned who turned against him, and Perfects who saw past his delusion of an ideal society. We all had a right to live, no matter what our genes were made of, and we fought hard for that right. We won.

      Now, Strava was nearly unrecognizable. Three species inhabited this planet, peacefully and in complete harmony, because they accepted one another as living beings. We’d built a GASP base here, too, right on top of what had once been Ta’Zan’s home. It was our way of giving him the middle finger, even beyond death.

      The GASP founders were, of course, back with their families and loved ones. None of them considered taking another vacation anytime soon—their last one hadn’t turned out so well.

      I frequently visited Strava, mostly to help with GASP affairs. We had loads of Perfect and Faulty recruits, and sometimes, additional trainers were needed to prep them for field missions. They were all bright and willing to learn, humble, yet determined. I liked that about them. It felt as though I had a bunch of clean canvases to paint on—to shape and color as I wished. Needless to say, most of the recruits I worked with were fast-tracked into agent positions. I found the pride stemming from that to be quite addictive.

      We were due to begin our first GASP annual council meeting. We had a smaller one every month, but the yearly one was key. It highlighted successes and failures, with some of the founders present to help us do better in the future. Like Derek always said, to every problem, there was a solution. It was only a matter of analyzing the facts and designing the right course of action. Fortunately, our GASP performance so far had been stellar. I liked to think it had something to do with the epic scare that was the entire Ta’Zan episode. It made us all stronger and wiser. Better at making the right choice, no matter how difficult it could be.

      Our Stravian GASP base was led by Raphael, Douma, Dmitri, and Herakles, with assistance from several senior agents from The Shade, myself included. Each of the three nations were represented: Douma, for the Perfects and Arch-Perfects, Rakkhan, for the Draenir, and Amal and Amane, for the Faulties. At this yearly council meeting, the nation leaders were present, too. We had a lot to go over, and most of it was good.

      The trauma that Ta’Zan had left behind was going to take longer to heal, as far as the Faulties and the Draenir were concerned. They remembered everything, unlike the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects, whose memories had vanished in the Blackout. In fact, the only Perfect left standing after that was Raphael. For some reason, he, too, could still remember it all. Everyone else had to be retrained and reeducated, minus Ta’Zan’s indoctrination videos, of course.

      Strava had developed beautifully. Diamond was still the main resource used in construction, so all the cities shone in the sunlight. Towers that reached for the sky twinkled in the distance. Hundreds of cities rose on the larger islands, while modest towns and villages occupied the small archipelagos. Nothing was too much or in any way invasive for the environment. They all respected nature and built their settlements accordingly.

      Strava’s serium deposits had become a valuable commodity, and we’d established some intergalactic trade routes to send some to Eritopia, Neraka, and The Shade, as well. The beauty of serium was its ability to store natural energy from thunderstorms. The mineral could easily replace electrical systems completely, and harnessing serium power was environmentally friendly.

      And being environmentally friendly had become a priority for The Shade and Earth, given the past century’s developments. More and more supernaturals were coming to Earth, and that required additional resources on our part. We couldn’t just send everyone back, not after all the hard work that had gone into establishing peaceful relations between the other-dimensional species and the humans. So, serium minerals were the perfect way to satisfy the need for energy in our world.

      “Long time no see!” Herakles’s voice rammed through my train of thought, followed by a heavy, albeit friendly, slap on the back.

      Suddenly, I was back in this wonderful present, standing in the middle of the hallway. Ahead, past the diamond walls, was the meeting room. With my True Sight, I could see who had already arrived for the council meeting. Raphael, Derek and Sofia, Douma and Dmitri, Rakkhan, and Wallah, who would soon take his place. His pipsqueak figure was quite recognizable.

      Herakles was beaming at me. I was fond of the dude, too, particularly since he’d let his hair grow a little. Granted, he looked a lot fiercer with a bald head, but I, for one, appreciated the short black buzzcut better—and a lot of the ladies did, too.

      “I’ve been here for a week,” I shot back. “We literally saw each other yesterday.”

      “Meh! My notion of time is different from yours,” Herakles replied with a smirk.

      “You and dogs,” I muttered, making my way toward the council room.

      Herakles joined me, remarkably jovial.

      “So, big meeting, huh?” he asked, and I wasn’t sure whether the question was rhetorical or not.

      “The first of many, I hope. The yearly ones are the most important, in my book,” I said, then looked at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He stopped, his eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

      “You seem like you swallowed a bunch of serium crystals. What’s up with all the energy?”

      He was buzzing, more so than usual.

      “Oh. I think it’s the coffee,” Herakles replied, wearing a sheepish smile. “Dmitri brought some from The Shade. I had no idea it would taste so amazing.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Coffee was one of the things we’d repeatedly forgotten to introduce to Strava, over the past few months, though we’d often joked about how it would amp up the GASP recruits. It did explain a lot about Herakles’s sudden behavioral changes, for sure.

      “How much did you have?” I asked.

      Herakles blanked out for a moment. I had a feeling he was counting. “Twenty mugs, this morning. It’s friggin’ delicious.”

      “Whoa. Dude. That’s… a lot.”

      He shrugged. “Like I said. Delicious.”

      “Yeah, also chock full of caffeine. You don’t want to overdo it, or else you won’t sleep for days,” I replied. “Don’t get me wrong, even as a vampire, I still enjoy the occasional cup, but you’ve got to take it easy. Too much isn’t good for you. In fact, how are you still standing after twenty mugs? How is your heart still functioning?”

      “Different metabolism, maybe?” Herakles sighed, and motioned for the meeting room’s double doors. “Come on, we’re due to start soon.”

      “Look at you, all ready to work.” I chuckled.

      I followed him down the diamond hallway, remembering my first impressions of him. Not much had changed from the early days, other than his hairdo, of course. Herakles was still the pirate, the rebel who obeyed only the rules that worked for him, personally.

      He was, however, indispensable to our crew, given his impressive physical and cognitive abilities. Like Amal and Amane, he was probably as close as a Faulty would ever get to being a Perfect, and that made him valuable. Herakles was still a good team player, despite his roguish attitude. He never left any of us out to dry, and he was a damn fine instructor, too. In the end, Raphael and Douma both insisted that he be a part of GASP’s Stravian leadership. He’d earned his place.

      Inside the meeting room, Derek and Sofia, Douma and Dmitri, Raphael, Rakkhan, and Wallah were patiently waiting for the rest of us to come in. Herakles and I sat next to each other, joining the council around the large glass table. A massive screen was mounted on the wall behind Derek, and I knew that would be the place to look at during the meeting. Derek had developed a thing for slideshow presentations.

      Amal and Amane came in after us, accompanied by Ridan. The dragon was an integral part of GASP, as well, and Amane’s soulmate. The two were ridiculously happy together, much like Douma and Dmitri. Personally, I was just a tiny bit jealous of them. I’d yet to meet someone who’d capture my attention like that. I wanted to, though. I felt as though there was a little piece missing from me, even when I was busy doing something else.

      I had an eternity ahead of me, and part of it included the Nevertide throne. That was still far away, since my parents were perfectly capable and willing to keep leading the kingdom. It gave me the freedom I needed to explore every corner of the universe, to grow as a vampire-sentry, and to amass the most incredible experiences. I hoped one of them would be finding someone to love.

      “Varga! You’re still here!” Ridan exclaimed.

      “We have the spring batch to train, remember?” I answered, smiling.

      He nodded. “That’s right… Two more weeks of combat training left, right?”

      “And excellent instructors to get the job done,” Douma interjected, giving me an appreciative nod.

      “I do my best,” I said with a smirk.

      Derek and Sofia were as close as ever. Derek was glowing—for good reason, too. Ta’Zan had done something to turn him into a day-walker. He was the only vampire who could be out in the sun without burning up like a pyre. The witches, along with Amal and Amane’s Sciences Department, were still studying Derek’s blood in an attempt to figure out what treatment Ta’Zan had used to fix his sunlight sensitivity, but they were still a long way from untangling that mystery. On top of that, he and Sofia were in the middle of preparations to become parents again—this time, however, they wanted to adopt. Soon enough, they were going to start looking for a child that would need their love, care and guidance. They had plenty to give.

      Elonora came in, joined by Nevis, Ben, and Rose. They were part of the original search crew that had come to Strava over a year ago, looking for our founders. They were essential to this annual meeting, as they had first-hand experience with the planet and its people, from the very beginning. And I, for one, never said no to spending some time with my little sister.

      Since she was now going steady with Nevis, Elonora had moved to Neraka about a month ago. They lived up on Mount Athelathan, among the Dhaxanians, though they often came out for GASP missions and family reunions in The Shade and in Nevertide. It was good to see her smiling and blooming by Nevis’s side. After the Connor incident back in college, I’d doubted she’d ever let herself fall in love again.

      Lumi was the last to enter the meeting room, accompanied by Bogdana (who still benefited from the swamp witch’s “youth serums,” it seemed). Lumi was our oldest and most seasoned swamp witch, and Bogdana had a personal tie to Strava, as a frequent visitor in the past, and as Ta’Zan’s surrogate mother. Both were valuable in our mission to take this planet to the next level. Lumi, in fact, was instrumental.

      “Okay, I think that’s everyone,” Derek said, looking around the room. “Thank you all for joining us today.”

      “We couldn’t miss this. It’s the actual anniversary of the Blackout, isn’t it?” Elonora replied.

      “It is. One year to the day,” Raphael said. “Needless to say, I’m glad you’re all still alive and kicking.”

      “Are you, really?” Nevis shot back, raising an eyebrow.

      It made both Raphael and Elonora laugh. Looking back, I remembered the crush that Raphael had developed for Elonora—Nevis hadn’t taken it well, dropping the temperature whenever Raphael got too flirty with my sister. I stifled a chuckle of my own, knowing that, ever since those early days, Raphael and Nevis had developed a solid friendship, peppered, of course, with snarky back-and-forths regarding Elonora. Their dynamic reminded me of Nevis, Avril, and Heron.

      After all, almost two years ago, Nevis had first set his sights on Avril, during the Neraka debacle. The shoe was now on the other foot for the Dhaxanian prince, and I found it absolutely hilarious.

      “You know I love you,” Raphael replied, grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      “Oh, if only Heron were here to watch you boil,” I chimed in, prompting another wave of laughter.

      It got cold so fast that my teeth started chattering. Looking down, I noticed the frost climbing up my legs, further decreasing my already-low vampy temperature. Nevis was wearing a dry half-smile—it quickly faded when Elonora noticed what he was doing to me and pinched his side. He let a faint squeal out, and that just made us all unravel.

      “Paws off my brother!” Elonora said.

      Nevis’s gaze softened on her. He loved her more than anything, and then some. I found comfort in knowing that my sister’s heart was well looked after. Nevis was strong and powerful. He was definitely the right guy for her. My Lenny was driven and relentless, like a bullet, sometimes. She needed someone who could keep up, someone who would cherish her exactly the way she was.

      “How is everyone this morning?” Derek asked, drawing our focus back to him.

      Dmitri chuckled. “I’m due for another training session on Calliope with Lumi and my brothers,” he said. “I’m close to going full wolf!”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful news!” Sofia replied.

      “The werewolf doesn’t need the full moon to come out,” Lumi explained. “That’s just ancient lore that everyone took for gospel. Jovi, Dmitri, and Aida only need the night to transform. Granted, it’s a long and difficult process to unleash the beast, but they’ve come so far, already. I have faith they’ll all be able to shift with great ease, soon enough.”

      “Voss is already a pup during the night,” Dmitri said. “But that’s because Lumi got him started so young.”

      “Jovi is already going full wolf. Aida’s done it once, too. You’re next, Dmitri,” Lumi replied.

      “How are Jovi and Anjani, by the way?” I asked. “I haven’t seen them since Richard was born.”

      “Oh, man! They’re great!” Dmitri said, lighting up like a Christmas tree. “But I would’ve picked a better name for the baby. Richard is so… stern and noble.”

      “And what? The Blackhalls aren’t stern and noble?” Elonora replied, her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Hah! Good one, Lenny.” Dmitri scoffed, crinkling his nose. “He’s gorgeous, though.”

      “Richard is a beautiful baby, indeed,” Derek said. “He’s got Anjani’s emerald-gold eyes and Jovi’s black hair. He’ll break some hearts when he grows up.”

      “Yeah, the same could be said about Chantal,” I replied.

      Bijarki and Vita’s daughter was a breathtaking specimen, in my opinion. She had her father’s eyes and her mother’s pale blond hair. Chantal also had Bijarki’s glimmering silvery skin, which made her look as though she’d been sculpted from the most beautiful crystals. On top of that, she was already making the candles in the room flare up whenever she got hungry. I looked forward to seeing what she could do once she grew up.

      “Mm-hm. We’re doing a birthday party for her tomorrow, in Luceria,” Sofia said. “I hope you’re all able to attend!” she added, looking around the table.

      “I won’t be able to,” Amal replied. “But my sister and Ridan have already RSVP’d.”

      “And I have an assembly to hold for the Draenir,” Rakkhan said. “Thank you for inviting us, nonetheless. It’s most kind of you.”

      “Fiona and Zane will be coming,” Elonora continued. “And they’re bringing Sophia.”

      Sofia blushed at the sound of the baby’s name. Fiona and Zane had named her in honor of Sofia, after all. They said they wanted her to grow up to be just like her—smart and beautiful, resilient and honorable, kind and loving, like “the mother of The Shade.”

      “Caia and Blaze are bringing Jericho,” Dmitri said.

      “Oh, yeah, bring a dragon-fae baby to a party. What could go wrong?” I muttered, making the others laugh. “What? You all forgot the last time Jericho was in the room with all of us, huh?”

      “How could we forget?” Elonora giggled.

      Indeed, how could they? Jericho had been a handful from the day he was born. Barely a few hours old, and he was already spitting fire. Thankfully, Caia was immune to the flames—the nursery room, though, not so much. They had to refurbish it three times in his first month alone. Still, that spelled great things for Jericho’s future. Once he grew up and was able to control his fire, he was going to be a remarkable hybrid.

      “Okay, so, basically we’re gonna have the triple threat in the same room again, huh?” Herakles concluded with one eyebrow raised.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I retorted.

      He offered a shrug, and pointed at his hair. “Provided I don’t walk out of there bald again, I’m good.”

      “Wait until Serena and Draven’s baby comes,” Derek said. “It’ll be a quadruple threat, then.”

      The entire room roared with laughter. It took us a few minutes to get back to the meeting subjects. Derek was, of course, the first to regain his composure.

      “I’m now a great-great-grandfather,” he said. “I still can’t believe it.”

      “And what a great great-great-grandfather you are!” I replied. “You’ve done well, Derek. You’ve helped us all grow and become better versions of ourselves. I hope you know that.”

      “You have your parents and your grandparents to thank, as well,” Derek said. “Especially you and Lenny. Heck, all of you. You’re all incredible creatures. I’m honored to be here, surrounded by all of you.”

      Rakkhan cleared his throat, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You’re too humble, Derek. You and your people saved our world. You’ve helped us evolve more than I would’ve thought possible.”

      “Speaking of which!” Amal interjected, wearing a polite smile. “The end-of-year reports are in. I’m pleased to announce that we’ve had good crops this autumn. We have enough to feed the entire population for the next two years, at least.”

      “The reserves are sealed and the temperatures are monitored,” Amane added.

      “The entire population. You mean all three species?” I asked.

      Amal nodded. “Yes. The Draenir and the Faulties have worked the fields together. I’m impressed by the output, to be honest.”

      “What about infrastructure?” Derek replied.

      “It’s on point,” Douma said. “All the settlements, every village, town, and city, are fully powered and connected. The energy consumption is moderate and clean. The Perfects finalized the power networks last month.”

      “That’s fantastic news!” Sofia exclaimed. “So everyone has access to basic amenities. Power, light… fresh water, too, I suppose.”

      “Yes, the filters are fully operational,” Amane replied. “We have the rivers, too, but we’re able to draw water from the ocean, directly, and process it into drinking water. We’ve made sure to make the system available to the smaller islands, too.”

      “As for the political system, I admit, I am impressed,” Rakkhan said. “We have a good relationship, and my people are treated with respect. We’re honored to be considered educators, as well.”

      “Our schools would be useless without you,” Douma replied, smiling. “We are but young minds still, waiting to be further shaped by you and your experiences.”

      “GASP is doing phenomenally well, I see,” Derek added, looking over a printed file. “Record recruitment numbers… We might have to send more trainers. Right?”

      I nodded. “Probably, yes. If the numbers keep growing like this, we’ll definitely need extra hands on deck next spring.”

      “We could send the vampire-fae we have,” Sofia suggested, looking at Derek. “There are five of them, and they’re currently stationed on Neraka. They could do with a change of pace, I think.”

      Vampire-fae were still a rarity in our world. Few of the fae had dared to undertake the change, but those who did came out stronger in the end. Vampires with fae abilities were considered superior fighters and were also very good teachers. The five we had that Sofia had just mentioned were responsible for some significant upgrades to Zane’s daemon army.

      I could certainly see them training Perfects and Faulties alike.

      Derek made a note on his file, and glanced around the table. “So far, so good, I think. Now, before we dig into the details, just a brief reminder, as per my beloved wife’s request: Harper and Caspian’s wedding is in seven days. I suppose you will all be attending?”

      This time, he got a resounding yes. How could we not attend? Harper had not only survived the Nerakian hell, she’d also been our rock during the war with Ta’Zan—one of the voices that kept us linked to Calliope in some of the darker times that had befallen our world. Of course we were all attending!

      “It will be an honor,” Douma said. “Do we know anything else about your blood, Derek?” she asked, frowning. Then she gave us all an apologetic smile. “Forgive me for bouncing from one point to another, but I’ve been meaning to ask for days, now.”

      Derek exhaled deeply, leaning back into his chair. Sofia held his hand, squeezing gently.

      “Not yet,” Lumi finally replied. “Amal, Amane, and I are working on it. Arwen and the witches are also helping. We’ve yet to identify the exact treatment that Ta’Zan used, but we’ll keep running tests, and, of course, as soon as we know something, we’ll tell you.”

      “So, we’re nowhere closer to replicating the day-walker gene yet,” Elonora said, sounding slightly disappointed.

      “I’m afraid not,” Amal replied. “We don’t know all the ingredients that Ta’Zan used for the treatment, so we have to dig deep into Derek’s genes and compare them with those of other vampires, like Sofia, Caleb, and Rose. It’ll take a while, I think. None of Ta’Zan’s research on the topic was found. Whether he never kept any hard copies or he simply destroyed them all after administering the pills… well, we’re unlikely to ever know.”

      “But Derek’s blood will tell us the full story, once we unravel every gene,” Amane continued. “Whatever Ta’Zan did, I’m sure we’ll be able to replicate it. Eventually.”

      I kind of understood Elonora’s mild disappointment. Heck, all of us vampires yearned to feel the sunlight on our faces again. For now, we could cheat a little with smoked glass and filtered diamond ceilings, but it was nothing compared to the real thing.

      A treatment to make us all like Derek was still far away. There was no point in getting hung up over it.

      “Anyway, back to the main topic,” I cut in, changing the subject. “Come on, Derek, give us that slideshow I know you’ve been dying to put on. I’m ready.”

      Derek laughed lightly, before standing up and inserting a small crystal key into the back of the large wall-mounted screen. As expected, the cover image of a slideshow presentation came on. In the middle, displayed with large and solid black characters, was the main title.

      Strava. One Year Post-Blackout.

      One year since we’d nearly confronted the very end of the universe.

      Bring it on, I thought. I looked forward to seeing exactly how far Strava had come since. How far we’d all come, for that matter.
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      Nevis and I headed to Calliope after the Strava council meeting. Everything looked great in that part of the In-Between—better than many of us would’ve hoped for, not that long ago. The Draenir, the Perfects, and the Faulties got along wonderfully. Needless to say, they no longer had Ta’Zan’s mental poison pitting them against each other.

      They understood and respected each nation equally. On top of that, the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were really coming into their own as GASP agents. Sometimes, the Shadians referred to them as “the angels of the In-Between,” and I could totally see where they were coming from. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were beautiful and valiant, noble and downright stunning with their gorgeous white wings. And they wore armor, too. I mean, come on…

      Our Shadian family was growing bigger every day. It was our generation’s turn to take the helm, to live incredible lives and form families of our own. Caia and Blaze, Jovi and Anjani, Vita and Bijarki, and Fiona and Zane were just some of the couples that had strengthened their bonds over the past year. And they were raising beautiful children, with grandiose futures ahead of them.

      Harper and Caspian were, more or less, next in line. Well, Serena and Draven were slightly ahead of them, but they were all moving in the same direction. We were all defined by love, in more than one way. It was our love for life that drove us to beat the odds at every turn. Our love for each other that made each of us want to become a better version of ourselves. And it was our love for the universe itself that made us look out and explore its infinite splendor.

      It wasn’t just the fae stars, Eritopia, Neraka, and Strava anymore. No. GASP was looking out farther into the In-Between and discovering new worlds. Of course, they were all somehow interconnected, as we learned from Draven, who had been using the Druid Archives for information. It was an established fact, already, that prior to Azazel’s reign, the Druids had often gone out to visit other worlds. All we were doing in the end was continuing their work and strengthening diplomatic relations.

      I’d yet to visit these other planets, but the delegations we’d sent over had come back with some incredible accounts—not to mention photos and videos! I, for one, was looking forward to getting out there myself. Nevis felt the same way, and it made us all the stronger together for it.

      I loved him more than anything. We were bonded for life, whether we liked it or not. We’d recently moved in together as well. Our souls were permanently intertwined, and Nevis was no longer just a Dhaxanian royal who could live for a very long time. He’d become a sentry, too, which had added a few centuries on top of what he was already looking at, as his future.

      Still, there was a part of me that was tempted to think farther than that. I was a vampire-sentry. I was immortal. And I couldn’t, for the life of me, imagine even the most distant future without Nevis in it. It was too early, I thought, to talk to him about it. But I hoped that, once I did, he’d feel the same way. That, someday, Nevis would consider becoming a vampire. If that was even possible… No one had tried it before, after all.

      In the meantime, however, I enjoyed every second of every moment we had together. We were greeted with smiles and arms wide open, as soon as we walked through the newly established portal on top of Luceria. It was yet another perk of having two full swamp witches—Kailani and Lumi had established a portal connection from Luceria to Strava and Neraka, making it easier for all of us to travel.

      They’d created similar openings in the Mount Zur GASP base, as well. The interplanetary spells had been adjusted and improved, but the portals were even easier to use, since it took mere minutes to get from point A to point B across the In-Between. Personally, I loved it.

      Serena and Draven were present to greet us, along with Varga, Dmitri, and Douma. This was probably going to be the last of Serena’s sumptuous dinner parties, at least for a little while, since the baby was almost here. She was throwing this one in honor of Harper and Caspian, in anticipation of their wedding, which was bound to take place a couple of days later, in The Shade.

      “Good grief, you look so cool!” Serena yelped, and graciously waddled toward me for a hug.

      She was days away from her due date, and, as far as I could tell, fortunate to still be able to walk, given the considerable size of her baby bump. Well, technically speaking, that wasn’t a bump anymore. I was tempted to call it a great big ball of baby—though not out loud. Nevertheless, she was gorgeous and glowing, happiness seeping through her pores.

      Serena was crazy about Dhaxanian fashion. She’d liked the silvery and diamond embroidery on silk from the moment Nevis had first set foot on Calliope. Me too, for that matter, which was why I’d had absolutely no trouble adjusting to most Dhaxanian customs. Nevis’s personal tailor had set me up with an entire walk-in closet filled with the most wonderful pieces of clothing. I was a fan of silken tunics—custom made to fit my figure from top to bottom.

      For this trip, however, I’d packed a lot of dresses. All the formal occasions involved parties and brunches, so it had seemed like the natural choice. Nevis liked my current outfit enormously. In fact, he’d had trouble keeping his hands off me prior to stepping through the portal.

      Serena threw her arms around me and pulled me into a very complicated hug, as I tried my best not to squish her belly. She didn’t seem to care, though.

      “Good grief, you’re strong,” I managed, breathless from her tight grip.

      She giggled, then lunged at Nevis next. Draven soon joined us, offering a polite bow and a warm smile. “Welcome,” he said.

      “You’re looking all shiny-glowy, Dad,” I shot back, grinning.

      Serena left Nevis at my side, and proceeded to walk around me a couple of times, admiring my figure. I’d picked a navy-blue silk dress, with diamond butterflies bursting down one shoulder, my chest, and my back. The moonlight cast its reflections upon each wing. I had to admit, Nevis’s tailor was top notch.

      “I love this. I absolutely love this!” Serena said.

      It was so nice to see her like this. Almost carefree, gleeful and smiling. Sure, her back was probably sore, and her feet hurt like hell, but she could step back and simply admire a dress, stress over what drinks to serve at her sister’s wedding party, wonder what name to give the baby and where to go on vacation this summer…

      She’d earned the reprieve, after everything we’d all been through.

      “I can hook you up with Nevis’s tailor, if you’d like,” I replied.

      “Clearly, he’s phenomenal,” Nevis added, giving me a most flattering and cheek-burning sideways glance.

      My brother gave me a brief nod and a playful wink from behind. “You’re late, sis!”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, and checked my watch, just to be sure.

      “No, you’re not,” he replied, chuckling.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, doing my best impression of a deadly threat. “Don’t mess around, Varga. Remember, I can always spike your drink.”

      That was enough to wipe the smirk off his face. For Christmas Kailani had given me a set of the niftiest little potions, neatly wrapped in tiny bubbles—and designed to mess with my brother whenever he tried or even succeeded to pull a prank on me. Kailani knew Varga and me well enough to understand that I needed a bit of an edge in our sibling “war.” All innocent fun, of course! And mostly potions that messed with his sentry senses, gave him annoying itches, or made him spit out frogs. Nothing too gnarly. Maybe a little gooey, at most.

      And Varga had already been on the receiving end of two such bubbles since Christmas. I doubted he was ready for a third one so soon.

      “Okay, okay, enough with the threats for now! Wait until the night after tomorrow!” Serena chimed in, struggling not to laugh as she ushered us all toward the staircase leading to a lower level. “Dinner is about to be served!”

      That was something I’d been looking forward to. As a vampire-sentry, my dietary options were restricted to blood. Any other fluid I had, like coffee or tea, was simply to enjoy the taste, now and then. So, when it came to the blood, I’d grown accustomed to the flavored types. Sure, the blood was different from one planet to another, since it was sourced from local animals. However, since Neraka, I’d developed a taste for blood with spices added into it. There was one in particular that I was most fond of, as it contained a combination of saffron and other slightly peppered herbs that gave the blood an absolutely phenomenal taste.

      And I knew Serena would make sure to stock up on a few batches, just for me.

      Nevis took my hand as we walked behind Draven and Serena. Varga, Dmitri, and Douma were right behind us. We made our way down the white marble stairs and through the main hallway. At the very end, a sumptuous dinner hall opened up, with sturdy but beautifully sculpted columns connecting the floor to the picturesque ceiling.

      Fires burned bright orange in the elegant, wall-mounted torches. Cream satin curtains adorned the giant windows overlooking the northern gardens of Luceria below. They matched the chairs and the table napkins. I had to give Serena credit: the girl knew how to throw a proper dinner party. The table, long and rectangular, was covered with gold-plated silverware, fine porcelains, and crystal glasses, along with a plethora of local flowers. An explosion of whites, pale pinks, and lilacs.

      Not all the guests had made it tonight, with most of them due to meet us in The Shade for the wedding, instead. With GASP permanently expanding, it had become quite a challenge to squeeze in a day or two for celebrations like this. Nevertheless, it was always a pleasure for me to be here, on Calliope. It was definitely one of my favorite spots in the universe.

      Harper and Caspian were already here, seated at the head of the table. Joining them were Hazel and Tejus, Viola and Phoenix, Rose and Caleb, Ben and River, Derek and Sofia, Abby and Erik, and their daughter, Amelia, on one side. On the other, Grandma Claudia and Grandpa Yuri, Cameron and Liana, with their son, Cedric, Lucas and Marion, Xavier and Vivienne, and Victoria and Bastien.

      We smiled and said hello to everyone, then took our own seats. Nevis and I were next to Hazel and Tejus. Varga joined us, carefully checking the table from end to end.

      “Where are Jovi and Anjani?” he asked.

      “Oh, they won’t make it tonight. Richard came down with a little fever, and there’s no way in hell those two will come out, now,” Serena replied.

      “I hope the kid’s okay,” Varga muttered, his brow furrowed.

      “He’s totally fine,” Bastien replied. “Little Richie is teething.”

      “Oh, good, another Blackhall to bite me,” Varga complained. “And no Jovi for me to torment tonight. Ugh… Not my night.”

      I chuckled, and squeezed his shoulder. “It’s okay, you might get lucky with Bijarki.”

      “Ha-ha,” Varga retorted, twisting his face like a petulant little brat.

      Even so, he was the light of my eyes. My beacon. My big brother. Despite our taunts, I knew I could always rely on him for anything.

      The double doors opened again, making everyone turn their heads. Aida and Field came in, with Voss firmly wrapped around his father’s torso. Behind them, Vita and Bijarki carefully guided Chantal in—the most beautiful little thing in a frilly, pale green dress, as she stepped into the room.

      “Look at her. Barely a year old and already close to running circles around us,” Dmitri murmured, unable to take his eyes off the incubus-fae baby girl.

      “She takes after her mom, I’ll bet,” Amelia replied.

      Vita giggled. “Thank you, Amelia. Glad to see someone recognizes the awesomeness on this side of the family.”

      “It’s hard not to,” Bijarki said to her. “I’m the luckiest bastard in the In-Between.”

      Amelia laughed. “I’m pretty sure every Eritopian at this table is saying that.”

      I had to admit, I liked Amelia a lot. She was usually shy and quiet, but the spiced rose water was tearing away at her inhibitions. I had a feeling that there was quite a fighter somewhere beneath that adorably nerdy façade of hers. Then again, if she kept coming to these dinners, one of us was bound to rub off on her.

      We all got comfortable on the other side of the table and settled into drinks and dinner, while Amelia brought us up to speed with some of the technological developments in The Shade. The serium imports were a real gamechanger, it seemed.

      “The entire island is now on blue energy,” Amelia said. “Blue, solar, and wind, actually. We’ve got backup in case the serium dries out.”

      “But it shouldn’t, right? That’s the beauty of serium,” Dmitri replied. “Once harvested, as long as there’s the occasional lightning to feed into it, it’ll go on forever. Right?”

      “Well, not forever. But close to it, yes. Serium is a phenomenal conduit and energy storage solution,” Amelia explained. “If there are no storms for, say, an entire year, then the serium crystals will dim down a little. We might not even notice it.”

      “Besides, the jinn could always make it rain, if needed,” Sofia replied.

      I was pretty ecstatic about the presence of serium in The Shade. It helped with our need to nurture and protect the planet. Ever since we’d discovered the Hermessi, we’d become even more respectful and careful of our own Mother Earth, our own Hermessi.

      As expected, Serena had made sure that we were all treated to the best that Calliope had to offer—from spiced blood for vampires, to a selection of grilled meats and veggies for the others. Draven, of course, had his meal later, since he still disliked eating his raw meat in public. Personally, I didn’t see the need for all the fuss, but, then again, Draven’s relationship with his inner snake had always been difficult.

      However, he did take an occasional morsel from Serena’s plate. He wasn’t exactly partial to cooked food, in general, but he loved teasing her—ever since her pregnancy, Serena had become hilariously protective of her food.

      “You’re depriving our child of precious nutrients,” she jokingly said to Draven as he snatched a grilled plum.

      “Oh, come on!” Phoenix groaned, rolling his eyes. “Let the guy eat. You need the father healthy and sated, too, don’t you?”

      Serena shifted her focus to her brother, who suddenly looked like a deer in headlights. “Wait till Viola gets pregnant. Can’t wait to see you then.”

      We all laughed, mostly because of the speed with which Phoenix’s cheeks turned bright pink. Viola kissed his cheek and whispered something in his ear. It accentuated the blush, which, in turn, made us laugh even harder.

      “Where is Lumi?” Nevis asked. “Kailani? Hunter? Shouldn’t they be here, too?”

      Serena nodded once, but gave herself an extra couple of seconds to finish chewing and swallowing before she spoke. “They were, but Lumi’s got a ceremony with her apprentices tonight,” she said. “It’s something she didn’t get to do with Kale because of the whole Strava mess, and it’s really important with these ladies. Kale didn’t really need this specific part of the induction to the Word because of her witch nature, but the five apprentices that Lumi has now definitely need it. The whole ritual, that is.”

      “That’s right, she’s got five apprentices now,” Varga replied. “How are they coming along?”

      “Quite well, actually. Kale said she’s got a lot of faith in them. The Word is most likely to accept them all,” Serena explained. “But she’s a stickler for all the rituals, now. She doesn’t want to take any chances. We all know how volatile the Word can be.”

      “Ah, yes,” I said, remembering the Stravian episodes.

      “Who can forget the time Kale blacked out and wiped out the Perfects, huh?” Varga chuckled, though his humor wasn’t all there.

      That had been a difficult time for Kailani, and for Hunter, for that matter, since she had little to no control over her powers. She’d begun her Word apprenticeship shortly before our founders went missing on Strava, and, once started, the process couldn’t be stopped. Certain conditions were also necessary for the swamp witch and the Word to bond correctly.

      Kailani had gotten lucky at the time, so I totally understood why Lumi wanted to be extra careful with these new apprentices.

      “And Hunter is with them?” I asked. “They usually kick him out of swamp-witch-related activities.”

      Varga laughed. “Yeah, but you know the white wolf. He’s not the kind to stand back forever. Especially when you tell him no. That just riles him up even more!”

      “I think Lumi needed Hunter to help with those pods of theirs,” Field replied.

      “Wait, what pods?” Serena asked, somewhat confused.

      “For the ritual. Thing is, they need to be fully isolated when they commune with the Word,” Field explained. “I don’t know the specifics, but I do know it’s something that Kale only did once. You know they won’t divulge any details regarding the apprenticeship rituals. So we can only speculate.”

      “Well, Hunter had to be there. Let’s just leave it at that,” Bastien interjected, slightly amused.

      “Mm-hm. They needed him for target practice,” Varga muttered, stirring a few more laughs from around the table. He then moved his attention back to Serena. “I heard something the other day, and I couldn’t believe it. Serena, I’m told that you and Eva have become absolute besties!”

      It was Draven’s turn to laugh.

      “You know what? I didn’t think it was possible!” Serena said, smiling.

      “Wait. Eva. Which Eva?” Derek asked.

      Aida was quick to update him. “Tamara’s daughter. You know Tamara, right? Lady of the Lamias?”

      “Oh, wow!” Hazel gasped. “Eva, as in, the Eva that Draven was supposed to marry in return for the Lamias’ support against Azazel?”

      “Yup. That Eva.” Serena giggled. “But listen, she’s not that bad at all. Hell, she’s actually awesome. We’ve been talking a lot lately. She had a thing for Thadeus, one of Draven’s Druids, but it didn’t work out. So… I don’t know, I ended up comforting her a few months back. We talked and talked and… in the end, she’s really cool.”

      “Define cool,” Varga replied.

      “Well, she’s stepped away from her mother’s machinations, for starters,” Serena said. “Eva has grown quite fond of GASP. She turned vampire last winter and—”

      “Whoa! What?!” I croaked, genuinely shocked. “A Lamia went vampire? That’s the first I’m hearing of it!”

      Serena sighed, wearing a sad smile. “Yeah, she didn’t want to tell anyone. It actually drove a wedge between her and Tamara. As you would’ve expected, the Lady of the Lamias wasn’t happy with Eva’s choice. Thadeus, either.”

      “That’s so wrong,” Hazel murmured. “But why? What’s their problem with vampires?”

      “No problem. Not directly, anyway. They just didn’t expect Eva to want that. And they didn’t take kindly to the change, I guess,” Serena replied. “So, Eva has been spending more time here, in Luceria, and on Mount Zur, than back down by the River Pyros. I guess she’s more GASP than anything else right now.”

      “I find it impressive, if you ask me,” I said. “She’s a Lamia-Druid-Vampire hybrid now, isn’t she?”

      Serena nodded again. “Yup. Lamia from her mother’s side, Druid from her crappy father’s side, and vampire.”

      “Crappy father,” Varga mumbled, frowning as he tried to remember the single most important detail that set Eva apart from everyone on Calliope. His eyes nearly popped out when the memory came back. “She’s Azazel’s daughter.”

      “Exactly. I kind of took pity on her, at first,” Serena replied. “We all know there was a time I would’ve loved to smack her around, especially when she was flirting with Draven,” she added, and gave her husband a quick wink. “Though he never reciprocated.”

      “How long ago did she join GASP?” Vita asked.

      “About three months ago,” Field said. “Aced her training and all her trials.”

      “She still dons the slinky silk dresses and loves to be ridiculously demanding, like the Lamia princess that she is.” Serena chuckled. “But, deep down, she’s a good person, if you ask me. And I think she’s super valuable to GASP.”

      Aida smiled. “I’m inclined to agree. She’s extremely intelligent. At first glance, one would think vain and pretentious, but that girl can see right through you. It’s almost scary.”

      Nevis surprised me when he stood up and took a couple of steps back.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “Nothing,” he replied, smiling at me. He looked at everyone else. “I must apologize for what I’m about to do. If I don’t do it now, I’m not sure I’ll ever find the courage again.”

      “You had too much rose water, didn’t you?” Draven asked, grinning.

      The succubi’s spiced rose water had become a frequent drink at Calliope dinners. It was an infusion of certain herbs and flowers that sort of amplified everything. I’d already gotten used to its zing, but I’d completely forgotten that Nevis was still new to it.

      Nevertheless, I sat still in my chair, wondering what he was up to. His aura glowed bright gold as he looked at me. It made me shut everyone out for a moment, as I felt his emotions echoing through me. This was about us, somehow…

      “Nevis, what are you doing?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He reached out and took my hand in his, lovingly staring at it for a few seconds. Chills trickled down my spine, as frost emerged from beneath and formed a ring around my finger. I felt my breath leave me, my chest contracting and my blood rushing to my head.

      It was a stunning piece. It looked as though it had been carved straight out of a diamond. Only it was made of Dhaxanian frost, the kind that would never melt. The wall torch lights flickered across its many fine facets.

      My stomach tightened, as I instantly understood what this was. What it meant.

      “I have to do it now, Elonora. I cannot wait another minute,” Nevis said, his blue eyes glowing and setting my soul on fire. “I’ve spoken to your parents already. I’ve asked for your hand in marriage. They laughed and said that I should ask you.”

      My vision got blurry. Tears were gathering in my eyes. He was so adorable when socially awkward. I could only imagine the roaring laughter coming out of my mom and dad when Nevis asked them… Good grief, I love this guy so much.

      Gasps erupted from around the table, as the others, too, realized what was happening.

      “Nevis…” I managed, staring at the ring for a few moments. “Is this…”

      “I love you, Elonora. More than I thought possible. My people love you. My kingdom needs a queen. I need a queen. And you’re it for me, my darling. You’re incredible. More than I could’ve ever hoped for. It would be an honor if you became my queen, and I… your king. Soulmates, forever,” he said, his voice shaky with emotion.

      It had taken a lot of courage for him to say all this. I could tell. His nerves were frayed. His heart was tiny and agitated, beating beyond its capabilities, as he finally asked what I knew he was going to ask, now.

      “Will you marry me, Elonora?”

      To say that I was floored would’ve been an absolute understatement. My brain just switched off. My heart swelled, instead, and love flowed through me like an endless river. I lost myself in his eyes for the millionth time, wondering why I hadn’t noticed his angst before—he’d been working up to this moment for some time, now. I could tell.

      Nevis was, in fact, a very good sentry. He’d learned quickly, and he’d seamlessly incorporated his new abilities into everything he did. It made him a better leader, if anyone asked me. He’d also learned to hide certain emotions from me. Not that I mind. He can still surprise me. Obviously.

      But I had to take a moment to ask myself. Did I really want this? Us? Forever?

      Hell yes.

      I nodded feverishly, as my heart kickstarted itself back into motion and took my consciousness for a wild spin. It was enough to make his aura explode, as if two stars had just collided inside him.

      “Yes… Yes, Nevis. I will marry you,” I whispered, no longer able to hold it together.

      Someone sniffed next to me. Someone was crying. I only looked for a second and spotted Varga, all teary-eyed, his lower lip quivering. I wanted to laugh so hard, but Nevis pulled me up from my chair and took me in his arms and… everything just went so deliciously blank and white.

      “I’m the luckiest creature in this universe and the next,” he murmured in my ear, then kissed me. I abandoned reality altogether and deepened that kiss, putting everything I had into it.

      All the love. The hope. The joy. The fears. The dreams. Everything that made us who we were, every particle that labored to keep us upright and functioning in that instant. People clapped and cheered around us, but I couldn’t tear myself from Nevis’s arms, or his kiss.

      It was, after all, the most important of kisses. It sealed the deal between us. The promise that we’d be together until death… no, maybe until the end of time, instead. Yes. Until the end of time.

      “I love you,” I said, my lips brushing against his.

      “I adore you,” he replied.

      It was our favorite line. Whenever he said it, my heart sang.

      And it wasn’t going to be the last time I’d hear it, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3: Amelia

          

          (Abby & Erik’s daughter)

        

      

    

    
      It took me years to get myself into gear, to figure out what I really wanted to do with my life. At first, I thought I’d do something in education, like my mom, who was still one of the most liked and respected teachers in the Vale. I even worked there for a while, teaching science and biology—well, for about twenty years, until the Eritopia incident unfolded, and we realized we’d lived through two decades more than Serena and her crew. That revelation had really put things into perspective for me, in particular.

      My years teaching didn’t feel wasted, but they did give me a sense of incompletion. So, shortly after life in Eritopia regained its balance, I decided to make the best of my education. I joined GASP and learned a few things along the way, to the point where I became a trusted team member in the Intelligence Department. It was something that I was really good at, all modesty aside.

      I wasn’t much for a social life, anyway. I was shy and more partial to books than to guys and parties. On top of that, despite the curiosity of seeing what’s out there, I rarely left The Shade. Instead, I hid behind the screens, providing remote support to our teams—most of them dispatched throughout the In-Between. Needless to say, after Neraka, my workload pretty much doubled. My mom and dad were happy with me staying close. My mom, in particular.

      Not that I could blame her. Almost everyone on the Hudson side of our family had died before I was even born. There was trauma passed along our bloodline, and it kind of stuck with me, too. I feared death, and my mom was terrified of losing me, so for years, I didn’t leave her side, without even realizing what it was doing to me—until Strava and the possibility that the whole world might come to an end. Something clicked in me, then, so, shortly after the Blackout, I applied for a field agent position in GASP.

      What the hell, right?

      I quickly understood that I couldn’t live an eternity fearing death. I’d turned vampire at the age of twenty specifically to prolong my life, to be a part of The Shade and my ever-growing family forever, if possible. As a human, I would’ve been well within my rights to be more concerned for my personal safety, but, as a vampire, I had some leeway. It was time to use it.

      I didn’t want another Ta’Zan-like situation to come along, another end-of-days scenario to teach me that I hadn’t lived enough. So, I forged ahead, and, within the year, I was a full-fledged GASP agent. Needless to say, Mom and Dad weren’t all that happy about my decision at first, but, after a couple of dinners with Derek and Sofia, they changed their minds. They, too, realized that it was just a tiny bit ridiculous.

      “We’re vampires, dammit. What’s the point of living if we spend our days fearing death, right?” Dad had concluded at the time.

      Of course, just because I’d become a GASP agent didn’t mean I’d changed, myself. Nope. I was still the shy dork who hyperventilated at the mere thought of talking to a good-looking guy, of which there were plenty in The Shade and beyond. It made social outings just a tad awkward, but I had a couple of breathing exercises up my sleeve to help me, if needed.

      As part of my “new me” routine, I decided to peel myself away from the permanent pile of books in my Shadian redwood treehouse and join my parents on Calliope for a relaxing weekend away before Harper and Caspian’s wedding. I’d been doing this Shade-Calliope trip more frequently over the past couple of weeks, and I considered each outing to be good practice prior to Harper’s wedding. It got easier to leave the comfort of my treehouse and be in a room full of people.

      Baby steps for me, of course, but still necessary if I was going to be a field agent.

      “Are you ready?” Mom asked when we met outside the portal connecting The Shade to Luceria’s throne room. She and Dad looked amazing, clad in casual white cotton from top to bottom and carrying only leather hand luggage.

      It made my three-day travel trunk look… over the top.

      Dad was the first to notice it behind me. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small, either. I liked the fact that it had wheels, and that they were relatively silent. It had gotten some curious looks along the way, but hey, peeling myself away from the pile of books in my treehouse didn’t mean I couldn’t take a few with me. And by a few I meant a dozen. I was a fast reader. And old-school, too. Hazel had recommended I get an e-reader, as she was a huge fan of the things, but I couldn’t get used to not having a real book in my hand. I’d tried. The next day, I returned the device. Not my cup of tea.

      “You haven’t packed much, I see,” Dad said with his usual sardonic flair as he nodded at my trunk.

      I’d moved out of my parents’ treehouse a year back, shortly before I’d applied to become a field agent. It felt like the natural thing to do, also part of the “new me” thing. I still had coffee with them every morning, but I did appreciate my newfound independence. The best part was that my parents encouraged me, no matter what I chose to do with my life.

      “Just the basics,” I replied with a shrug. “We’re going to be there for three days before we come back for Harper and Caspian’s shindig, anyway.”

      Mom laughed. “How many books?”

      “A dozen,” I grumbled, then became defensive when I saw them both trying so hard not to poke fun at me. “What? I might get bored.”

      “Sweetie, we’ll be out for most of our stay. We’ve got dinner with the Blackhalls tonight, followed by brunch with Vita and Bijarki tomorrow, plus a slew of activities throughout the trip. I doubt you’ll have time to read.”

      “I think it’s best to be prepared, either way,” I muttered.

      “Suit yourself. You’re the one who has to drag that thing around,” Mom replied, pointing at my trunk.

      “Wait till the Blackhalls take you out,” Dad said. “I heard Aida was keen to have you around for their werewolf training session with Lumi tonight.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You just want me out of the house more, don’t you?”

      “What gave that away?” Dad retorted, wearing a half-smile.

      “Wait, hold on, Aida wants what?” I asked, after processing the rest of Dad’s statement.

      “She wants you present for the shift,” he said.

      I briefly remembered mentioning to Aida back at Serena’s dinner party that it would’ve been cool to watch her and her brothers turn into werewolves at once, but I hadn’t thought she’d actually want me there!

      “That’s a pretty intimate moment for me to be a part of,” I murmured, blushing.

      “Well, she wants you there,” Dad said, shrugging. “You and Aida have become good friends over the past year, Amelia. I’m not surprised that she’d want you with her when all the Blackhall siblings shift.”

      That part was true. Aida and I had seen a lot more of each other lately. Whenever I went to Calliope for special GASP trainings, whenever she popped by The Shade with Field and Voss, she never forgot to come by and see me. In a way, she and I were a lot alike. Granted, I didn’t have her confidence, in general, but she was just as shy, sometimes. I considered her a kindred spirit of sorts, someone I looked up to.

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say,” I managed. “I mean, she didn’t tell me anything about it.”

      Dad’s face went white. “Crap.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “It was supposed to be a surprise,” he said, suddenly remembering. “She asked me not to tell you. My bad. Can you pretend I never told you?” he added, wearing a sheepish smile.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sure, Dad, I’ll help you save face in front of the Blackhalls. We don’t want anybody thinking that Erik Novalik is starting to lose his vampy, mysterious touch.”

      “Last time I checked, I ran circles around you in our father-daughter training session,” he shot back. “I’m pretty sure I’ve still got my game, so don’t get coy with me, young lady.”

      Ever since I’d turned vampire, Dad had been determined to train me. Thanks to him and our bi-weekly practice nights, I’d honed my skills to a superior level—which, in the end, had helped me qualify for the field agent position. Simply becoming a vampire wasn’t enough to be in GASP. We had to bring something to the table.

      Dad handed my ass to me on a regular basis in training, of course, but, even so, I’d reached some impressive physical milestones because of him. All I had to do now was apply everything I’d learned in the field. And that was the part that made me nervous. The field. I’d yet to receive my first mission, but I was eager to get into it. I figured it was like ripping off a band-aid. The quicker it came off, the better.

      “No argument there,” I replied, and motioned for the portal. “Now, can we get going already, so I can act all surprised when Aida asks me to join her and her brothers in the garden?”

      Mom laughed and took Dad’s hand. They stepped through the portal first. I went in last.

      I had to hold my breath for a few moments as we walked from one dimension to another. It was still an intense experience for me. It would take a while for me to fully wrap my head around it all, since I understood the quantum physics behind it more than most.

      For a few minutes, the three of us were suspended in time and space, making our way through a wormhole of sorts, with transparent walls and a full, brilliant view of the cosmos itself. It was breathtaking. Every. Damn. Time.

      By the time I set foot through the destination portal and into Luceria’s throne room, my head was buzzing with delight. I could do this over and over, if possible. I could spend days in that wormhole, just to study its characteristics and better understand the principles upon which it functioned. But I had to save that for another time. Socializing with the Blackhalls was a priority for that night.

      

      Dinner was delightful, as always. I couldn’t get enough of the spiced blood, while Dmitri, Jovi, Aida, and Bastien devoured a considerable amount of grilled meats. Victoria, Anjani, Douma, and Field worked hard not to laugh. In between bites, Aida always made sure to feed little Voss, too. He’d been moved to solids, and was quite partial to the grill as well.

      They were funny to watch, I thought. Voss was looking more and more like his mom with each day that passed, but there was also a shadow of Field permanently etched into his expression. I had a feeling he’d grow up to become a fearsome Novak—and just as funny as his Blackhall uncles, with the influence they had on him.

      Smack in the middle of dinner, baby Voss pushed a morsel of food away and wiggled out of Aida’s hold. He slid down to the floor, then quivered and went full wolf. Well, full pup. He was the cutest little thing, with puffy black fur and amber eyes like his mom, his high-pitched howling making everyone go into a collective “Aw!”

      “Wow, his shifts are so smooth,” I said, genuinely amazed. “It took him seconds. Any hawk manifestations yet?”

      Aida laughed. “No, no wings for now, but he’s young. He’s got time to show us what he got from his dad. And yes, the shifts are way better now. Lumi took him on the moment he started to crawl… It’s amazing how far he’s come with the right guidance.”

      She picked her pup up and resumed her meal, occasionally letting Voss scarf down a piece of grilled meat. He huffed whenever she gave him a vegetable, but he ate it anyway. It was his way of protesting the menu.

      “It’s amazing we’ve lived this long without knowing what we could do, as werewolves!” Bastien chimed in, shaking his head in amusement. “I grew up thinking I was the only wolf who could shift whenever I wanted, independent of the full moon. Then, lo and behold, in came Lumi and turned it all upside down.”

      “But that’s good, right?” Dad asked.

      “Oh, absolutely,” Jovi replied. “I’ve turned three times so far, and I have to say it’s amazing. It’s like all the exhaustion and bad energy I gather in human form over the course of weeks or days… it just evaporates when I go full wolf.”

      “Like therapy,” Aida said. “It’s cathartic, if you ask me. The best stress relief!”

      Dmitri groaned, then leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms, pouting like a little boy. “Well, goody for you two. Three, if we count the little spud, there.”

      “Hey, you’re almost there, too!” Jovi said.

      “And you’re more stubborn than both your brothers put together, so you have that working for you,” Douma added, lovingly grinning at him.

      Dmitri blushed—and it was a rare sight.

      “I have a feeling tonight is your night, son,” Bastien interjected.

      “And what about you?” Mom asked. “When will you be joining your kids on those wolf runs?”

      Victoria sighed, then ran her fingers through Bastien’s thick, black hair. “He’s got plenty of time,” she replied. “He already has the advantage of being a full wolf. The kids are halves, so they have more work to do.”

      “And Voss is basically a quarter wolf, and he’s already putting all of us to shame.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “I thought we’d already established that it’s because he got an early start,” I replied. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ll all get to his level pretty soon.”

      Aida shifted her focus to me. “Speaking of, would you like to join us tonight? We’re doing another session with Lumi. It’s not a full moon, so we’ll have to work harder, but I think all three of us will shift tonight.”

      My eyebrows popped up. I’d been worried I’d have trouble faking surprise and not making my dad look guilty of prematurely spilling the beans, but it seemed to work, since Aida laughed lightly.

      “You didn’t think I’d remember, did you?” she asked.

      I shook my head slowly, then smiled. “It would be an honor.”

      “Yeah, we normally don’t let anyone outside the close family participate, but you’re quite the biology buff, aren’t you?” Jovi replied. “Aida thinks you’d like it. You know, the whole shifting process.”

      I nodded eagerly. “I most certainly would!” I said.

      “Then it’s settled. Come midnight, you’re joining us in the garden downstairs!” Aida concluded, clapping her hands once.

      Pup-Voss howled again, as if sealing the deal. I could’ve melted right then and there, given how adorable he was. I noticed my mom and dad smiling at me and felt like the subject of a documentary. I could almost hear the narrator’s voice in the back of my head.

      Amelia has successfully managed several social outings already. For a creature most comfortable with her treehouse lair, it is truly astonishing to watch her interact with other members of her Shade family. Even her parents seem proud, fawning over her and most likely hoping to see more of this Amelia.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the clock struck midnight, I followed Jovi, Aida, and Dmitri downstairs to the northern gardens of Luceria. Douma, Anjani, Field, and pup-Voss joined us, while Bastien and Victoria remained in the dinner hall with baby Richard and my parents.

      The night was still young, and the half-moon hung heavily in the sky, accompanied by trillions of twinkling stars. The sky was perfect. The air was dry, with warm winds blowing in from the south. And a plethora of insects chirped in the deep woods nearby. The northern gardens, in fact, opened out straight into the forest, through a natural arch formed by two trees whose branches intertwined at the top.

      Lumi was already there, leaning against one of the trees with her arms crossed.

      “Don’t tell me we’re late!” Jovi scoffed. “It’s midnight. You said midnight.”

      “Did I say you were late?” Lumi replied.

      “No. But you’ve got that judgy look about you,” Jovi muttered.

      Dmitri leaned in to whisper something to his brother. “I think that’s her usual look.”

      It came out louder than he probably thought, as Lumi immediately rolled her eyes in response. She then motioned for Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri to move in front of the gate.

      “Come on, you three. Take your positions,” she said. “You know what to do.”

      Field, Anjani, Douma, and I stayed back. Pup-Voss was allowed to frolic in a nearby manicured bush. As a werewolf, he was at that age when everything could be chewed, and he showed no mercy as he snapped his little jaws on one of the greener branches, growling and tugging at it. Bright red petals scattered from above. One settled on the tip of his black nose for a moment, making him freeze.

      He sniffed once, then sneezed, sending the petal away in a swirling flight.

      I covered my mouth to stop my laughter from echoing across the garden, while Field chuckled, his eyes beaming with pride. “Yeah, he’s still discovering nature, I guess,” he said.

      “I could die, I swear.” Anjani giggled. “Voss is such a heart-melting wonder.”

      “Richard has conquered plenty of hearts, as well,” Douma replied.

      “Okay!” Lumi said out loud, drawing our attention back to the Blackhall siblings. “Remember, you only need to look at the moon and listen to what your inner wolf is trying to say. It’s in there. It’s always in there.”

      Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri were on their knees, their heads tilted as they looked up. Moonlight gave them all a pearly glow. I could hear them breathing. In and out, even and calm. Beneath that lay the restlessness of wolves. Their heartbeats were accelerated. They were yearning to be let loose.

      “Your wolves are talking to you. Can you hear them?” Lumi asked, watching them carefully.

      They’d done this before. Almost every other night. It had taken more than a year to get them to first shift during a full moon, then outside that fabled limitation. The energy coming off the Blackhall siblings tonight was pretty amazing. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up to attention. I had a feeling that Aida was right—that the three of them would turn tonight.

      “Yes,” Dmitri murmured.

      “What are they saying?” Lumi replied.

      “Let me out,” Jovi whispered.

      “What a moon…” Aida said.

      “I’m still hungry,” Dmitri added.

      Douma exhaled sharply in an effort not to laugh. It was bad enough we had pup-Voss wrestling with a flower bush. Dmitri was making it even harder for us to concentrate—this was supposed to be a super intense and solemn moment, after all.

      “Let the wolf take over,” Lumi said. “In one deep breath, reach for the door inside you. You’ve done it before. You can do it again.”

      “It’s crazy hard,” Jovi replied, grunting as beads of sweat covered his forehead.

      It took a considerable amount of effort, it seemed, to summon a shift. I wondered what it was, exactly, that triggered the entire process. Was there really a wolf’s voice in their heads, or was that more of a metaphor?

      “You’ve done it before,” Lumi repeated, her tone sharp and firm. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. That much was clear.

      I, for one, was in awe of her. The amount of power and knowledge inside her was simply incredible. I could only imagine what her mind felt like. How she processed the Word’s connection to every atom in her body. What did it feel like? Was it like a permanent buzz? Or like having one’s hand glued to a fork stuck in a power socket at all times?

      Aida cried out in what sounded like pain. Field was stiff, but he didn’t say anything. Even pup-Voss stilled, his amber eyes fixed on his mother. Aida doubled over, laughing and sobbing at the same time.

      “Oh, wow,” I mumbled.

      “That’s it, Aida!” Lumi encouraged her. “Let the wolf out. You’re almost there!”

      I heard bones crack. Aida leaned onto her fists, breathing heavily as her body began to shift. My heart skipped a beat at the sight of chocolate-colored hair growing out from every inch of her skin. She growled, prompting Dmitri and Jovi to respond.

      “Come on, babe!” Field said. “You’ve got this! You’ve done it before!”

      Aida shuddered, claws extending from the tips of her fingers. Her figure was beginning to change. Her arms and legs were covered in luscious brown fur. By the time she turned her head to look at us for a brief moment, I couldn’t recognize her anymore. A few seconds later, a mighty wolf emerged, leaving her ripped clothes in the grass.

      “This is so cool!” I croaked, feeling a huge grin slit my face.

      To my right, Field was bursting with pride and love. And for good reason. Aida was simply stunning in wolf form. Her golden eyes were perfectly round and warm, her fangs glistening white and the fur on her back all ruffled up. She was restless and ready to go for a run in the woods, but she chose to sit, instead, waiting for her brothers to join her.

      “Jovi! It’s time! Let him out,” Lumi said. “You can feel him clawing his way to the surface, and I know it’s more of a reflex to resist it, but don’t. Just let him loose!”

      Indeed, Jovi was halfway through with his transformation as well. His fur was black as night, and he was considerably larger than Aida. By the time he completed his shift, both Anjani and I gasped with pure astonishment. She’d seen this side of him before, and she was still amazed.

      Jovi was as big as a dire wolf, and about a foot taller than Aida. His thick, jet black fur curled at the tips, ever so slightly, creating a luscious wavy pattern from his neck to his bushy tail. His eyes were mirrors of the forest itself, a most intense and spine-tingling green. He rushed around his sister a couple of times, then lovingly licked her face.

      They both waited patiently for Dmitri, who was still struggling. Patches of fur were beginning to show, but I worried he might not be able to complete his transformation tonight. He was covered in sweat, breathing heavily as he tried to summon his inner wolf.

      “He’s made it this far before,” Douma whispered to me. “He just hasn’t managed to get past the claws yet.”

      I watched, my nerves stretched as I internally rooted for him to let it all out tonight. Aida had said she was confident they’d all turn this time. I wholeheartedly hoped she was right.

      “Dmitri, don’t fight it,” Lumi said. She crouched in front of him. Her white irises with blue edges glimmered with excitement, as if she knew something he didn’t. “I can feel you, young wolf. Just… let loose.”

      Aida and Jovi both whimpered, their gazes fixed on their younger brother. Dmitri was hard at work for what felt like the longest minutes in anyone’s existence, until we all finally heard it—the first bone snapping. Then the second. The third.

      Dmitri shouted from the pain, but Lumi didn’t let him give up.

      “Keep at it!” she said. “Let him out! Don’t fight him! It hurts a lot less if you don’t fight him!”

      Dmitri nodded, then collapsed in the grass, panting and groaning in soul-crushing agony. Then, something happened inside him, I figured, as he froze. For a moment, I wasn’t sure whether he’d succeed this time around, but then he just sighed, and his body quivered.

      Black fur exploded through every pore. The clothes he’d been wearing were torn to pieces, as the full beast came out. We all cheered as Dmitri stood on all fours, a full ink-black wolf with greenish brown eyes. He reminded me of Bastien, in a way. The long legs, the shaggy fur, and the sturdy back muscles.

      Pup-Voss was the first to howl, as cute as always. Soon enough, Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri joined him, all of them glancing at the moon as if serenading it. Shivers ran down my arms and legs. It was incredibly difficult to describe the joy I felt, compressed into this one single flicker of time. I was witnessing something extraordinary, as the three wolves licked and rubbed against one another, thrilled to be together, in both human and wolf form.

      Half-wolves that had once thought they’d never experience the life of their father… Their dream had finally come true. They’d beaten the odds and the ancient lore, and they’d proven that one’s nature could never be truly set in stone. In the end, what was crazier? Half-wolves going full werewolf, or a vampire walking in the sun?

      As I watched Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri dart off into the woods, I had to admit, this was an incredible moment.

      We’d gone past the limits of what had been once thought impossible, and we were now treading through new and uncharted territory. I was beside myself with the thought of being a part of this journey. Who knew what lay ahead?
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