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      Three days had passed since our turbulent return to Calliope. Three days since we’d avoided death-by-Hermessi and since we’d learned to keep Devil’s Weed sprigs hidden in the lining of our clothes at all times, like Inalia had advised us shortly before our escape. We’d lost Inalia on Cerix, though she was still around—as a Fire Hermessi, one of the very elements that were determined to destroy us all.

      I carried a lot of grief and anguish in my soul. Inalia had been a good friend and ally, even though we’d spent only a few days together. I had a feeling there could’ve been more between us, had she not abandoned her body to save her planet. Her sacrifice would never be forgotten.

      In the meantime, we had a world of trouble to deal with. The Hermessi’s influence was growing, despite GASP’s multiple efforts to stop the cults’ activities. Somehow, they kept sneaking around, cutting fae and whispering an ancient Hermessi spell that allowed them to kick the souls out of the fae’s bodies so the elements could take over once they hit five million. We were at 2.5 million fae now, and the number would continue to rise. The best we could do was try to keep the other fae safe while caring for the affected ones, each of whom were kept in charmed crystal casings—the witches, the warlocks, and the Daughters of Eritopia helped with that.

      The rest of GASP continued its efforts on two fronts. Countless teams were dispatched across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension to hunt down as many cult members as possible and bring them in for questioning, while my crew, along with Phoenix, continued to work toward the next step in our mission: finding Death. Friggin’ Death.

      We didn’t know where to go or where to find her. Our best bet, after hours of debating the topic, was to find one of the ancient Hermessi that had been around four million years ago and get answers from them. However, that also came with problems of its own. From what Harper had gathered during her encounter with Ramin and the rebel Hermessi, the ancient ones were most likely all in favor of the ritual and therefore had zero reason to assist us—except Firr, the Fire Hermessi of Calliope, who’d secretly sided with the rebels. All roads led us back to the cult members we kept locked on Mount Zur, while Field, Aida, and the rest of the Calliope GASP unit dug deeper into our notes from the Lemnos Woods Library, hoping they’d find something we might’ve missed.

      “Do you think these cult members know something about the ancient Hermessi?” Eira asked as we walked down one of the GASP base corridors of Mount Zur.

      Raphael and Amelia had joined us. Jax had told us that they’d begun to make some progress in the interrogation of Hermessi cult members, using a combination of mind-bending and magic.

      “They’ve got four individuals who seem like they’re about to crack,” I said, stopping in front of the main interrogation room. Five chambers had been set up for this, and GASP agents worked round the clock with new methods, constantly pushing and prodding the three dozen cultists that had been brought in. The main room belonged to Jax and Heron, reserved for four individuals who had finally begun to break down.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Raphael said. “If they’re able to point us to some inside knowledge about the ancient Hermessi, we might at least get a lead. It’s been three days of nothing so far. We’re stagnating, while they’re gaining ground.”

      Eira nodded, expressing her agreement. In Inalia’s absence, she’d proven herself to be a fascinating and equally competent… surrogate. I’d learned a few more things about her recently, and about her thought processes. Eira was strong and valiant, noble and ambitious, smart as a whip and rough around the edges—unlike Inalia, who’d been a skilled and sensible diplomat. However, I welcomed what Eira brought to the table. The time for subtleties had passed, anyway.

      “I, for one, am grateful we’re at least doing something,” Amelia replied. “I was getting bored holed up in Luceria. Don’t get me wrong, the castle is superb and all, but if I can’t do anything to stop it from becoming a mass grave along with the rest of Calliope and the In-Between, I can’t really enjoy it.”

      “It’s a good thing Shayla’s ‘truth serum’ is working, then,” I said. “Now let’s see if it’s getting us what we need.”

      I pushed open the doors to find Jax and Heron already inside, accompanied by Hansa, Avril, and Shayla. One of the cultists was already strapped into a chair, his hands covered in the same crystal casing that had been used to keep the affected fae safe and under control. The charmed mineral was designed to stop them from using their elemental abilities, and it had been fitted on all the cultists’ hands.

      Heron turned his head and frowned at us. “Where’s the rest of your jolly crew?”

      “They’re trying to get an action plan together,” I replied. “Covering all possible scenarios and so on. We’re a bit lost here, since we don’t know where to start looking for Death. Hence why we’re here.”

      Lumi, Riza, Herakles, Eva, and Varga had taken over one of the council rooms in Luceria for this, poring over stellar maps of the In-Between and copies of their library notes—what they’d gathered from both Silvergate and Lemnos Woods.

      “I’d hoped Lumi would get some insights from the Word,” Avril grumbled, her arms crossed. Her father, Lucas, was in a crystal casing back in the Shade sanctuary, along with the rest of the Novak fae—Ben, Grace, Caia, and Vita. Their clan had suffered the most, and valuable members of GASP were now comatose. Avril had every reason to want to get things moving here. Her father’s life depended on it.

      I shook my head. “Lumi has been trying. She’s sought the Word’s help, but it’s like it doesn’t want to get involved, or something. Personally, I find it strange and disheartening. It’s not the end of the road, though. We’re here for a reason, aren’t we?”

      “You think he’ll talk?” Jax asked, raising an eyebrow as he nodded at the captured fae in his secured chair.

      “We should give it our best,” Safira said as she walked in and joined us. My stomach hurt a little in her presence. I hadn’t been able to look at the Daughters of Eritopia the same way after I’d learned they’d been created from the same primordial pink waters that spawned the Shills… those wretched monsters. The Daughters were the product of Wei, Calliope’s Earth Hermessi, and they were fundamentally good people. Nevertheless, I held on to the sliver of doubt in my soul where they were concerned, mainly because no Hermessi’s allegiance was set in stone. I worried Wei might turn on us eventually, and force the Daughters to do his bidding. They’d said they would oppose it, but they’d never had to deal with his coercion before, so I couldn’t be sure. Until that day, however, the Daughters were still our allies, so I offered a polite nod to welcome her.

      “It’s what we’re hoping for as well,” I said.

      “Now Fez, get ready,” Shayla said to the fae as Safira handed her a delicate glass syringe with a long and sharp tip. The end was fitted with a crystal cylinder that was used to push the glowing violet liquid into Fez’s neck. He squirmed as the tip pierced his skin. “We’ve been perfecting the serum, changing it based on the results so far. I think this version will help us more. I’ve increased the dosage of some of the ingredients.”

      My mom was back on the Fire Star, where she personally watched over my dad. It was only a matter of time before someone slipped past security and hurt him, too. I was anxious, while mentally preparing myself for that particular call from my mom. In the meantime, I had to be here and do everything in my power to stop the Hermessi’s ritual. I was terrified for myself too, but I couldn’t stop. All I could do was keep my guard up at all times—thankfully, my crew was there to watch my back, in case someone might try to cut-and-spell me. I’d made it my mission to keep going for as long as I could, knowing that I was one of the 1001 fae who had helped with the Blackout and, therefore, I was also a target for the cults.

      We waited for a few minutes while the serum worked its magic on Fez. Avril turned on the video camera, while Hansa locked the doors behind us. The room needed to be secured and the interview recorded, as per GASP protocol.

      “Where was he captured?” Raphael asked, looking at Heron and Jax.

      “On the Emerald,” Heron replied. “He’s part of the cult chapter there.”

      “And likely one of the mooks we saw in the forest there, before we got the Cerixian soil samples,” Amelia muttered, her brow furrowed as she glowered at Fez.

      His expression began to soften, his shoulders dropping as the serum rushed through his veins. He looked up at Jax, pursing his lips. “You keep trying… You’ll fail again,” he said, slurring his words.

      Jax smirked, then glanced at me. “He’s one of four who were most susceptible to our mind-bending. The serum is definitely working, but, like Shayla said, we need to strengthen the formula. It differs from one fae to another, too, so each of these syringes is custom made.” He pointed at the glass syringe, which had been discarded in a box beneath a corner table.

      “What sort of intel have you been able to gather from them so far?” Eira asked.

      “Their hiding spots. A few names of cult members, not only from their home planets but also from neighboring galaxies. They’re well connected, which is why some of them were able to evade capture. But we’ll get them all, eventually. The deeper we dig with our mind-bending, the more painful it becomes, and the harder it is for them to lie just to make it stop.”

      “So, not traditional torture,” Amelia concluded.

      Jax shook his head. “It’s effective.”

      “I, for one, am still amazed that someone would do this to themselves,” I said, pointing at Fez’s facial scars. He’d basically mutilated himself, like other cult members. He’d used a sharp blade, carving his own skin and flesh, to make those Hermessi symbols permanent. “Fanatics, eh?”

      “I stand by my faith and by my gods!” Fez hissed.

      “They’re not gods,” Shayla replied dryly. “They’re entities with power and with an agenda that will wipe you all out.”

      “No. We were promised a safe haven. The rest of you might perish, but not us! We will be saved!” Fez said, making Shayla smile.

      “The serum is working.”

      Indeed it was. Otherwise, Fez would’ve been closed off and saying nothing, like the other cult members whose interrogations I’d witnessed over the past couple of days. That serum was doing something right, for sure.

      “Okay, so what are we hoping to find out today?” Heron asked, placing his fingers on Fez’s temples.

      Jax’s Wards were out hunting cult members. He’d insisted that they help GASP, instead of amplifying his mind-bending interrogation techniques. Jax and Heron were working together, anyway, and that built up a strong-enough mental attack that would eventually make the susceptible prisoners crack. In addition, Jax had feared that amplifying his mind-bending with his Wards might be too violent for the prisoners’ brains. Fearing the possibility of turning their minds to mush before getting something useful out of them, the Dorchadas brothers had agreed to take a more physical approach and gradually break down the Hermessi-controlled barriers, without crippling the prisoners.

      Jax moved in front of him, pressing his index and middle fingers against the fae’s forehead. This looked like a two-pronged mental attack with added physical contact for an increased intensity, and I was all for it. My pulse was already racing in anticipation of what Fez might tell us under the right pressure and influence.

      “There’s only so much we can get out of him in one day without turning his brains to mush,” Jax warned us. “This is extremely hard on him, and he’ll need some time to recover before we can delve deeper.”

      I nodded slowly, then exchanged glances with Raphael, Amelia, and Eira. “We want to know what he’s been told about the ancient Hermessi. The ones that were there when the first ritual attempt took place.”

      “You heard him,” Jax said to Fez. Sparks flickered in his jade eyes as he stared down at the fae.

      For a brief moment, nothing seemed to happen. But Jax and Heron’s mind-bending was already at work, bypassing the brain’s natural defenses. In this battle of wills, Fez was still holding his own. Beads of sweat bloomed on his face, dripping down and soaking his cotton shirt. He quivered, grunting from the pain as he closed his eyes. With the serum and the mind-bending, Fez seemed to be in a crippling amount of pain.

      “You… have no… right to… do this!” he growled, struggling against his restraints. Heron and Jax never broke physical and mental contact with him. Maras didn’t normally need to touch their targets, but in this case, Jax and Heron had decided it was necessary, in order to make sure they dug deep enough. They kept drilling, throwing their heaviest mind-bending at him, until a drop of blood trickled from his nostril.

      “You’re hurting him,” Eira murmured, unable to take her eyes off him.

      “He knows it’ll go away if he stops fighting us. We’ve been through these motions before, Fez, don’t be stupid,” Jax said to him between gritted teeth.

      “What do you know about the ancient Hermessi? Anyone out there who’d be willing to help?” Heron asked.

      The question had an even more powerful effect on him. He gasped. His eyes rolled into his head as he went into a violent set of convulsions.

      “Come on, Fez, let it out. The Hermessi won’t save you. They left you for dead here,” Heron added, narrowing his eyes.

      “Argh… the old ones won’t help!” Fez shouted, caving under the pressure. “They’re all for the ritual! They’ll never tell you anything! The neutral one won’t speak, either! They’ve got his kid! He won’t risk it!”

      My heart stilled. Blood gushed out from his nose, bringing the interrogation session to an abrupt end. Jax and Heron stepped away from Fez, while Shayla and Safira began his healing care—sterile pads to stop the bleeding, mixtures and potions forcefully poured down his throat to stop his brain from hemorrhaging.

      It had lasted less than a minute, and yet it had yielded incredible results. Jax and Heron were both panting and smiling.

      “That was amazing,” Amelia breathed.

      “Yeah, but we can’t get more out of him for at least a day,” Jax said. “We’ll move on to the other three soon, but I need a moment to rest, and so does my brother.”

      “It takes a toll on us, too,” Heron continued. “Normally, we dispense our mind-bending ability in mellow waves to avoid energy depletion. Here, though… We’ve had to put it all in to get these answers. It’s a natural process… Can’t be rushed.”

      “No, no, it’s okay,” I said. “We already know more now than we did a minute ago.”

      Fez was out cold but still alive. Shayla measured his vitals, while Safira cleaned the rest of the blood from his face. Raphael cleared his throat. “There’s an ancient Hermessi out there, a neutral that hasn’t taken any sides but knows what happened to the first ritual. There’s also his child, kept as collateral by the other Hermessi,” he said, expanding on Fez’s own words. “Guys, gals… I think we just caught our first major break since learning about Death’s involvement.”

      Hansa and Avril removed Fez’s straps and carried him out of the interrogation room. “You boys rest. We’ll be back with the next one,” Hansa said before reaching the end of the hallway.

      Jax and Heron didn’t need to be told twice. They both climbed onto the metal table behind the chair and sat down, their backs leaning against the cold wall.

      “Talk about turning to mush.” I chuckled softly, then clapped my hands once to draw focus back to what we’d just learned. “Okay! So, someone out there thought it would be a good idea to kidnap a Hermessi child to stop his or her father from helping us. Any chance we can find out who that is? At all?”

      Amelia sighed. That was never a good sign. “I doubt it. There is absolutely nothing in our library notes to help us on this topic. And I don’t think any of the rebel Hermessi would know about who this neutral is. If there’s one thing that has become painfully clear since we first tackled the Hermessi, it’s that they will stop at nothing to protect any information that might damage them or the ritual.”

      “You might learn more if we dig into the other three cultists,” Heron said, then pointed a thumb at Shayla. “Our wicked witch here is gonna have to tweak the serum a little bit, though, to get the most out of them.”

      “I agree with Heron,” Shayla replied, wearing an encouraging smile. “Don’t lose hope yet.”

      “We’re nowhere close to losing hope,” I said. “It’s just… time isn’t on our side.”

      Safira stepped forward. “It will be a while until more intel comes out. You would be better off looking into the pink waters, while we handle the cultists.”

      “The pink waters as portals to the gods, you mean?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Viola will welcome you at Mount Agrith whenever you’re ready. If there is even the slightest chance that you might get somewhere with the pink waters, you should certainly look into it. You said time isn’t on your side, so you shouldn’t be wasting it here, waiting for Jax and Heron to recover.”

      Speaking of, the Mara siblings had already dozed off, Jax’s head resting on Heron’s shoulder. The interrogation process had clearly drained them, and Safira was right. The Daughters had already granted us access to Mount Agrith for the procurement of Devil’s Weed sprigs. We’d seen the pink pond, and we’d speculated about it aplenty. Viola had surveyed the waters, using a combination of science and magic to see what lay beneath—so far, no conclusive results had come forth.

      “It’s a good idea,” I replied. “We might as well see if that reference from the library is worth something or it’s just a legend.”

      “You should gather more Devil’s Weed while you’re there, just in case,” Safira added. “I know Inalia told you to wear it on you at all times, but I worry it might not be as effective if it dries out. It’s just a hunch.”

      “It’s a useful one,” Amelia replied. “Thank you, Safira. The last thing we need is those Shills coming back.”

      “The Hermessi haven’t found you since Cerix, I see,” the Daughter said, smiling.

      We all shook our heads. “The sprigs make it harder for them to look for us. If they were able to sense us and track us down before—even if it took them an hour or more—that ability no longer exists. Whatever this Devil’s Weed is doing, it’s working.”

      “We must still be careful, though,” Raphael said. “There have been rumors of strange creatures spotted in the deep woods around the volcanoes, including around Mount Zur. The sprigs won’t keep us hidden from the Shills if we’re close to them. They will catch our scent, and they will follow.”

      “We do have an advantage here, on Calliope,” I replied. “The Dearghs can keep an eye on the woods. Their population has grown since Azazel was vanquished. They’re more than capable of raising the alarm if they find Shills sneaking around here.”

      The ten remaining active volcanoes of Calliope had erupted several times since Azazel’s reign came to an end. The witches and the Druids of GASP had used powerful combinations of magic to protect the locals from lava and toxic fumes, making each event more bearable for the people. Each eruption had given birth to new Dearghs, helping replenish their ranks.

      At this point, there were ten to fifteen of them per volcano—giants made of stone, with fires burning deep inside them. They could be trusted, and they ruled the territories surrounding their mountains. They were more than willing to help protect us from the Shills, too. After all, it had been thanks to a handful of GASP members that the Dearghs had been given another shot at peace and healthy living on Calliope.

      “You know… as a side note, I’ve been wondering. Are Dearghs also a product of the Hermessi, directly, like you or the Shills?” Eira asked Safira. “They’re born from the volcanoes, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, they are,” Safira replied. “They may not come from crystal eggs nurtured in the pink waters of Mount Agrith, but yes, they are our kin, in a way. Our Earth Hermessi has been generous to Calliope.”

      “All right. We’ll go to Mount Agrith, then,” I said, bringing this conversation to a fruitful end. “I suppose Jax and Heron will send over whatever information they get while we check the pink waters.”

      Safira gave me a warm smile. “Rest assured, they will.”

      “We’ll see you later, Safira. Thank you,” Amelia replied, then turned around to walk out. Eira, Raphael, and I joined her. Shayla’s voice stopped us for a moment.

      “Tae, be careful out there. You don’t know what’s in those waters, but you do know that nature is primal. If other creatures live in Mount Agrith’s… primordial soup, they might see you as an invader.”

      I gave her an over-the-shoulder glance. “We’ll be careful, I promise.”

      As we walked out and down the main hallway, Raphael gave me a soft nudge. “We won’t be careful, will we? We’re just going to jump in and see what happens, huh?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Not unless one of us loses a bet.”

      “Oh, good, and I’ve got the perfect test subject, too,” Raphael replied.

      Amelia playfully smacked him over the shoulder. “I told you to stop getting Herakles in trouble.”

      Eira and I looked at one another, then stifled a hearty laugh. Our team was growing tighter and stronger, despite the temporary operational limbo we’d found ourselves in. We didn’t know which way to go next, but we did know that we’d kill anything that dared come between us, that tried to hurt one of us—or our loved ones, by extension.

      Deep in the very core of my soul, I was certain that Amelia, Raphael, Eira, Riza, Herakles, Varga, Eva, and even Lumi would be instrumental to our mission. To our survival. I was fortunate to be with these people, and I was determined to make sure we all walked out of this in one piece and still breathing, no matter what.
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      Our crew reunited on the edge of the pink pond of Mount Agrith. Above, the twin peaks glistened in the moonlight, an ocean of stars flooding the midnight sky. Silence reigned in these parts, as if no living creature dared to come too close to the liquid that could spawn new life. Viola had told me that the mountain had been revered for ages—even before the first Daughter came out from her egg, reddish-pink hair flowing in the wind and the power of a half-goddess at her fingertips.

      We’d made plans for pretty much anything that lay ahead, while Taeral and his group had participated in an interrogation on Mount Zur. There were still many unknowns, so our plans were only worth something if fate itself followed the pattern we hoped for—and that rarely happened.

      Taeral had returned with a slice of good news, or, better said, useful information. There was a neutral Hermessi who’d seen the first ritual attempt go south, but his child was held hostage by the other elements to keep the neutral Hermessi from talking. Firr couldn’t remember the event according to Harper, so our only option was this neutral Hermessi. Who he was or where we could find him, we didn’t know yet. Hopefully, Jax, Heron, Avril, Shayla, and Safira’s efforts would yield more details soon.

      Viola had spent the past couple of days probing these waters. The pond itself was beautiful, downright breathtaking. A perfectly oval surface that glimmered pink beneath the moonlight, like a small sea of precious gems. Devil’s Weed grew on the edges, its round leaves framing the pink water.

      “I haven’t found the bottom yet,” Viola said, gazing at the pond.

      “How deep did you get?” Herakles asked.

      I sometimes found myself watching him, unable to speak a word, fascinated by the way he moved. It always came to a sudden halt when his lime-green eyes found me. My heart stopped, then skipped around in my chest like a hyperactive neutron star. With each day that passed, I became more and more enamored with him, and I didn’t know what to do with that. We had so much to deal with. We were in so much danger… How could I possibly hope for something to happen between us, when we spent most of our time looking for a way to save ourselves, our planets, and two entire dimensions?

      “About two hundred feet,” Viola replied. “I’ve brought in multiple lengths of cable.”

      “Did you use any cameras?” Taeral inquired.

      Viola, much like the rest of us, didn’t know what the pink water would do. It didn’t hurt her, but then again, she’d been hatched from it—the same might not apply to us. The samples she’d lifted gave us nothing—they simply couldn’t be studied under the microscope. They appeared as a pink mass, and there were no particles visible. We’d all experienced enough strangeness over the years to know that it was never a good idea to just dive into primordial waters. Not without understanding them first. It wouldn’t affect Viola immediately if she jumped in, but that didn’t mean there couldn’t be possible side effects later on from such full exposure—it could be worse for us. Not knowing irked the hell out of me.

      “Yes. But they all become defective below a hundred feet. They didn’t record anything past that,” she said. “I went in as well but didn’t see anything. It got darker the deeper I went. I stopped at two hundred feet. I had more success with the cameras than with my own being… Phoenix and Dmitri took them all apart, and they weren’t able to tell me what went wrong. The processors just stopped functioning, even though they’re waterproof. It’s strange, but frankly not unexpected.”

      “How so?” Amelia asked.

      “Well, these pink waters created me and my sisters. They’re mystical, powerful. Maybe whatever fuels them doesn’t like being poked and prodded, not even by me,” Viola explained. “However, I did manage to spot flickers of light where the bottom might be, from up here. There’s something down there, for sure.”

      “Okay, so how do we do this?” Raphael replied. “Or, better said, what next?”

      He was eager to move this along, much like the rest of us. No one liked being idle in the midst of so much happening. The Hermessi were gaining on us, and, despite our little Devil’s Weed artifice, we still weren’t anywhere near close to stopping them. Even Phoenix was stuck, using a complex combination of magic and technology to study the cosmos of the In-Between and find the oldest twenty-planet solar system. According to ritual lore we’d uncovered, that was where the Hermessi had to complete their quest. His task was daunting, to say the least.

      What would come afterward, theoretically, was worse. We’d agreed to survey said solar system and destroy one of its planets, hoping that might hamper the Hermessi’s efforts to complete their ritual this time around. Meanwhile, we hung around the pink water of Mount Agrith, wondering how to approach it to see if it was some kind of “portal to the gods,” like we’d read in those ancient Cerixian manuscripts from the Lemnos Woods.

      Lumi took a step forward, then knelt by the water. “It’s my second time here, Viola, and I’m not sure that as a product of the pond, you’re aware of this, but it’s filled with a strange kind of energy. I can feel it tickling my skin.”

      While the Daughters had been kind and helpful in granting us access, it didn’t mean we could come in willy-nilly. This was our second time here, as well, just like Lumi. Our first visit had been for the purpose of gathering Devil’s Weed from the pond’s edges—and that had been done with gloves, at Viola’s request. Without knowing what was in the pink water’s composition, she didn’t want us exposed to anything that might harm us. Even the sprigs were sealed in organic compounds before being sewn into our clothes’ hems as a form of protection.

      Viola nodded. “I get a whiff of it, too.”

      “Well, I’m not going to fiddle around while I’m here,” Lumi said, then reached toward the water.

      “Lumi, wait,” Amelia croaked. “You don’t know what it’ll do!”

      “Then let’s find out!” Lumi snapped. “We don’t have time to worry about this for much longer!”

      She made a good point there. It didn’t make her endeavor any less risky or dangerous. But we had to find out, one way or another, and if the scientific approach hadn’t worked, maybe the swamp witch could tell us something, instead.

      As soon as the tip of her finger touched the pink water, Lumi lit up like a beacon—blue, a glowing blue like the rings around her white irises. It brought them out like the shiniest of diamonds, and I was left breathless. Herakles didn’t even realize when my hand gripped his wrist. My instinct had demanded it. I needed something firm to hold on to, because the sight before me was simply… extraordinary…

      “Whoa,” Herakles murmured, unable to take his eyes off Lumi.

      As soon as she pulled her hand back, the glow vanished. That was when Herakles noticed my hand on his wrist and raised an eyebrow at me. I took it back, and kept my attention on Lumi, ignoring his persistent gaze until he gave up and looked away—my heart throbbing.

      “Are you okay?” Viola asked, her eyes wide with wonder. “I never got this reaction before… It’s incredible.”

      Lumi nodded. “Just as I’d suspected. These waters are brimming with the oldest kind of magic there is. That’s why the Hermessi can use them.”

      “Oldest kind of magic?” Eva replied.

      “Yes. It precedes the Word, even. I can feel it. It’s hard for me to explain how, but I know it. I just know it,” Lumi said, her gaze fixed on the shimmering pink surface. “And they react differently to whomever touches them. Viola certainly doesn’t glow blue when she dips her fingers or toes in them.”

      “So they’re not harmful in any way,” Raphael concluded.

      “I didn’t say that. But I’d need to give you more context first,” Lumi replied. “So the Word and I. We’re bonded. It’s the reason why I’m blessed with such a long life. Therefore, it reacts to everything I touch. Sometimes it’s almost impossible to get any knowledge from the Word. At other times, it feels compelled to whisper things in my ear. The moment I touched this water, the Word spoke to me.”

      “So maybe the pink water reacted to you because of the Word’s presence inside you,” Viola concluded, and Lumi nodded.

      “Okay, that’s new!” I said. “What did the Word say?”

      “It’s hard to translate a language as ancient as the Word’s, but, in short… it told me about the primordial water. It gives life, but it can also take it. If you tread through it, your heart must be pure; your soul must be light. It told me to rid myself of any foul intentions.”

      “In other words, don’t go in looking to hurt something or someone. Right?” Herakles replied.

      “Pretty much,” Lumi said, then took a deep breath. “Well, I, for one, only wish to find Death and get her to stop the ritual before more people get killed. I figure that’s pure enough on my part.”

      “Wait, what?” Taeral managed, just as Lumi jumped in.

      We couldn’t stop her! She just took the leap and dove right into the pink water, leaving us all dumbfounded as the splash caused pink ripples to tickle the pond’s edges. The Devil’s Weed leaves trembled above the moving rings.

      “Oh dear,” Raphael replied dryly. Somehow, he didn’t seem surprised she’d do this. Frankly, neither was I.

      Most of us had known Lumi for long enough to understand how her mind worked. And if there was one word that could best describe her, it was “fearless.” Always fearless.

      “What the hell, Lumi?!” Taeral shouted.

      She stayed under, blue light emanating from her. Air bubbles rushed to the surface, enough to tell us that she had just breathed out.

      “What now?” Eira murmured, fear tugging at her. Her expression never lied.

      “I… I don’t know,” Taeral replied, utterly speechless.

      None of us had a clue what to do as we stared at Lumi beneath the surface of the pink water. Only Viola seemed less worried, from what I could tell. The Daughter seemed curious, more than anything. I wondered if I, too, should set any concerns aside and just focus on the same.

      What was Lumi doing down there? What was she experiencing?
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      My skin glowed so eerily. I hadn’t experienced anything like this since my first communion with the Word. Kailani had gone through a similar episode during the Strava incident—only, the light inside her was golden, much like the flakes in her eyes. In a way, the Word used our own colors to express the power within us, to translate it into something that resonated with us.

      In my case, the Word was with me again, louder and more present than ever before. I’d felt it when I’d first touched the pink water. Now, however, with my body fully submerged, the connection was even stronger. The Word was whispering clearly in my head, a low and soft voice that sent shivers down my spine.

      I’d let a small breath out, while holding on to what was left of the oxygen in my lungs. I needed to prolong this experience as much as I could, to see what it would reveal. The pink water was linked to the Word, somehow, and I was the conduit. It had been so long since I’d had such contact with the Word, too. I’d missed it.

      Leaving the muffled cries of my friends above, I swam around for a while, exploring the walls beneath the surface. At the same time, I listened to the Word. Its whispers brought with them new knowledge… questions and unexpected answers. After all my attempts to commune, the Word had finally come to me. My only hope was that they would all stay with me once I exited the pool. This fusion was obviously working only while I was deeply submerged.

      I reached the wall, the pink water gently tickling every inch of my skin. My heart started to pump violently at the sight of crystal eggs—much like the ones that Amelia had described back in the Lemnos Woods caves on Cerix, from which the Shills had emerged. These weren’t Shills, though. I knew it. The Word knew it.

      Swimming closer, I noticed they were attached to the wall, practically growing from it like rogue crystal formations. Inside, small figures slept. Babies, judging by their size. Though Phoenix’s Oracle visions of Viola in her egg had shown her as an adult, she must’ve developed from a baby first, before hatching.

      Oh, wow…

      These were infant Daughters of Eritopia, yet to be born. Dozens of them, nestled inside their pink crystal eggs, feeding directly from the primordial waters. Baby-sized Violas and Novas and Safiras… Waiting to come out someday, when Eritopia would need them most. I wondered. Wouldn’t this be a good time, given everything that was going on?

      The Daughters are helpless before the Hermessi and the ritual, the Word whispered to me. What would be the point of Wei letting them out now, if they will only be destroyed?

      My heart broke at the thought of it. It hadn’t occurred to me before, and I should’ve realized it. I should’ve automatically assumed that the Daughters, these unique and extraordinary creatures, would also be destroyed upon the ritual’s completion. They, too, breathed and lived just like the rest of us. The Word was right. Wei, Calliope’s incredibly creative Earth Hermessi, had every reason to keep these young ones hidden beneath, where…

      My train of thought was suddenly derailed. Did this mean that any creature would be safe in the pink waters once the ritual was unleashed? I tried to understand the implications, but the Word was quick to give me the answer. There isn’t enough room here for everyone. The evil must be rooted out. You cannot hide from it inside the pink water.

      I quickly scratched the option off the list and moved closer to one of the eggs. I reached out and touched it, curious as to how it would feel. As soon as my skin came in contact with its slim, mineral surface, an electric current jolted me, rippling through me with enough voltage to make every muscle in my body hurt.

      I pulled my hand back, trying not to gasp in surprise. I hadn’t even realized I’d breathed out the rest of the air I’d been holding on to. Pink water filled my lungs as I quickly whispered a spell that would keep me down for longer. A bubble expanded around my head. It found and filtered oxygen from the water, leaving me with enough air to take in, so I wouldn’t drown. This was a short-term artifice, though. I didn’t have much time left down here before I’d have to surface. And I didn’t want to leave yet. I knew that as soon as my head pierced through the surface of the pink water, I’d no longer hear the Word.

      “Would you look at that…” I murmured, my voice echoing in the air bubble as I noticed the deep burn on my index finger. The red flesh was already healing. Tiny flickers of light reflected around it as the pink water restored the skin over my fingertip. Even my print was back, tiny lines swirling toward the middle. I couldn’t help but smile.

      It will do what you need it to do, remember?

      “Of course,” I said to the Word. “This was what you meant earlier. Then, what if I want these primordial waters to be a portal to the gods, like the Cerixian texts said?”

      Do you want that?

      The Word asked a good question. Did I? What would these “gods” be like? The Hermessi? Other life-giving entities that had also been bestowed with the title, much like the Daughters of Eritopia had in the early days? I didn’t have that knowledge, but I understood other things now, including the fact that I should never take those Cerixian texts literally. What the Cerixians had identified as primordial waters and the gateway to the gods could very well be a pool of pink water and… an access route to somewhere else, but not necessarily a realm of actual gods.

      Looking down, a powerful light emerged. Its rays cut through the pink water, almost beckoning me to go deeper. What if I was right? What if this liquid could act as a portal of sorts? Where would it take me?

      The Word and I seemed to agree on one thing: I had to go down there in order to find out. There was no other way. The Word wouldn’t tell me more. It had never made a habit of making things easy for me over the past ten thousand years, so why would it start doing so now? My relationship with the Word was more primal. It gave me knowledge, but it wouldn’t be at my beck and call, and I’d never dared question it. I settled for what I got, grateful to have this connection in the first place.

      “I’m not going down there alone,” I said.

      The light below me dimmed, flickering into darkness. I understood then. The pink water was tapping into my mind, reading my needs and reacting accordingly. I’d come in with a pure heart, hadn’t I? Personally, I didn’t want any of the Hermessi destroyed. But I wanted to stop their ritual. To save lives. If Death could do that, then I had every reason to pursue such a quest.

      So, having come down here with good intentions, the pink water responded. It cajoled me when I touched a Daughter’s egg, as if telling me that I wasn’t allowed to get so close, and it had burned my finger to make me painfully aware of the consequences if I disobeyed. It had healed my finger, because I’d needed it.

      And now… It was showing me the bottom, a bright snippet of what it could be for me. A portal.

      The pink water was clearly shifting its purpose to meet my desires! I’d been through so many experiences over the years. I’d spent millennia strapped to a chair in absolute darkness, held prisoner by my own magic because of the Exiled Maras and the daemons. Before that, I’d traveled parts of the In-Between with Druid delegations—we’d seen places that no one else had ever even dreamed of. I’d fought off the strangest of creatures, many of them extinct today.

      I’d loved and I’d lost. I’d longed for things. I’d longed for people. I’d experienced the most grueling solitude. Pain, misery, and misfortune had followed me around for decades. Even in my previous life as a pixie, I’d witnessed the annihilation of my species. But I’d also seen wonderful things. I’d met incredible people. GASP was, by far, the greatest of all the alliances I’d ever been a part of.

      Yet none of these moments, none of my thousands of years of life, had ever given me a thrill like this before. Soaking in the pink water, listening to the Word’s whispers and hoping to find a portal at the bottom of this strange pond… No, this was certainly one of a kind. I wanted more of it. I could feel myself transforming on the inside, my resolve growing stronger as I became more and more determined to save myself and those who, not that long ago, had saved me.

      To do that, I needed to explore that bottom. Light erupted from it again, the pink water listening to my most primal desires. I smiled. “Hold on. Let me prep and get my crew with me first,” I said.

      Darkness swallowed the brightness once more. The giver of life was paying attention, and I was equal parts humbled and excited. The implications for me, as a swamp witch, were extraordinary, and I looked forward to exploring all the possibilities.
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      “She’s been down there for too long,” Raphael said, glowering at the pink water as if it had stolen Lumi away from us. I’d noticed his admiration for the swamp witch before—he didn’t make it obvious in any way, but I could tell that he practically worshipped her.

      Then again, we all did.

      “She’s a swamp witch,” Herakles replied. “I’m pretty sure she can handle herself.”

      “We don’t know what the water could do to her,” Taeral intervened.

      We were all on edge here, as minutes had gone by with Lumi submerged. There were no signs of anything violent going on underneath the pink surface, but there weren’t signs of anything else happening, either. Lumi’s glow had gone dark, and the general assumption was that she’d moved deeper underwater, where we could no longer see her from above.

      “She does… now,” I said. “Let’s trust her. Surely the Word wouldn’t let her die down there.”

      “I still don’t like it,” Raphael declared. “She might get hurt.”

      Viola sighed. “I’ll admit, I’m a little worried, too.”

      “If the pink water is what Lumi said, it won’t hurt her,” Amelia replied. “If there’s one thing I trust in this world more than what I know, more than science and what I can see with my own two eyes, it’s the Word. It’s supreme, in my humble opinion. And if the Word guided her to do this, then let’s see what she gets out of it. We might all have to go down there eventually, right? If this is some kind of portal to the Hermessi, we’re going to have to learn the ropes of treading the pink water, too.”

      Raphael scoffed, resting his hands on his hips. His chest wound had begun to heal, naturally, but slower than any other injury he’d ever suffered. The witches changed his bandages every day, applying more potions and even medication. He’d gotten stitches first, upon returning to Calliope with us. I could still see a part of the chest bandage right where the first button of his shirt closed, below the meeting point of his collar bones. And so could Amelia, who was checking him out every five minutes.

      “Nah, that’s it, I’m going in,” Raphael ultimately decreed and prepared to jump in.

      “Raphael, don’t!” Amelia said, pressing a palm against his chest. He squirmed from the pain, and Amelia’s face flushed red in an instant. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      Water splashed and drew our attention. Lumi had just breached the surface, still glowing blue but, much to our relief, breathing and alive. She floated there for a good minute, watching us with sheer amusement. “Don’t tell me you were worried about me.”

      “You’ve been gone for a while,” Raphael grumbled.

      “I’m a swamp witch, boy! I know what I’m doing,” Lumi shot back.

      “Told you,” Herakles muttered to Raphael, who, in turn, rolled his eyes. I was surrounded by oversized kids.

      Lumi swam to the edge and climbed over it. As soon as she left the pink water, her peculiar glow vanished, and everything seemed to go back to normal—or our perception of normal, anyway. Her white dress had caught a pinkish hue, but as it began to dry, the color seemed to go away.

      “So, what did you see down there?” Taeral asked.

      “Well, I figured out what the pink water does,” Lumi replied, grinning. “It’s exactly what I’d thought, and more. First of all, it responds to each of us individually. So my experience might differ from yours.”

      “How so?” Varga wondered, his eyebrows arched. There was a twinkle of curiosity in his green eyes. It spoke of a secret desire for mischief. I didn’t have a hard time imagining him taking his own plunge into the pond, just to see how it felt for him. But he stayed put, at least for now.

      “It enhanced my connection to the Word, which is something I’d been having trouble with,” Lumi explained. “It healed me when I needed healing. And—”

      “Whoa, wait, healed you? Of what?” I asked.

      “Oh, interesting story there,” Lumi said, gently smiling at Viola. “You have sisters down there. Other Daughters, infants, developing in crystal eggs. They’re clustered along the underwater wall, most likely drawing nutrients straight from the primordial water.”

      Viola’s eyes widened. “Sisters…”

      “Yes. I believe the Earth Hermessi won’t let them hatch until they’re needed,” Lumi replied.

      “Now’s not a good time?” Raphael asked.

      “Not when we’re all at risk of being destroyed in the ritual,” Lumi said. “The Word made a few things clear for me, this included. Anyway, long story short, I got curious and touched one of the eggs. It electrocuted me and burned my finger.”

      Taeral frowned. “Are you okay?”

      Lumi showed him a perfectly healthy index finger. Viola, however, had her gaze set on the pink water. I could almost hear her thought process, for I would’ve reasoned in a similar fashion. She had sisters down there, sisters who would one day hatch and join her and the others. Viola struck me as the kind of supernatural girl who rejoiced in the knowledge of having siblings on the way. As a single child myself, I could only imagine what that would feel like. There was a pang of jealousy in my heart, but it didn’t last long.

      While my relationship with my mother had gone south, I’d found myself surrounded by a whole new kind of family, from all walks of life. I’d found more love and acceptance in GASP than anywhere else, and I was dead-set on keeping them all safe, at any cost.

      “Like I said, the pink water heals you if you need it. It responds to your desires, to your thoughts,” Lumi replied. “There was even a powerful light at the bottom, and I’m pretty sure it’s a portal to… somewhere. Maybe not the ‘gods’ we all read about, but it leads somewhere. I know it.”

      “How do you know it?” Eira asked curiously.

      “The Word,” I said, my gaze fixed on Lumi, who gave me an approving nod in return. “Lumi did say the pink water strengthened her connection to the Word. I assume it kept talking to her, down there.”

      “Oh, it most certainly did. It felt like an info dump,” Lumi said. “It’ll take me a while to make sense of everything that was given to me, in terms of knowledge. But there’s one thing I know for sure, and that’s what the pink water does. It’s pretty much anything you, those pure of heart, want it to be. A life-giver that spawns Daughters and heals wounds… or maybe just thirst-quenching water. A mirror to one’s soul, perhaps. And yes, even a portal, though, like I said, I don’t know to where.”

      Silence settled between us for a few moments as we all tried to understand the implications of what Lumi had just brought forth regarding the pink water. I’d lived on Calliope my whole life, and I’d never even dreamed of coming so close to Mount Agrith. Just being here now was a privilege. Being able to understand the magic behind it was more. It was a gift, and one which I did not intend to squander or rush into.

      If there was one thing I’d learned to appreciate from my mother’s teachings, it was caution. It was needed in everything, especially in situations such as this, where we were faced with a portal but had no idea where it would lead us. I did some quick calculations in my head, going over possible scenarios, while the rest of the crew just stared at the pond—most likely wondering the very same thing.

      “I got some answers from my bond with the Word,” Lumi continued after a while, “but there are also too many questions left unanswered. I’m now absolutely convinced that the Word is holding back.”

      “As in, it’s not telling you what you need to know? Like, where Death is?” Taeral replied.

      Lumi nodded. “Pretty much. It seems to be moving closer to shadows and silence these days, rather than clarity and illumination. Kailani has been feeling something similar,” she said, then let a deep sigh roll out of her chest. “Even my apprentices have said that, whenever they reach out to the Word about the Hermessi and the ritual, they get nothing but radio silence. However, when they’re performing a spell, or when they’re completing steps in their apprenticeships, the Word is there—more than it ever was with Kailani.”

      “I take it the Word has become more welcoming with the apprentices as a means to make up for its… what, exactly? Its unwillingness to speak up about the Hermessi?” Viola asked.

      “I think so, yes,” Lumi said. “All seven of us can just feel it, if that makes sense.”

      “Your instincts are strong, yes,” Taeral replied. “I get that. But what does that mean for us?”

      “It means that, for the time being, we’re still on our own,” Lumi replied. “At least until I make some sense of the answers I did get from the Word. There still might be something in there. I’m not sure. I’m afraid swamp witch magic may be precise on formulas and spell recipes, but it’s annoyingly evasive with everything else, especially when issues of cosmic levels arise.”

      “I suppose it has something to do with the Word not wishing to interfere in the affairs of nature,” Amelia suggested. “The Word itself is an entity, ancient and powerful. Maybe more so than the Hermessi, but still… an entity, like them. Maybe it doesn’t want to step on their elemental toes.”

      Lumi chuckled softly. “You might be on to something there, darling. I’ll accept your theory as the most likely scenario. It’s better than nothing.”

      “We should go in there,” I said, nodding at the pink water. “Not now, though. We need to prepare for any scenario, gear up, and make sure we’re ready for whatever comes our way. If the Cerixian manuscripts are even partially right, and there’s a portal at the bottom of the pond that might lead us to Death or where the big Hermessi dwell, we should certainly explore it.”

      “It’s not like we have other avenues to explore right now,” Varga replied, seemingly agreeing with me. This wasn’t even the first time that we were on the same page. We’d found we had more in common that we’d originally thought, having spent the past couple of days in each other’s company. He was the child of royalty, and so was I. He was expected to take over Nevertide one day, while my mother hoped I’d become Lady of the Lamias soon. But neither Varga nor I was ready for any of that. We both wanted to explore, and, most importantly, we wanted to make sure we still had a future in this world. Everything else took a back seat to our major Hermessi problem.

      “Eva makes a good point,” Lumi said.

      “I’ll talk to Phoenix and Dmitri,” Amelia replied. “We’ll get Arwen or Corrine involved, as well. We’ll cover all possibilities and prepare for each of them, as far as the pink water goes.”

      Lumi nodded. “I will assist you.”

      “What do we do?” Raphael asked, pointing at himself and the rest of the crew.

      “You can help me with logistics after we’re done with Arwen and the others,” Amelia said, a faint smile trying the corner of her mouth. Her blue eyes were beaming. The magnetism between them was becoming impossible to ignore.

      “Logistics?” Raphael echoed, slightly confused.

      I nudged Varga, who instantly responded. “Yeah, you’re the one with combat experience and superior army training,” he said. We both knew that Raphael and Amelia were orbiting around each other, but that neither seemed to have the courage or wit to do something about it. It didn’t take a genius to read the room here. Amelia was giving Raphael an opportunity to be around her, and Varga, as a sentry who could see their emotions, knew that Raphael wasn’t always the sharpest tool in the shed in terms of ladies and amorous interests, in general. He needed a little push.

      “You could offer some valuable insights on the preparation phase of this mission,” I added, wondering if there was anyone in our crew who would do the same with Varga and me—help us get closer to one another. Of course, Varga probably knew how I felt about him. But I didn’t know how he felt about me. I was in the dark, and I hated it.

      Raphael took a deep breath and straightened his back. He seemed to glow with pride, having found a new purpose. He’d hated doing nothing for three days, and this was an opportunity for him to contribute to the mission, to make himself useful. Plus, it gave him an excellent excuse to be near Amelia. The wheels in his head were finally turning again, judging by the enlightened look on his face.

      I was torn between excitement and dread. Assuming the pink water took us where we needed to be—specifically, on Death’s turf… what next? What could we do to persuade the single most important and immortal element in existence that she had to step in again in order to stop the Hermessi?

      Beneath the dread of such unknowns, something even more uncomfortable festered. Another question, one to which I wasn’t sure I wanted an answer, for it might hamper our future plans for Death. If she had intervened in the first ritual, why wasn’t she doing the same now?
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      After about six hours, I wasn’t just exhausted. I was pissed off.

      We’d worked over a second cult member an hour earlier, but we’d yet to get any additional details regarding the neutral Hermessi and his child. My brother was just as drained, slouching against the wall and close to falling over to curl into a fetal position. I wasn’t far behind.

      Hansa was carrying the unconscious cult member back to his cell. We’d made his nose bleed as well, but unlike Fez, he didn’t give us anything useful. Shayla and Safira had both taken their seats in the opposite corner of the interrogation room, watching me and my brother intently.

      “How are you two holding up?” Shayla asked, her concern genuine.

      I shrugged, in the absence of any words that could best describe my state. If I were to truly think about it, I was frustrated. Not just angry. I wanted this to be over, already. Less than a month ago, shortly before the first Fenn brother got blown up by Brann, I’d begun suggesting the idea of marriage to Hansa. Of making our relationship official, in the eyes of Calliope and, most importantly, in the eyes of White City.

      My Maras loved her dearly, and she was more than fit to be their Lady, my wife. She hadn’t seemed taken aback by such a commitment. Then again, we’d also talked about traveling the In-Between someday and finding an orphan soul to raise as our own. We’d considered parenthood together, too. And, after the many years I’d spent as a solitary creature, I’d begun to look forward to such a life with her. Prior to the Azazel debacle, Hansa had been a warrior succubus with a distinct aversion to males of any kind.

      A lot had changed since, and we were both eager to explore what else life had in store for us, as a pair. But then this Hermessi issue exploded in our faces and, well… here we were, conducting interrogations and trying to find a way to stop the ritual from destroying us all—our dreams included.

      Heron was just as miffed. Granted, he and Avril had yet to consider the idea of kids, but they would’ve loved to still have the option. Right now, they didn’t even have Lucas, and doomsday was knocking on their door, too.

      Time was running out, and our progress was so slow, it hurt me on the inside.

      “At the risk of sounding repetitive, I gotta say this. We’ve never faced an enemy like this before.” Heron sighed, then pulled his head back up, leaning it against the wall. We were both on the metal table again, our limbs weak and soft from all the mind-bending.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen into despair,” Safira replied dryly.

      “Nah. But I am stumped,” Heron said.

      “Where’s Avril?” I asked him. I’d almost forgotten about her. The past twenty minutes had been a haze.

      “She’s visiting Lucas in the Shade sanctuary,” Heron said. “I told her she should spend more time with him. You know, since we’re not sure we’ll ever get him or the others back.”

      “You reek of despair,” Safira interjected.

      “No, I’m being realistic!”

      “Enough! Both of you. Stop,” Shayla snapped. The most awkward silence fell over the room, pressing my shoulders farther down. “We’re all tired. And anxious. And furious. But we’re not done here yet.”

      She got up and produced another glass syringe from a locked metal box which Safira had brought in earlier. There were also other ingredients in there—oils, powders, and crushed crystals. She sifted through them until she found three vials she needed. She emptied all three into the glass syringe, which she then covered with both hands, whispering a spell.

      “What are you doing?” I asked her.

      The syringe lit up green between her fingers. The glow was accompanied by a spine-tingling hiss. There was a chemical reaction happening, amplified by magic. I’d never seen Shayla prepare the truth serum before, but I had a feeling she’d done something more, this time around.

      “I’ve amplified the ingredients,” Shayla explained as the green glow died out. A lime-colored liquid was left in the syringe.

      “Perfect timing,” Hansa said as she dragged in Hodder, the third of the fae cult members who had shown weakness to our mind-bending. I was surprised to see her bringing him in so quickly after the last one. “Brought your test subject.”

      “So soon?” I asked.

      She threw him in the chair with a grunt, then pulled and fastened the straps around his wrists and ankles. “Babe, you need this.”

      “I thought you wanted me to rest a little longer,” I replied.

      Hansa threw me a sly grin. “Do you feel like resting a little longer?”

      I shook my head. I sure as hell didn’t. Every hour that passed with me doing nothing felt like an hour wasted, an hour given to the enemy. I could’ve used my Wards, but the risk was too much for the prisoners. I needed them to talk, and the Wards’ amplification would’ve been too intense, enough to liquefy their brains before they could answer my questions. I didn’t like doing it the old-fashioned way, with added physical contact, but it was the safest method I could come up with.

      So, yes, I was worn out, but my exhaustion was worth zero unless I produced results. And the truth was that we were not done with the interrogations yet. Whatever it took, I had to be here, and I had to pull through.

      Taeral and his crew needed us for this—because I knew they’d be the ones going after Death. “You know me so well, it’s bordering on creepy,” I said to Hansa, smiling.

      “In sickness and in health, in happiness and in grouchiness, too, right?” Hansa replied.

      I laughed. “Well, that’s one version of the oath I’d never heard before.”

      “I’m writing my own, mind you!”

      That stopped me in my tracks. My heart thudded so hard, I feared it might tear its way out of my chest, before it swelled and released the sweetest warmth through my body. My sweet and tangy Hansa had been thinking about marriage this whole time. Despite the Hermessi’s threat and the irreparable damage they’d already caused, Hansa was still ready and willing to marry me.

      “As if I didn’t love you enough, already,” I muttered, unable to take my eyes off her.

      “Enough with the mush,” Heron groaned, rolling his eyes as he got off the table first.

      I followed. A few seconds later, we were both standing and ready to take on another fae’s ridiculously stubborn brainwashed mind. Hodder glowered at us, quiet as a tomb. I smelled fear, though. It oozed off him like a toxic stench. This guy was in deep with the Hermessi—I could tell from the look on his face alone as I approached him. I’d seen and experienced enough to notice such things now.

      It was probably why GASP had assigned me as the lead investigator on this. I gave Shayla a brief glance. “Is the serum ready?”

      “It is. Are we going in now?” she replied.

      I nodded. “Oh, Hodder is ready for this.”

      His face said otherwise, but I wasn’t one to empathize with Hermessi fanatics. This guy knew what he was doing. He deserved everything he had coming—including the world of pain that I was about to dish out.

      “But are you?” Safira asked.

      The Daughter certainly had a way of eliciting visceral reactions from Heron and me, but did she do it with malicious intent? No, despite her sometimes abrasive manner, carefully disguised under layers of polite dialogue, Safira sought to bring out the best in us. Heron might not have been aware of it, but I was, and I offered her a smile to convey my silent gratitude. “I am.”

      I shifted my focus to Hodder. “You’re from Nevertide, right?”

      Hodder didn’t reply, but Heron positioned himself behind the fae and pressed his fingers against his temples. “Yeah, he was stationed there with a few others. Until his capture, Hodder was a member of GASP.”

      “Unlike Fez and the other two,” Hansa added, then locked the interrogation room door. “Yet Hodder here was caught with Fez and his friends. I find it interesting that their entire group is susceptible to our interrogation techniques.”

      “I, for one, am grateful,” I said. “One’s mindset usually affects the ones around him. I guess Hodder and his clique don’t have their heads 100 percent in the game.”

      We were teasing. And it worked. Hodder sneered at me. “I’m loyal to my makers!”

      “Okay. Let’s see how loyal you really are when your brain starts to liquify,” I said, nodding at Shayla.

      The witch injected Hodder with the truth serum. A minute later, he was covered in a thin sheet of sweat, his shirt sticking to his skin.

      “He’s ready,” Safira said.

      Heron closed his eyes. Like me, he was tired. Mind-bending required unnatural amounts of energy, which he hardly possessed at this point. Still, he gave it everything he had. Hodder grunted from the pain, which meant it was time for me to deliver the crippling blow. The tension in the room thickened to the point where I could’ve easily cut through it with my blade. Instead, I pressed my index and middle fingers against the center of his forehead and unleashed my mind-bending ability on him.

      “Tell us about the ancient Hermessi. The neutral one,” I commanded him.

      “No!” Hodder shouted, shuddering and squirming against his restraints.

      He was in agony, yet he refused to yield. My brother increased his own influence on him. Hodder’s eyes rolled into his head. The pain had to be unbearable, but the fae was putting up quite the fight. I could feel him struggling to put up mental barriers, to stop me from digging deeper.

      But there was no stopping the Lord of Maras, especially when salvation was synonymous with Hansa saying “I do” in front of Derek and Safira, as per the more recent marriage traditions on Calliope. I exhaled deeply and entered the most primal depths of his consciousness, where all the secrets were hidden. I couldn’t read them, and I certainly couldn’t see any of his thoughts or emotions, but, as a Mara, I could shake his brain up like a jar until it fell over and spilled everything—in this case, any intel he had on this neutral Hermessi.

      “Argh… Stop it! Dammit, stop!” Hodder screamed.

      “I won’t stop until you tell the truth,” I whispered.

      “They’ll kill me! I can’t!”

      “We’ll kill you first,” I retorted.

      He seemed to think about it for a moment as convulsions took hold of his body. Shayla was quick to open a small vial and move it under his nostrils. The substance inside released vapors that helped Hodder sit still, temporarily calming his physical reactions.

      But the mental anguish was too much for him.

      “Kabbah!” Hodder cried out.

      My heart skipped a beat. “Say what?”

      “Kabbah! His name is Kabbah!”

      “Whose name?”

      “The ancient Hermessi, damn you!” Hodder replied. “The neutral one!”

      Neither Heron nor I let go of him. We knew we couldn’t stop until he told us everything. My knees were weak, and my arms were shaking. If I pulled back now, I wouldn’t be able to mind-bend him again for at least another day, given my almost nonexistent energy levels.

      “Tell me more,” I said, then exchanged brief glances with my brother. Needless to say, we were both encouraged by this. Hope was a fickle and treacherous thing, but sometimes it was the only thread we could hang on to before collapsing in the darkest pits of despair.

      “Kabbah… He worries the ritual supporters. The Hermessi, I mean,” Hodder kept going, gritting his teeth. He hated having to do this, but we’d given him no other choice. His fellow cult members had not been as resilient as him. Many had passed out—some because they refused to yield, others because they weren’t privy to information such as this. “They’ve assigned me and a few others to watch over him. We keep our distance, but we know he won’t get involved with the ritual. He’s powerful. He’s ancient, man! No one dares piss him off.”

      “I know that already. Tell me something new,” I replied.

      “Like what? What do you want to know?”

      “Where is he?” Heron asked.

      “Nevertide! He’s the Earth Hermessi of Nevertide, and he was there when the first ritual failed. He knows where you can find her…” Hodder managed, the light in his eyes fading.

      “We’re running out of time,” Shayla murmured, watching him.

      “Death?” I asked Hodder.

      He nodded. “Yes. He’s the oldest Hermessi in existence. Older than most of those who want the ritual to happen. But they have something on him, now!”

      “What do you mean?” I replied.

      “They have his child. They’re keeping her as collateral,” Hodder said. “I’m not sure it’s why Kabbah stayed neutral, though. Even the old ones knew that taking his child might not do the trick. He’s not known to care about anything other than himself. But, so far, he hasn’t intervened.”

      “But he’s not helping the Hermessi, either, is he?” Heron asked.

      “No. And he’s ironclad. I know the Hermessi are looking for another way to destroy him, but… I don’t think they’ll find anything. Kabbah is seasoned and smart,” Hodder explained, blood trickling from his nose.

      “We’re about to lose him,” Shayla warned me.

      “A little longer,” I said to her, then moved my attention back to Hodder. “You still have a cult chapter on Nevertide, don’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “And Kabbah hasn’t hurt any of you,” I continued. Hodder shook his head. “Do you know where we can find him?” He shook his head again.

      “Jax, that’s enough,” Shayla said firmly.

      Heron and I let Hodder go at once. The fae coughed and wheezed, barely conscious. Blood continued to stream from his nostrils. Shayla was quick to stuff cotton rolls up his nose. He pulled his head back in a bid to stop the bleeding altogether, breathing through his mouth. His skin was pale and clammy. He wouldn’t be able to walk for a few days, at least, judging by the damage that Heron and I had inflicted upon him.

      I would’ve felt bad about his state, but I kept remembering whose side he was on, and my mercy quickly went back into the depths of my soul. I saved it for people who were actually worth it.

      Hansa came up to me, cupping my face in her hands. She kissed me softly on the lips. “You did great,” she said to me. “I’m so proud of you.”

      I nodded slowly, allowing her to guide me back to one of the chairs, while Heron collapsed in the other one, nearly breaking its legs. He was equally strained, panting and rubbing his eyes. But we’d done it. We’d gotten a name out of a resilient cult member, and we had a fourth we could still work on… later. Much later.

      “Do you realize what this means?” Shayla asked, her fingers pressing Hodder’s nose against the cotton rolls. Both were swollen and crimson now, so she exchanged them with a fresh pair. The bleeding would soon stop, and Hodder would be ready to be carried back to his cell.

      “We have a name,” I said. “We know where an ancient Hermessi is. One that could tell us where to find Death and put an end to this fresh hell, once and for all.”

      It was about time, too. With over 2.5 million fae infected by the Hermessi’s influence, we were already far behind the elementals. Our worlds and our lives depended on stopping them before they took over five million fae… and we’d been mostly in the dark until now.

      “Kabbah could be a great ally if we can convince him to support our cause, instead of staying neutral,” Safira replied.

      “Emphasis on ‘if we can convince him,’” Heron interjected, pinching the bridge of his nose. He was having a migraine. Mine was just around the corner, too. “The others are still holding his kid hostage.”

      “Side note,” I said. “I wonder how she’s stayed hidden from the Nevertide sentries until now.”

      “Nevertide is big. She could’ve lived somewhere deep in the woods or something. Or she might’ve blended into the sentry population, keeping her earth abilities under control, much like Eira passed as a full Cerixian for so long. Kabbah’s daughter would most likely be half-sentry. She’d have what it takes to pull it off,” Heron replied. “Anyway, Kabbah might care about his daughter enough to still stand back, even if we ask him nicely.”

      And therein lay the challenge.

      It was up to Taeral and his crew to find their way to Kabbah and get him to tell them about Death. There was nothing easy about any of this. Only more danger and risks. But we’d come too far to stop now.

      We’d sacrificed too much. We’d lost too many people, too many loved ones.

      It had taken our world millions of years to become the civilizations of today. Lives had blossomed and withered. Heroes had risen and fallen. Family lines that dated back to the most ancient of days still roamed Calliope now… We’d built empires, kingdoms, and extraordinary alliances. We’d spread goodwill and hope and kindness through the GASP federation.

      Children would look up to the sky tonight, children of all species across two different dimensions, and they’d wonder what the future had in store for them. Could we let them perish in flames and deadly frost, when they’d yet to live the best years of their lives? The short answer was no. We couldn’t.
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      If, a few hours ago, we’d been facing a great big void ahead, not knowing what we could do other than explore the pink waters of Mount Agrith, the situation looked completely different once intel from Jax and Heron poured in.

      We had the ancient Hermessi’s name and his location. Surprisingly, this particular road was leading me back home to Nevertide. Kabbah was our Earth Hermessi, it seemed, and he was rumored to have opted for neutrality, supposedly because the other Hermessi had kidnapped his child. He was too powerful for them to try to mess with directly, so they’d gone down the route of cowards, stealing a Hermessi kid, instead.

      Shaking my head in disgust, I looked up at our crew. We’d gathered back on Mount Zur, in one of the meeting rooms. The whole crew, Lumi and Eira included. Aida and Field were with us, ready to help with whatever was necessary in terms of resources—provided, of course, we decided what we were going to do next. We were all split between the pink waters and Nevertide, now.

      “We could split up and cover more ground,” Lumi suggested. “We still need to find out what those pink waters can do, as far as portals go.”

      “I can go to Nevertide,” I said, straightening my back. “It makes sense. I’m the crown prince there, after all. I know the place, the people…”

      Lumi nodded, then narrowed her eyes at Eva. “You should go with Varga,” she replied, then looked at Riza and Herakles. “You two, also. Varga may need teleporting at a moment’s notice, and a good Faulty tracker. There are still members of the Hermessi cell hidden across Nevertide.”

      “He’ll need a fae, too. Or a half-fae, at least,” Taeral said. “Other than Grace, Caia, and Vita, I don’t remember seeing other half-fae in the Shade sanctuary, affected by the Hermessi. I might be wrong, but Varga might have a safer shot at this with a hybrid, and not a full fae.”

      “You’re coming with me to Mount Agrith,” Lumi replied to Taeral, her tone sharp and firm. “We’ll need your teleporting, too, over there.”

      I crossed my arms, leaning against the back of my chair. Eva and I exchanged quick glances. Personally, I was quite thrilled to have her with us. The girl could fight, she could shift into a serpent, with what I’d been told was a potentially deadly snake bite, and she had knowledge of both Druid and basic swamp witch magic. Eva was the full package, as far as the mission went. And beyond, if I were to be honest with myself.

      “So, what half-fae could I get to come to Nevertide with us?” I asked, looking around the table.

      Aida’s expression lit up. “Fallon!”

      Of course. While the rest of those present shot each other confused frowns, I knew exactly who Aida was talking about. I knew Fallon well. Why hadn’t I thought of him first? Oh… Fallon was the first fae to turn vampire successfully. Given the genetic incompatibilities between fae and vampires, creating a hybrid had been considered extremely risky. However, Fallon had survived the transformation process—a fire fae-vampire, and a powerful one. The turn didn’t even tamp down on his fire abilities noticeably, as we’d expected it to, given Derek’s experience with his own fire powers. My only problem with Fallon was that he was extremely adventurous, bordering on reckless.

      I’d trained with him on Neraka, prior to my deployment to Strava, and I remembered a few instances in which I’d clearly said to myself: This boy will gladly take on a whole army and die swinging before he thinks of any other solution. Fallon was a little too impulsive for my taste, hence why he hadn’t been my first option.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I muttered, pursing my lips.

      Field was the first to notice. “You don’t like him.”

      “Oh, no, it’s not that. I do like the guy. He’s funny and sharp. But he came across as remarkably reckless when I first trained with him, last year,” I replied. “I’m just worried he might be more of a problem than a solution. We’ve got a delicate mission ahead, swaying an ancient and way too powerful Hermessi to help us.”

      Aida laughed lightly. “Oh, Varga. You haven’t seen Fallon since, have you?” I shook my head in response. “After you were shipped off to Strava, Zane took Fallon in for some daemon bootcamp training. A completely different Fallon came out by the time Zane was done with him.”

      I could feel my eyebrows arching upward in genuine surprise, while my chest decompressed instantly with a sigh of relief. “A new Fallon, you say?”

      “He’s been one of GASP’s top agents on Neraka,” Field added. “He single-handedly captured and brought in ten cult members from there. He and his crew basically eradicated the cell. There may be some still hiding, but the leaders were his biggest catch. He’s reliable and strong. Plus, you need his fae side more than anything.”

      “Otherwise I can’t really reach out to Kabbah. I have no connection to the Hermessi. I’m not Harper, whose link to Ramin is quite unique. I’m not a fae or a swamp witch, and certainly not a Hermessi child,” I said. “So yeah, I need at least a half-fae.”

      “What about me?” Eira asked. “I’m a Hermessi child, after all.”

      “Yeah, but you’re with our team,” Taeral said to her, gently. “I promised Inalia I would look after you and never let you out of my sight. I plan on keeping my word.”

      Eira blinked rapidly, then gave him a soft smile before she turned to me and sighed. “Sorry.”

      “No need,” I said. “It’s fine. Field and Aida are right. Fallon will do just fine. I’m actually curious about him now!”

      Lumi stood up, while Aida moved away from the table to call Fallon via her earpiece.

      “That’s settled, then. You five head out to Nevertide. I trust you’ll be able to find Kabbah and make a compelling argument as to why he should help us,” the swamp witch said. “The rest of us will continue probing the pink waters. We’ll get whatever gear is necessary for deep diving and potentially stumbling upon some hostile environment, if there is a portal at the bottom, anyway. We really need to find out where it leads.”

      Taeral nodded. “We’ll need a Telluris spell to connect us all and Viola, first. The comms line might not withstand certain conditions. We’ve seen it happen more than once.”

      “Technically speaking, Telluris wasn’t always there for us, either.” Eva chuckled. “But I’ll make one for us.”

      Field pressed a button on his earpiece, then looked at us. “Perfect timing. Viola’s on her way here now, with Phoenix.”

      “Just the man I want to see,” Taeral replied, grinning. “We’ll need breathing equipment, thermal suits… We have to be ready for absolutely anything.”

      “A fresh batch of Devil’s Weed sprigs won’t hurt,” Lumi said.

      “Viola’s already collected more for you,” Field shot back with a half-smile. “Our Daughter of Eritopia is a power-horse.”

      “We’re absolutely blessed with Viola,” Eva replied. “I’ve learned a lot from her over the past couple of years.”

      Aida giggled. “I swear, it’s always weird to watch you here, like this… a part of us. Honestly, I still can’t believe it. After Eritopia’s liberation, you were still drooling over Draven. I hated your guts.”

      “I hated myself for a while, too. What you saw then was mostly my mother’s influence. I see it as a part of the past, something I never wish to go back to, ever again,” Eva said, a glimmer of sadness visible in her yellow eyes.

      My gaze wandered down the side of her neck. More scales had grown on her skin, in bold shades of emerald green and gold. I was still wrapping my head around a little-known fact about Lamias—when the full body became covered in scales, they shed their skin and features completely. Eva hadn’t had her first shed yet, and it wasn’t going to happen for another ten years, at least, but, when the time came, I knew I’d have to quickly get used to another Eva. Lamias changed their physical appearance upon shedding. The new Eva would not have scales at all for about a year. Then, they’d grow and eventually cover her fully until she shed her skin once more and changed appearances. It was the lifecycle of every Lamia, and it gave them incredibly long lives, for shedding wasn’t only an exterior phenomenon. Her inside cells regenerated during the process, as well.

      “You’re not talking to Tamara, are you?” Field asked her, looking somewhat concerned. I’d almost forgotten about Eva’s complicated relationship with her mother.

      Eva shook her head. “The occasional hello, for the time being. She needs to really sit on what she last said to me and apologize. Until then, she isn’t a part of my life. I found it to be healthier than having to put up with her antiquated views. Anyway, we should start getting ready for deployment. Time does not stand still for us, I’m afraid.”

      She didn’t want to talk about her mother. I understood and respected that. But, dammit, it made me all the more curious! I figured I’d have a few moments on Nevertide to ask the right questions. I really wanted to know what a Lamia could say to upset her daughter this much.

      On the other hand, I was increasingly excited about returning to Nevertide. Mom and Dad were going to be thrilled to see me. Maybe Lenny and Nevis would visit, too. I knew they were busy hunting cult members, but surely they’d pause to see me for a bit. Given how the world worked these days, under constant threat from the Hermessi, every second that we spent together was important.

      “Let’s just hope something comes out of these endeavors,” Lumi said. “There are more fae falling under the Hermessi’s influence each day, and I worry that, if we don’t move fast enough, it’ll be too late to save them.”

      That being just one of the problems we were faced with. It was certainly the most painful, besides the end of the world hovering somewhere just around the corner. It had impacted too many people, too many creatures we loved. It hurt families all over the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension.

      In my mind, I’d already resolved to convince Kabbah to help us. There was no way I’d leave Nevertide without his support. No way.
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      Three days since I’d learned that Death, Seeley’s boss basically, had played a crucial part in stopping the Hermessi’s first ritual attempt. Another link on my life-chain had gone black, bringing my permanent expulsion from my own body closer as an impending reality. Time was running out for me, and my Reaper had become more secretive lately.

      He couldn’t leave my side, but I barely got a word out of him.

      I’d heard distant growls outside the sanctuary. Decaying ghouls aching for a piece of me and all the other fae whose souls had been kicked out, left in this frustrating limbo with their own Reapers practically babysitting them while they waited for the life-chains to break. It was only a matter of days, now. Of course, as Seeley had recently explained, not all the fae could see their Reapers—that was my case, and it was extremely rare. He wouldn’t tell me why I could see him, and I didn’t want to make up theories in my head, either, so I decided to ask him again later down the line. Most of those in here were on their own, watching their life-chains gradually blacken, not knowing what to wait for, while their Reapers stood silent and invisible by their side.

      If at first I’d been tempted to accept my own end, that thought was long gone. My situation was an anomaly, and it couldn’t possibly be something that Death would be okay with. Seeley had already let slip that he didn’t like this any more than I did. According to him, however, there was nothing he could do about it. Personally, I wasn’t entirely convinced that was the truth. I also didn’t believe that he’d told me everything I needed to know.

      He hadn’t told me about Death’s involvement in the first ritual, for example. I’d confronted him about it, but he’d pushed me away, ignoring my constant demands for answers. Not long after that, I grew tired of asking. Maybe that had been his strategy all along. To wear me out so I’d stop badgering him. Seeley didn’t know me well enough. I was merely resting my brain as I watched my parents and Zeriel coming every other hour, just to check on me.

      Every tear they shed while sitting next to my crystal casing tore a hole through my heart. I couldn’t get away from them, though I’d felt that need a couple of times—I couldn’t bear seeing them suffer like this. I longed to hold Zeriel in my arms again, to feel his lips against mine, soft and sweet as a midsummer’s night. He sat next to me, now, while my parents were back on Calliope, resting for a little while.

      “They found an ancient Hermessi from the first ritual,” Zeriel said to my body, his voice soft and shaky. “A possible neutral. Rumor has it the others have his child, so Varga and half his crew are going out to talk to him about it. Maybe find a way to save the kid and get this Hermessi on their side. He might be able to tell them where to find Death.”

      “I’ve got a Reaper standing right here, next to me, who could tell you that,” I replied dryly, knowing that the only one who could actually hear me was Seeley. “But he’s got these dumbass rules about how he’s not allowed to interfere or show himself to the living or whatever.”

      Seeley shot me a burning glance. The kind that carried all sorts of potentially deadly projectiles, each of them aimed at my head. Good, I thought. At least I was able to elicit some kind of reaction from him, since his mouth was staying shut.

      “So, don’t worry, baby,” Zeriel whispered closer to where my head was in the crystal casing. My body shone in fluctuating shades of amber, a sign of the Hermessi’s influence working its way through my flesh, claiming me while working to separate me from life itself. “We’ll get help soon. We’ll find Death and get her involved. I’m told Death is a ‘she.’ For some reason, I’m not surprised,” he added with a chuckle.

      He made me laugh. Zeriel had a weakness for powerful women. He was head over heels with me because, according to him, I had the full four abilities that a fae could attain in an entire lifetime. It scared and impressed him at the same time. The only thing I was scared of was how much I loved him, and how horrible the thought of losing him made me feel. I didn’t even want to imagine what it would be like if such a thing came to happen.

      I reached out, wishing I could touch him. My being was ephemeral, a translucent copy of my physical form. I couldn’t feel his skin against my fingertips, but Zeriel still shuddered, making me freeze. His eyes widened as he stilled, then looked around. I sucked in a breath, wondering if he’d actually sensed something.

      “It shouldn’t come as a shock,” Seeley said coolly, leaning against my crystal casing. “You two are bonded for life.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Your auras shine in an identical shade of gold. There are trillions, tens of trillions, of colors on the spectrum. Ninety-nine percent of them are not observable by the naked eye. I used to be a sentry, remember?” Seeley replied. “I can still see emotions. And when two souls collide and bond forever, their love, their shade of gold, becomes unique.”

      “So Zeriel and I have our own color now?”

      “You’ve had it from the moment you first kissed,” he said, staring to his side. There was a glimmer of recognition in his eyes. I had a feeling he’d spotted a Reaper he knew. I couldn’t see them, but he certainly could.

      Knowing that Zeriel and I had a unique bond like this made it all the more difficult for me to even consider death as something inevitable. This just inspired me to fight even harder against my condition. There had to be something I could do, and I was positive that Seeley might be able to help me. But how could I get him to tell me, if he wasn’t even willing to give me information about the Hermessi or Death’s location?

      Arwen stopped by Zeriel’s side, giving my body a concerned look. “How is she?” the witch asked.

      “The same,” Zeriel replied with a shrug.

      “Mona will come by later to feed her,” Arwen said.

      They’d set us all up with feeding tubes, yet another combination of medical science and magic that the witches had created in order to make us more comfortable in our peculiar condition. The body needed to be fed, after all.

      Mona and Arwen were almost always here, with Brock and Kiev occasionally coming in to check on them. The other GASP elders visited the sanctuary every six hours, but other than that, family visits had been reduced. The other Shade fae were held in a separate compound, guarded by vampires and other witches, including two of Lumi’s apprentices. Kailani and Viola stopped by to see us once in a while, too.

      Everyone else was out, most of the time. Some handled the administrative side of GASP and The Shade; others hunted and brought back cult members. The fae continued falling under the Hermessi’s influence, though. Every day, more of them were brought in—fewer here in the Shade sanctuary, though. Even though this haven had been fully secured, and we had vampires and werewolves stationed around the sanctuary, just in case, I still saw the occasional one, two or three fae being brought in. My parents had a permanent escort with them, as did every other fae family member of those who’d joined me here, in crystal casings. Still, it wasn’t enough, and nothing more could be done. Cult members watched from the shadows, hiding and moving around and waiting for the right opportunity—the best GASP could do was to be extra-careful. But if the inevitable wished to happen, no one could really stop it.

      We weren’t making any headway as far as our condition or the Hermessi were involved, but Taeral and his crew had managed to gather some valuable information. Harper was still on Neraka with Caspian, Zane, and Fiona, waiting to reconnect with Ramin and gather more intel from the rebel Hermessi’s side.

      Corrine was with Phoenix throughout most of the day, helping him finetune the telescopes so he could expand his search of the oldest twenty-planet solar system in the In-Between. That endeavor had yet to yield results, but it wasn’t a lost cause. Phoenix was a brilliant astronomer, despite his initial development as a GASP agent. He’d caught the bug with Neraka, and he had not stopped tinkering with those telescopes since.

      “Don’t despair,” Arwen said to Zeriel, noticing his silence. The sadness in his pale blue eyes was impossible to ignore, and it shredded me on the inside. “I doubt she’s in any pain right now.”

      “I don’t care about that. I just want her back,” Zeriel replied.

      “We want all of them back.” Arwen sighed, resting a hand on his shoulder. “The cult members have started talking. You know that already. It’s a matter of time before our people get to the bottom of this.”

      “Will they, though?”

      “Remember Azazel?” Arwen asked, wearing a faint smile. “He seemed impossible to defeat, didn’t he?”

      Zeriel nodded. “So did Shaytan and those Exiled Mara asshats. Ta’Zan, too. But these aren’t evil overlords we’re dealing with, Arwen. This is nature. Nature.”

      “Something stopped nature before,” Arwen said. I couldn’t help but admire her psychological resilience. It spoke volumes about her, and it certainly reminded me of Kailani. What a firestorm she was, all on her own! The apple certainly didn’t fall far from the tree.

      “Death,” Zeriel replied.

      I placed a hand on the crystal casing. I couldn’t feel it. In fact, I could run my fingers through it as if it were just a hologram.

      Arwen was relentless. “You know Tae and his crew will find her.”

      “Do we know that?” Zeriel shot back, slightly irritated.

      “You just said it to me,” I murmured, feeling alarmed by the pessimism he was exhibiting. His reactions were fully understandable, but I certainly didn’t want him to wallow in despair or grief. Not when there was so much at stake. Maybe I didn’t matter as much, but the entire In-Between did. I was just one of many who needed saving, and I couldn’t let Zeriel lose hope already.

      “You sound like you’ve never met anyone in GASP, ever,” Arwen replied, eyeing him intently.

      “She’s right about that,” Seeley grumbled, turning away to face the main entrance into the sanctuary. He seemed to be looking at something or someone, in particular.

      “What is it?” I asked, temporarily distracted from Zeriel and Arwen’s conversation. I didn’t want to listen to my fiancé like that, anyway.

      “I mean, GASP has impressed even me,” Seeley replied. “They’ve come a long way since the first fae exploded. Their training is impeccable.”

      “No, I mean, what are you looking at? Another ghoul?”

      He shook his head. “No, just a few Reapers I know. You’re getting a couple more fae.”

      I stilled as two fae were brought in, surrounded by a tight group of vampires. I didn’t recognize them, but Arwen and Mona were quick to react. Once the fae were settled in their crystal casings, the witches charmed the locks and mounted the necessary tubes, to make it as easy and as comfortable for them as possible. It just heightened my anxiety, at this point. This was a sight I’d never be able to get used to.

      “Do newer Reapers fall into temptation and eat the souls they’re supposed to reap?” I asked, changing the subject. I was hoping I’d manage to steer the conversation back to Death’s whereabouts, eventually.

      He seemed to think about it before answering. In the end, he looked at me and nodded once. “It still happens, though at a much lower rate than before. Death is a good judge of character, but no one, not even a most powerful Oracle or any other entity, can predict how someone might react in a change of circumstances. I could fall off the wagon, and no one could see it coming, because no one’s in my head twenty-four seven to notice how my mindset changes.”

      “It makes me feel sorry for ghosts, then. They’re the most vulnerable ones, I guess,” I said.

      “That’s why it’s not a good idea to be one for too long. We often encourage wandering spirits to move on, mainly because of this risk they subject themselves to. In this case, since your body hasn’t yet fully separated from your soul, I’m here to protect you until it’s time to reap you. And given how many of you there are out here, it makes sense that we were dispatched in large numbers to look out for you,” Seeley said. “Ghosts aren’t that lucky, Vesta.”

      “I still don’t get why Death won’t do something about ghouls,” I replied. “They’re abominations.”

      Seeley chuckled. “Yeah, tell me about it. I used to worship one.”

      That, of course, piqued my interest. He must’ve noticed the change in my expression, his forehead smoothing and his face going devoid of any emotion. Seeley was about to close himself off from me again.

      “I think it’s harmless if I ask you to tell me more about that,” I quickly said. “It won’t change the outcome for me, will it?”

      Again, he thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “It won’t.”

      “So? How’d you end up ‘worshipping’ a ghoul?”

      “It goes back to my origins on Nevertide. I wasn’t born there,” Seeley said. I could feel my eyes bulging. He smiled. “I was once a young Viking boy, stuck on a ship with others from my village. I’d jumped on deck to get away from my violent brothers. They used to beat me up, and my father used to allow it. I became an orphan the moment I set foot on Freya… the name of the ship.”

      “Whoa… Right, Hazel’s reports about Nevertide mentioned Viking ships.”

      “There were no humans on Nevertide. The first ones to get there, thousands of years before our ship, were the original ghouls. They settled across Nevertide. I don’t know how… to this day, I don’t remember how we slipped across dimensions, but we did. We fell through a whirlpool in the Atlantic Ocean and woke up in Nevertide.”

      “A portal,” I mumbled.

      He nodded once more. “It was only later that I understood these rare glitches—leftovers of portals once opened by witches. At some point, a witch used it to go to Nevertide from Earth, then closed it behind her. Sometimes, these portals don’t fully close. They leave traces, open cracks that eventually vanish over time. The chances of falling through such a crack are maybe a billion to one. Our ship was just in the wrong place, at the wrong time. There were about two hundred of us on Freya. Others followed later, by the same wretched twist of fate.”

      “So, what happened to you?”

      “We got stranded and couldn’t get back,” Seeley replied. “There were six original ghouls who were rising to power, having destroyed the others who’d dared challenge them. They seized their territories, and… well, we wound up orbiting around them. At first, I settled in Thraxus’s territory, when we began our transformation into sentries. It was a gradual process back then, to create the first line of sentries.”

      “Thraxus…”

      “Like I said, six ghouls. Thraxus, Hellswan, Memenion, Demzred, Hadalix, and Seraq. They had Nevertide, and we were their servants and their food. They fed on our mental energy but didn’t take it all at once. It allowed for the development of a natural, mutual exchange. They got their energy from us, and we shifted under their influence. Became sentries.”

      It hit me then where I’d heard the names before. “Those six founded the kingdoms of Nevertide, didn’t they?”

      “Yes. At some point, we don’t know what happened to them, but they went away. Or maybe they died… I’m not sure. When I was alive, the original ghouls were still leading the territories.”

      “We don’t know what happened, either; it’s still a mystery. But your timeline does coincide. I’d studied up on human history while stationed in The Shade for a while. I think it makes sense, yes. So, was Thraxus the ghoul you said you worshipped?”

      He shook his head. “No. I hated him. But, for a while, his camp was the only home I had, as a kid. As soon as I reached adulthood, I understood the bad things happening around me. His sentries were vicious. They got worse when the transformation process completed, and I didn’t want to become like them. So, I got kicked out. I wandered through Nevertide for a while, until I came across Hellswan. I joined his emerging kingdom because he pushed for peace and trade. Our sentry population was growing. The humans were dying out. He was more powerful, too. His influence helped complete my transformation when I turned twenty. He drew others around him, loyal followers. By the time I died, the six kingdoms of Nevertide had set up boundaries and laws, and they functioned not on violence, but on peace and trade, just like Hellswan had intended.”

      “That’s a bit ironic,” I said with a short chuckle. Seeley looked at me, slightly confused. “Well, I know that after the kingdoms were unified into an empire, they held deadly tournaments to nominate an emperor. Tejus’s dad, also of the Hellswan bloodline, was one winner, and an absolute heartless SOB. He made a lot of people suffer.”

      Seeley sighed. “I’ve heard. The kingdoms decayed into more or less medieval barbarians at some point. I’m not sure how it happened, but it took creatures like Hazel and Tejus to break that vicious cycle. For that, I admit, I am grateful. Hellswan, the original ghoul, never would’ve wanted this.”

      “You speak of ghouls like they’re good people,” I muttered.

      “They’re not. But they used to be better than other creatures in the Supernatural Dimension or the In-Between. Their needs were primal—eating souls. They’d found a balance that didn’t kill people straightaway. Still unnatural, if you ask me, but it was the best out of the worst of situations, especially for a little boy like me, back then,” Seeley said. “As long as they had souls to feed on, even ones still attached to their bodies, the original ghouls were clear-headed and able to discern different things. Some, like Hellswan, even tried to make it better for us, as a way of… I don’t know, thanking us for letting him feed on us, I guess. The kingdom he built and the empire it became are polar opposites.”

      “Ash and Ruby Goode lead it now,” I said.

      Seeley nodded. “The Goodes. Yes, I remember them. Long line, also. Derived from the Hellswan bloodline, they were part of our kingdom from the beginning. I think one of them tried to take over Thraxus’s kingdom at some point. Needless to say, it didn’t end well. Glad to hear they’ve got a shot at real leadership now.”

      “You haven’t been to Nevertide for a while, huh?”

      “I’ve been busy. I only hear news from other Reapers who know my point of origin, that’s all,” Seeley said.

      It was time to bring the conversation back to Death once more. “Seeley, no matter how many times you say it, it still doesn’t sound right, and sorry if I sound like a broken record here. But how can Death not get involved in this ghoul issue? It’s been going on for a long time, right?”

      “About five million years,” Seeley replied.

      “So she’s not getting involved in this Hermessi issue again, and she’s not stopping the ghouls, either. What the hell is Death doing these days? Does she still exist? I’m really confused here, Seeley. You’ve got to help me out, man.”

      He laughed a little too hard. I must’ve struck a nerve. “You’re not giving this up, are you?”

      Might as well be honest.

      “Not really, no,” I said, then pointed at my life-chain. “This thing’s not snapping anytime soon. And you should understand something: no one likes to be kept in the dark. Not when the innocent lives of their loved ones and their friends hang in the balance. I think I deserve to know at least a few things, such as this.”

      Seeley stared at me for a while, chewing on his lower lip. I’d participated in enough interrogation sessions with GASP to recognize the signs of someone who’s about to break. Even though he was a Reaper, Seeley still had soft spots. I’d managed to touch one—it seemed to be related to doing what’s right, even if it’s not condoned by the rules. In his case, Seeley was a Reaper sworn to secrecy. No contact with the living or the dead, unless it involved reaping. No telling of secrets. But even he’d had to admit that this situation was unprecedented. He’d finally conceded, judging by the look on his face.

      “You should’ve told me about Death’s involvement in the first ritual,” I added.

      “You’ve chewed my ass over that already.”

      “Well, I didn’t hear you apologize.”

      Seeley exhaled sharply. “Then consider what I’m about to tell you my way of apologizing.”

      “I’m all ears,” I said, crossing my arms. I accidentally touched one of the black links. It burned me, much like fire burned my real skin—which was strange, since I didn’t immediately associate the color black with a burning sensation. I gasped, then looked down and tried one of the normal links on my life-chain. It felt cold. The Hermessi’s influence was undeniable at this point. Soon, the entire thing would burn hot and black before snapping and, ultimately, killing me. With that in mind, I gave Seeley a pleading look, as if to tell him not to let me down. I didn’t deserve all this secrecy.

      “Death can’t get involved in the rituals or the ghouls’ existence. Not anymore,” Seeley replied, then took a deep breath. He let it out as if the greatest burden had just been removed from the very fiber of his being. He looked… relieved.

      “What happened, Seeley?”

      “I’m not old enough as a Reaper to remember any of it. All I know is what other, older Reapers have told me. Something happened after the first ritual attempt, about four million years ago. She can’t… I don’t think she has that power to intervene again. It’s why we think she didn’t do anything about the ghouls, either, despite her official stance… which, in hindsight, sounds more like an excuse.”

      “Are you telling me Death somehow lost her powers?” I breathed, unable to process what I was hearing. The implications could be catastrophic, if that were the truth.

      “Or she was limited by something or someone,” Seeley mused. “We’re not sure, and she won’t talk to us about it. Most of us don’t even know where to find her these days. She’s retreated somewhere in complete isolation. She sends her orders from afar, from one Reaper to another, with lightning speed, if needed. If she could, she would’ve sent those Hermessi packing already.”

      “Oh, wow,” I managed.

      Did this mean that Taeral’s crew were in for a massive disappointment if they did find Death? What could’ve limited Death, to begin with? What would be powerful enough to render her powerless? Glancing at Seeley, I knew I’d reached my limit on super-secret Reaper information, so I decided not to push it further. I’d already learned something crucial for my people—if only I could find a way to tell them…

      Seeley’s smile distracted me. It was aimed at someone about six crystal casings to our left, but there was no one there besides Ben, in his own deep sleep. River had just left to handle some GASP issues, and Mona and Arwen were keeping an eye on all of us from the other side of the room.

      “Is that another Reaper you’re smiling at?” I asked Seeley.

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      Yep. Seeley was closed off and back to his non-disclosure policy. To him, that also meant using as few words as possible, for some reason. Still, I pushed it because I secretly enjoyed irking him once in a while. “Would you tell me who’s there, watching over Ben? Or Caia? Or Vita? Or Grace? Or Lucas? Or—”

      Seeley cut me off, his tone clipped. “No. You’re not privy to that information.”

      They were like me, in limbo. And they all had Reapers watching over them. I wondered if any of them could see their Reapers, too. I was tempted to think at least those who’d come back from the dead before—like Ben, Lucas and Kailyn—could see their Reapers. It was one of the theories I’d tried not to make up in my head, since it didn’t explain why I could see mine. But even so, it made sense for them to be able to see theirs, since they’d all had their brushes with death in the past. Maybe they were more sensitive to these entities?

      I had no idea. But I sure hoped they were just as persistent as me, if not more so, if they could see them. These creatures needed to understand that, even with one foot in the grave, GASP supernaturals didn’t give up. Not until our last breath, and in some rare cases, such as Ben’s, even beyond. We were the itch that never went away.
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      My Reaper’s name was Kelara. And she was still recovering from the astonishment that I could actually see her. Apparently, that was rare. She wouldn’t tell me who else could see their Reapers, but she’d let slip that I wasn’t the only one in this sanctuary, which was now holding a few hundred fae.

      Up until a few days ago, I’d never thought I’d find myself in a situation like this again. Granted, this was slightly different. I wasn’t dead yet, though dangerously close to that threshold. That, of course, had brought on a flurry of heartache, confusion, and anger, until I’d realized something which Kelara had only partially explained—something about my previous death.

      I hadn’t come across a Reaper during my stint as a ghost. I’d met other wandering spirits, all of them meek and feeble… they’d been lost like that for a long time. Kelara said it was due to a crass failure on behalf of several new Reapers back then. She hadn’t gone into detail, but she’d been rather adamant that incompetence had been the sole reason behind my liberties as a ghost. I didn’t remember everything from that time, but I was positive that a Reaper would’ve left a mark on my memory.

      “You didn’t tell me Death had a role to play against the Hermessi,” I said, my gaze fixed on Kelara as she gazed across the crystal casings. There was a Reaper there, by Vesta’s side, someone she knew. Maybe a friend. But I didn’t care. I knew there were others in the room, and I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t do anything about them, and Kelara was as tight-lipped as they came.

      “You said the same thing three days ago,” Kelara shot back.

      Despite her delicate beauty, she was quite the thunderstorm. I certainly didn’t want to get in her crosshairs, but I couldn’t let her dictate how I’d spend this limbo time. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to let myself die. Again. No, the thought alone was enough to send me off the deep end. I stayed away from the prospect.

      Kelara had some Persian influences—the olive complexion, the big, dark brown eyes, and her long, wavy black hair, which she kept up in a tight, waxed bun. But her accent was American, and she seemed to know about the early 1900s in New York. She’d mentioned her previous life as a human of the Earthly dimension, but she hadn’t offered any additional details. I’d been around for long enough to learn how to do a cold reading on anyone and figure out the basics, though. In Kelara’s case, she was most likely the daughter of Iranian immigrants, born and/or raised somewhere up the East Coast. Probably New York, since she’d told me things about that city that hadn’t even made it into the history books.

      And she was a tough nut to crack.

      “I’m still flabbergasted,” I retorted. “Don’t you think I had the right to know, especially after all the questions I’d asked before?”

      Kelara shrugged. “Not really. Does that change your situation in any way? You wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone.”

      “For my own peace of mind. For my own knowledge, dammit!” I snapped.

      She grinned. “You’re still angry about it. Wow.”

      Sometimes, I was inclined to believe that she was simply insensitive. What I did know about her was that she was a young Reaper, compared to most.

      “So, you all wear these black suits?” I asked, changing the subject. I couldn’t draw water from stone, after all, but I could gain other potentially useful insights.

      Kelara glanced down at herself. The suit was smart, and it fit her perfectly—black pants and double-breasted jacket, with a white shirt and black tie underneath. The high-heeled shoes were so neatly polished that they reflected the lights above. This was an Earthly style.

      “It’s been the norm for about a hundred years, now,” she said. “It stays within the color code for Reapers across the universes, too.”

      “You guys have color codes?” I replied, raising an eyebrow.

      She smirked. “Of course. We represent Death. Black references the plane of the dead, and white remarks upon the land of the living. We’re all beacons of her, in a way, and must dress and act accordingly.”

      “What’s the point if no one sees you?” I asked.

      “The dead see us when it’s time to reap them. You, Ben, are a bit of an anomaly.” Kelara replied dryly.

      “I’m not dead, for starters.”

      “Yet. But you’re not unique. Just an anomaly. One of a few, it turns out.”

      I sighed. “You’re deliberately pushing my buttons, aren’t you?”

      “Took you a while to figure it out.”

      “Why, though?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      “Because you irk me,” she said, crossing her arms. That just threw me deeper into the dark. It was bad enough that I’d spent my morning listening to my wife, my soulmate, begging me to stay with her, to not leave her again. A Reaper’s animosity was literally the last thing I needed to worry about. My daughter and my granddaughters were like me, dangerously close to death… for Pete’s sake, whatever I might’ve done to Kelara, she could at least tell me!

      “Pray tell,” I replied. “What is it about me that irks you?”

      “You got away. You came back. It doesn’t get more unnatural than that. It goes against life itself.”

      “I thought you said my Reaper was an incompetent fool, and that was why I was left on my own. How the hell was I supposed to know what to do, other than try to get back to my loved ones?” I asked, even more confused.

      She seemed to process my argument. Without a response on the topic, she let a deep sigh roll out of her. As if she were the one giving up, no longer patient enough to give me the details. But I wasn’t done. Oh, no, not at all. Especially if I was destined to die a true death soon.

      “No, seriously, enlighten me, Kelara,” I said. “What could I have done differently? I wandered for a long time, without a body and without a direction.”

      She lowered her head. “I know. We lost you because of that.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Most souls stick around their place of death. Few have the power to move away. Reapers can’t track a soul down so easily. After your Reaper was removed and discharged—”

      “You mean turned into a ghoul?”

      I’d learned the truth about ghouls, thanks to Kelara. I understood where they came from and how they devolved, first into what we knew as the “original ghouls,” then into the mindless ghouls we’d come across in our early Shade days. I’d been made aware that my Reaper had been too weak to perform his duties and had chosen to go willy-nilly into the unknown, until he chomped on his first ghost—not me, thank the stars!—and he was, as Kelara had just put it, removed and discharged. In other words, discarded and abandoned.

      “Fun fact, a large number of ghouls devolved from Earthly Reapers,” Kelara said, digressing with the grace of an elephant in a china shop. She didn’t like talking about ghouls. It seemed to cause her shame, judging by the maroon blush in her cheeks.

      “You mentioned something. I believe it had to do with when the Reaper selection process was handed to older Reapers, instead of Death doing it herself?” I asked.

      Kelara nodded. “Congratulations, you passed Reaper 101.”

      “How does she select Reapers, if you people can’t find her these days?” I replied, putting on what felt like a comfortably smug grin.

      “Death is omnipresent. While her physical manifestation might be concentrated in a hidden location, her consciousness spans across the universes. She is able to direct a few select Reapers of the upper echelon to make the selections for her. That’s what her involvement really is.”

      “So she reads the resumes now, instead of letting HR pick the employees, right?” I asked, slightly amused.

      The shadow of a smile flickered across her face. “Pretty much.”

      “If she’s omnipresent, she can hear me? Us?”

      “She’d have to be listening intently, which I doubt she does. There are so many creatures out there, it would drive her insane to pay attention to even one of them, I think. Not to mention billions at once. From what I know, Death has not made it her business to listen.”

      “Oh, that’s cool. I hear the Hermessi are pretty good at that.” I scoffed.

      Glancing around the sanctuary, I could see the glow in every fae that had been affected. They all slept, seemingly peacefully, in their crystal casings. Food and nutrients were fed to them through IV systems, and magic kept them safe—it also kept the rest of the world safe. Once the last chain on my life-chain turned black, I knew that would be the end of me. The Hermessi would take over and use me as a weapon against the people I loved.

      “They’re not my favorites, either, if you ask me,” Kelara said. “If there’s one thing you and I can agree on, it’s that what they’re doing isn’t normal. It’s been four million years since so many of us were summoned at once for such a mass extinction. It was unfathomable then, and it is unfathomable now.”

      “Then why isn’t Death stopping this like she did before?” I asked, though I knew the answer already. I’d posed this question before, repeatedly.

      Kelara rolled her eyes. “Ben, I know you’re afraid to die. It’s perfectly natural. But you can’t expect someone to fix this whenever your soul gets booted out of your body. How many lucky breaks did you think you’d get?”

      “What do you mean?”

      My blood ran cold. Deep down, I knew exactly what she meant.

      “You shouldn’t be here in the first place. You should’ve moved on into the world of the dead a long time ago,” Kelara said. “Even if, by some miracle, they stop this and you get your body back—which, by the way, I highly doubt will happen—you still won’t belong here. You’ll always be an anomaly. And your soul will feel the consequences, eventually.”

      Noticing the dark look on my face, Kelara continued her psychological onslaught. I couldn’t hate her, not fully. I knew she had a point. But I’d challenged and changed my own fate back then. I was more than willing to do it again, no matter what. Why couldn’t that be accepted by these… higher powers? I was the one that got away.

      “Think about it this way,” she added. “A soul has a certain amount of time designed for it. It’s how we’re made. The universe made the recipe; we just live it. The occasional artifice, such as vampirism for humans, may prolong this lifespan. Dying is definitive. Or at least it should be. It means that, in the grand scheme of things, you’ve done your part in this world, and it’s time to leave. When you don’t, when you grab someone’s body and keep living, you push your soul past its expiration date. Eventually, it’ll start to show. Not now. Not in a hundred or a thousand years, but it will. And when it does, you might lose your chance to move on, because you’ll be damaged, probably beyond repair. Your soul will wither away, corrupted by your own stubbornness and refusal to leave. It’ll take a toll on this body, too,” she said, pointing at my crystal casing, then looked at Lucas. “The same will happen to him. Someday.”

      “Lucas? Come on,” I mumbled, still wrapping my head around what she’d just said. “His experience was way worse than mine. He spent twenty years as a prisoner of the ghouls, for Pete’s sake! Why torment him further? It wasn’t his fault!”

      “I’m amazed they didn’t eat him whole,” Kelara replied, her eyes wide as she watched him, his chest rising and descending slowly as he slept, like me.

      “Lucas is… special. Different,” I said. “I bet he bargained for his survival, somehow.”

      “Nevertheless, he’s the same as you. He should’ve been helped to move on, but he’d also fallen off the radar at the time. We couldn’t find him, either,” Kelara explained.

      “There was a lot of that going on back then, it seems.”

      “I told you. Bad batch of Earthly Reapers,” Kelara insisted, narrowing her eyes at me. “It doesn’t change what you are, what you became, and the fact that you don’t belong here.”

      Kelara was using terms like “maybe” and “probably.” I guessed she was being honest, and that she didn’t know any of this with absolute certainty. It wasn’t like there were throngs of us to have escaped death. It gave me a flicker of hope, that maybe I could do something to protect my soul in the long run. She’d referred to vampirism as an acceptable artifice. Fallon had succeeded his transition. I could very well try it, too.

      But, until then, I had to survive this particular problem.

      I heard the growls outside. I knew there were a few more ghouls gathering around the sanctuary. They didn’t have the guts to come in, given the number of Reapers waiting for them, but it didn’t make me feel less wary. On the contrary, their presence simply amplified my anxiety, throwing me back into terrible thoughts, such as the worry that I’d never see my wife, my children, or my grandchildren ever again.

      Kelara seemed to have read my mind, watching my gaze settle on sweet Grace. Her brother, Field, had just come in to check up on her and the others in our family. The grief he exuded… it tore me apart. I couldn’t do anything for him. I couldn’t touch him or tell him that I was still actively looking for a way out of this situation. That his sister was probably doing the same.

      “I know you hate me,” Kelara said, drawing my focus back to her. “But I’m not here to be liked.”

      “Yeah. You’re here to protect me from ghouls and to make sure I get reaped because I’m way overdue,” I replied dryly. Her argument for my “cheated living” did make sense, and it had struck a chord inside me, but I wasn’t anywhere near ready to accept that I should consider death and moving on from this world. It wasn’t in my nature, especially after everything I’d been through. Maybe later, in a hundred or two hundred or three hundred years, when I’d have lived enough of the good times to consider myself a truly happy and accomplished man. Maybe soon, but not late enough for my soul to… expire. Just, not now. Not when so much was hanging in the balance. “So you used to be human, huh?”

      I figured shifting the conversation in another direction might steer me away from these downright depressing thoughts. Kelara was surprisingly eager to entertain this angle. She nodded. “I was. I take it you already have some assumptions about where I’m from?”

      I looked at her, surprised. “Huh?”

      “Come on, I know you’ve read me already.” She chuckled. “It’s written all over your face.”

      It was my turn to blush. “Correct me if I’m wrong…”

      “Go on. What have you gathered about me so far?”

      She seemed excited. As if we were about to play a fun game. None of this happening around us affected her as it did me. Then again, her notion of time, her reality… they were different. To her, life and death were simple, since she always walked that thin line in the middle. The stakes weren’t high for her. Kelara was only here to collect a soul, then others after me. She was here to do a job.

      “You’re of Persian descent. I suspect your parents fled to New York in the early twentieth century from Iran,” I said, watching her expression carefully. Humor lingered in her dark chocolate eyes.

      “My mother and my father were part of an attempt to dethrone the Shah in 1906. He retained his throne but had limited constitutional powers. Still, his loyalists started hunting people like my parents down. They came to New York, yes. I was born there, in 1908,” Kelara replied.

      “And you lived a normal human life?” I asked. Nothing about her screamed of normalcy, hence my curiosity. There had to be more to her. My instinct rarely failed me.

      “I made a few mistakes as a young woman. The kind that got me banished from my own family, and later New York. I ended up in Salem,” Kelara continued. “I had a near-death experience on my way there. By the time I got into town, I was determined to find a way to live forever. I feared death more than anything.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. It made her smile.

      “That’s why I’m so adamant about you, Ben,” she added. “Because I know where this fear leads. And it’s nowhere good.”

      “Where did it lead you?”

      “Into the arms of a Black Witch,” she said. “I thought I’d struck gold with her. She taught me some magic tricks, easy stuff that I could perform without being a witch myself. My mind was seduced by her promises of eternal life. I had a son in the early ‘20s. She convinced me to give him to her, in return for an immortality spell.”

      The tone of her voice had dropped to subzero temperatures. The worst crossed my mind. “Don’t tell me you gave her your child.”

      She nodded. There was a glimmer in her eyes. I could’ve sworn it was a tear, but she blinked it away and took the deepest breath. “I did. I was young, I was stupid, I was terrified of dying, and the Black Witch gave me a choice. I made the wrong one, but it felt right at the time. I never forgave myself for it.”

      “How’d you die, then, if you’d been given an immortality spell?” I asked.

      Her smile was fraught and bitter. “She was a Black Witch, Ben. Surely, you know how twisted their magic is. Let’s just say, I didn’t read the fine print. The spell offered an endless life, provided that outside forces didn’t intervene. Like, for example, a noose. The immortality magic allowed complete cell regeneration, but it was helpless against physical influences.”

      “A noose?”

      “I fell in with the wrong crowd. I pissed off some White Witches. They saw the people I was hanging out with, and instead of punishing me, they tried to get me out. But by the time they got to me, I was hanging from a tree. Salem witch hunters were still active back then, and they’d had their sights already set on my group. Granted, the hunters were covert, but very much present,” Kelara said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was my stubbornness and my irrational fear of death that got me there. And yet I couldn’t escape it,” she replied, then laughed lightly. “My son lived longer than I did. A servant of Black Witches. My bloodline ended there, with him. Rest assured, the irony did not escape me then, and it still doesn’t, to this day.”

      Kelara’s experience was dark but full of lessons. A woman of strong character, but weak before her fears. I didn’t think she’d do it all over again, if given her chance. But her situation and mine were completely different. My struggle had been influenced by outside factors, and I would’ve rather died than sell my own child to live.

      “You’re wrong about one thing,” I said to her. “As far as the similarities between us go.”

      “Oh?”

      “You did everything out of fear of dying. What I did and whatever else I’ll ever do has and will always be for the love of living, Kelara. Nothing pertaining to my resurrection resulted in the harming or death of others. My circumstances and my motivations are different,” I replied. “Not saying you were bad or evil—”

      “Whoa,” she shot back, her eyes wide, suddenly looking like a deer about to get hit by a truck.

      “No, I know,” I said, raising my hands in a defensive gesture. “They’re both moral concepts pertaining to the world of the living. You were misguided, is what I’m trying to say. You were given options, and they led you down the worst paths. I hope you see where I’m going with this.”

      She giggled. As if I’d told the funniest dirty little joke. She confused me so much, sometimes. “Yes, yes, you did things differently. I get it,” she replied. “But you need to get it through your thick head, Ben. Regardless of your circumstances and your motivations, there is one undeniable truth: you’re living past your expiration date, and it’s not normal. It doesn’t matter how you dress it up. It is what it is.”

      Suddenly, I was the quiet one. Kelara’s words had come back with a crippling force, gutting me like a fish. The anguish made me feel weak, and I slid down onto the floor, crossing my legs and staring at the flagstones. Dammit, her truth was too brutal. I didn’t want it to be mine.

      “I may not be able to reap you now, Ben, but when I do, it’ll be just. It’ll be long overdue. And it will restore the balance in this world and the next,” Kelara added.

      “What’s happening to me now is far more unnatural than my prolonged existence,” I said, unwilling to yield, despite the reminder she’d just pummeled me with. I looked at her, noticing her brows pulled into a dark frown. “Are you ready to admit that?”

      “I already have, Ben.”

      “Where’s Death in all of this? Why isn’t she doing anything about it?”

      She glanced around, her gaze settling on… probably the same Reaper she’d seen earlier by Vesta’s crystal casing. I couldn’t see him unless he wanted me to. She looked at me next and offered a shrug.

      “I don’t know.”

      Her answer baffled me. Was she being sincere, or was she simply trying to end this conversation because it was hitting a painfully soft spot in her? I couldn’t tell, but if Kelara really didn’t know, I had to wonder—was there anyone out there who did?
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      The one thing I appreciated most about Infernis, despite the absence of a sky above it, was the heat. As a cold-blooded vampire, I didn’t often get to bask in such high temperatures, so I made the most of my stay here while waiting for a sign from Ramin.

      Resting in Caspian’s arms as we sank into a massive beanbag chair in one of the lounge rooms, I wondered how long it would be before Neraka’s Fire Hermessi came to visit me in my dreams again. The connection had already been established, probably long before our Hermessi problem even began. Ramin was the only elemental I could communicate with—a lucky break, as far as I could tell. We were already short on powerful allies before this unprecedented threat.

      Ramin was able to take my soul, my consciousness, with him, wherever he went. He was able to hide me inside his flames, allowing me to listen in on delicate conversations. Our first soul-walking encounter had yielded precious information about the rebels and the evil Hermessi. The ones who were most adamant about performing the ritual were also determined to stop Taeral’s crew from digging deeper. They were afraid of those particular GASP agents, and that was a thread I’d want us paying attention to.

      In the meantime, word had come from Calliope. We had a possible neutral Hermessi who was old enough to remember the first ritual and Death’s intervention, and we had the pink water potentially acting as a portal. Taeral’s crew had split in two in order to cover both angles, while the rest of our federation focused on nursing the fallen fae, protecting the ones still standing as best as we could, and hunting more Hermessi cultists down. At the same time, we had resources dedicated to finding the oldest twenty-planet solar system and… my head was about to explode. Taking a deep breath, I wiggled in Caspian’s embrace.

      “You okay?” he asked, his warm breath tickling my forehead. He loosened his hold, allowing me to further relax and stretch my legs. We’d been lounging like this for a while.

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah. The waiting is killing me.”

      “What do we do if Ramin doesn’t… you know, call back, so to speak?” Fiona replied, resting on a pile of silken pillows. Zane was out with baby Sophia and his mother, giving Fiona some much needed time alone—more or less, anyway. Sophia could be quite demanding, but Zane was patient and dedicated enough to cover for Fiona, just enough for her to have a little bit of breathing room. She was exhausted, and this whole Hermessi situation wasn’t helping.

      “I could try to go into a dream state and look for him,” I said. “It’s been over three days now. Almost four. We’re losing too much time here, while the Hermessi are gaining ground. It’ll be at least three million fae affected by the end of the week.”

      Caia was one of them. My cousin, our close and dear friend. Caia was a part of our crew, and none of us could stand the thought of her in a coma, stuck in that crystal casing. It hurt us too much. The rest of our family was in shambles, anyway, with Ben and his lineage already down.

      “There’s been speculation among GASP officers, based on what Jax and Heron got out of the cultists, in terms of information,” Caspian said. My hand covered his, my index and middle fingers stopping to fiddle with his wedding ring. My name was engraved on the inside, and permanently seared into his soul.

      “Speculation?” I asked, raising my head to see him better.

      “About rogue Hermessi being swayed into obedience by the evil ones after Brann’s death,” he replied. “Some of the rogues might start seeing this as a lost battle and decide to help complete the ritual. Not wanting to be destroyed, I guess. It’s what the prisoners mentioned during their interrogations, and we know they wouldn’t lie because Jax and Heron’s mind-bending is impossible to bypass, especially when combined with that truth serum.”

      “Brann may not have been the first to die at the hands of his elemental brothers, but there’s a chance he might be the last,” Fiona added. “I remember Corrine saying something similar the other day. Ibrahim seemed to agree, as well.”

      “And the Daughters, too,” Caspian said, then frowned slightly. “I wonder if they could try and speak to their Hermessi maker about this. Wei is the earth element’s name on Calliope, if I remember correctly.”

      “They already tried that,” I replied. “Remember? After Derek spoke to them about their origins.”

      Caspian sighed. “Right. I forgot. My head’s in a thousand places right now.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I said, then dropped a soft kiss on his lips. “Thing is, I suspect that Wei is reluctant to speak to the Daughters about any of this. He hasn’t summoned them to destroy Taeral’s crew, either, so we know he’s on our side, at least for now. He’s probably afraid to expose the Daughters to the other Hermessi. That’s my theory, anyway. That he’s keeping quiet so as not to pique the baddies’ interest.”

      Fiona’s eyes widened. “Oh, you might be on to something. It would make perfect sense, in the grand scheme of things, especially if Wei doesn’t want to take action against us, against Taeral and his people.”

      “I think Ramin might help clear things up on this subject,” I said, then settled my head back on the firm muscle of Caspian’s shoulder. He was my favorite pillow. “If Wei is keeping the Daughters away from the fight, maybe even a secret from his brethren, I bet he himself, or Ramin, at least, would tell me if I asked.”

      “Looking for Ramin, now?” Fiona asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve lost my patience. Been sitting here doing nothing for a while,” I grumbled, then shut my eyes tight, willing sleep to come over and envelop me like the sweetest glaze.

      Caspian’s breathing became shallower as he, too, relaxed. We were like that together. One softer than the other when our bodies converged. I didn’t even realize when reality shifted around me. One minute, I was listening to my husband’s heart beating, the next… I was curled up in pure darkness.

      Blinking several times, I became aware of my new surroundings. Without a sense of time, I couldn’t really tell how long it had taken me to slip into this soul-walking state. What mattered was that I’d done it again. Raising my head first, I glanced around. All I could hear was the uneven dripping of water not far from me.

      The dream world was skewed and distorted and glistening in odd colors again. Water was orange. The sky was green. The grass was red. The sun was a glowing pink, like a massive neon light. I was in the right place, for sure.

      With my mind fixated on Ramin, I picked myself up and stretched my arms. Soul-walking was a peculiar but, at the same time, delightful sensation. The barriers of my physical body were gone, and, while I could feel myself relaxing further under the stretch, I was also experiencing a unique sense of lightness. If I kept stretching, I might dissipate completely and disappear in this distant dream state.

      I spent some time looking for Ramin, slowly calling out his name. I kept my voice down, worried someone or something else might hear me. My instincts were sharp, even in deep sleep. I turned every leaf along the way, until I found myself surrounded by a forest of weird trees. They looked gummy, as if they’d been made from flexible gelatin in shades of yellow and red. The trunks spiraled upward, their branches numerous and stretching above like living spaghetti.

      Beneath one such tree, I found Ramin. He was in his humanoid fire figure, the blaze of his being melting part of the gummy-like trunk. He quickly moved to another, trying to lean into it. It didn’t work. His Hermessi temperature was too much for these trees to handle in direct contact. Was this my dream world reacting to his presence, to our connection, or had my soul wandered out into one of those weird-ass dimensions that no one even knew were possible?

      “You’re outside your body,” Ramin said, as if having just read my mind.

      “Good thing I found you, then,” I replied. “Are you okay?”

      He seemed agitated. Restless. And I doubted it had anything to do with the trees themselves. No, something else was bothering him. Maybe this was my inner sentry talking, somehow, but I decided to follow up on this suspicion.

      “It’s not safe for you out here.” Ramin sighed.

      “Dude. It’s not safe for me anywhere. Speaking of which, where the heck are we?” I asked, motioning around me. “This looks like a kid’s dream after visiting the world’s greatest candy store.”

      Ramin seemed to look at me, his eyes white and bright and… confused. I chuckled softly.

      “Forget about it,” I added. “Earthly joke, nothing to see here. But, seriously, where are we?”

      “It’s a galaxy in the Supernatural Dimension. It won’t be discovered for another five thousand years, I estimate,” Ramin said.

      “Whoa…” I managed, looking around and taking it all in again. My consciousness was so tightly connected to Ramin’s that I’d managed to skip dimensions and millions, if not billions, of light-years just to get to him. “Wait, how do you know when it’ll be discovered?”

      “I know GASP’s scientists are measuring radiation emissions across the Supernatural Dimension and the In-Between. This galaxy is too young to emit anything noteworthy, but its suns are starting to develop and grow. I give them five thousand years before they’re more easily observed on the radiation spectrum.”

      His science talk was impressive, coming from an elemental. But he was also moving away from my initial concern. “Ramin, what’s wrong?” I asked again. “You seem… off.”

      Silence filled the space between us. It got heavier with every minute that passed, swelling with nothingness and the grief coming off Ramin in mellow waves. Whether this was my sentry sense noticing or just my consciousness, I didn’t know. But I was certain he was in some kind of pain.

      “Talk to me, please. I’ve been waiting for a sign from you for a few days now,” I continued, unwilling to let him off the hook yet.

      “I’ve been here for two days, unable to move.”

      “Oh. Well… Why?” I blurted.

      “I’m… stuck. I think I may have experienced panic for the first time. Otherwise I cannot explain my reaction. There’s dull pain inside me, and a lot of anger, but I find it difficult to explain my overall state,” Ramin replied.

      I settled next to the tree he stood by. He didn’t touch this one, though. He kept a reasonable distance to stop it from melting. Crossing my legs in front of me, I motioned for him to do the same. Only, Ramin didn’t need legs unless he specifically wanted them, so he just flopped down to my level, his lower figure completely gone. I was now facing what looked like half a humanoid-shaped Hermessi made of pure, bright orange fire. I figured that would do. At least he’d empathized enough to sit down… sort of.

      “Start at the beginning. I’m listening,” I said.

      “I’m not liking this connection of ours anymore,” he replied, though his tone was light, almost jesting. “I can’t get any privacy these days.”

      “Tough luck. My world’s about to end. Guess you’re stuck with me,” I said, smiling. “Ramin. Talk to me, please.”

      The flames that made him dimmed to a slightly darker orange as he lowered his head. “There are some things I haven’t told you. Well, technically speaking, I lied about.”

      “Oh?”

      Even without a body, I could feel my eyebrows going up in surprise.

      “All the Hermessi in this world and the next, no matter their affiliation, have at least one child, whether we know about them or not,” Ramin said. “Most of them are kept hidden, secrets that no one wants to talk about. Up until the ritual efforts started, we’d all sworn that, no matter what happened, our children would be off limits.”

      “So there’s a Hermessi child for every Hermessi out there,” I managed, feeling my stomach tighten with anticipation. I was positive he’d yet to get to the punchline.

      “At least one, yes. Some of us are more productive,” Ramin explained. “We have to make sure there’s an heir living to take our place, at any moment in time. But, like I said, despite our associations and animosities, we’d sworn not to bring our children into this.”

      I knew where this was headed, already. “Let me guess, the ritual purveyors broke that rule.”

      “Yes. Most of our children live among you, not knowing what they are—or, if they’re aware, they say nothing. Some live in hidden, remote areas or even pose as fae. A few never even show their faces in public. Never speak to anyone. As their makers, we are able to discern whether they are safe in their communities or better off hiding.”

      I had to admit, this made me angry. This kind of intel could start or stop a war, including the one that the Hermessi had waged against us. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you all lie about it? Even to each other?” I asked, remembering the rebels’ conversation.

      “They knew you were inside me.”

      Yet another astonishing revelation. Heat burst through me like an angry fire. “Say what now?”

      “They sensed your presence. When they got close to me, they could feel you,” Ramin said. “I didn’t tell you because, well… you needed to hear other, more important things that they had to say. And, if I’m honest, we don’t fully trust one another, ever. It’s why we simply say we don’t have children. We perpetuate the idea that Hermessi don’t have as many children as they used to. We just keep our offspring to ourselves, for obvious safety reasons.”

      “And now?”

      “You have to understand; our children are the most precious creatures in existence for us. We never tell anyone about them, about where they are. They can be held as leverage against us.”

      “What about Inalia? She didn’t seem like leverage, more like a solution to the ritual Hermessi’s problem,” I murmured.

      “Well, Leb and Sebbi didn’t know about her or her location until she first reached out to her father, Brann,” Ramin replied. “Up until that moment, they wouldn’t have dreamt of destroying Brann. They would’ve tried harder to get him on their side.”

      All this was doing was confusing me even more. “Hold on, I thought they didn’t care whether Cerix lived or died.”

      “They lied,” Ramin said, shaking his head. “We lie, Harper. If it works in our favor, we lie.”

      “So, let me get this straight. Leb and Sebbi didn’t actively try to destroy Brann until they learned about Inalia, after which they went after him, knowing she’d eventually replace him,” I said, putting two and two together. “They made it sound like they didn’t really care about Cerix, only to force Inalia to say yes, given that she seemed like the only one who did care about Cerix… right?”

      “Right. They knew she wouldn’t have bailed. They never had the intention of losing Cerix, Harper. After all, when the ritual is completed, they’ll need their planet to repopulate with new lifeforms,” Ramin replied.

      “Oh, those scheming sons of—wait, your rebel friends mentioned Alpha Sentis and Melyana, planets that died off when their Hermessi rebelled against the Ritual. Didn’t they have children of their own who could replace them and save those worlds?”

      “They did. The Water Hermessi of Alpha Sentis and the Fire Hermesi of Melyana. They died, and so did their children. That was enough to leave the other Hermessi with dead planets. Balance is important. I’m about to get to that point. Harper, we have a problem now,” Ramin interrupted what was going to be an infinite slew of curse words addressed to the Hermessi. But he got my attention. “I… I have a problem, as well.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he seemed to hesitate, and I was in no mood to spend eons pulling the words out of him. “Dammit, Ramin, spit it out already! My friends are about to get into even more dangerous scenarios, and if you’re withholding potentially crucial information, they’re doomed!”

      “It’s not about your friends. I doubt it would affect your friends… but you’re right, I should tell you,” Ramin conceded. “You’ve been nothing but kind and forthcoming. It is only fair.”

      A few more seconds passed.

      “Still here, Ramin,” I grumbled.

      “The Hermessi children are beginning to disappear, and no one knows where. It seems to be the work of one or two Hermessi, in particular. Ancient ones. Part of the original crew that tried to perform the first ritual,” Ramin finally said. “We’re only told that our children have gone to serve the universe and that we cannot know where they’re being kept.”

      This felt like a blow to my knees. The implications were ginormous.

      “They took my son, too,” he added. My heart broke in a split second. “He’s a daemon-Hermessi hybrid. I’ve kept him hidden for so long, I… I still don’t know how they got to him. He’s never met me, but he was always safe and well protected where I had him.”

      “You’re in the dark, aren’t you?” I mumbled.

      “The rebels don’t know where the children are kept either. Like I said, we’re only supposed to be made aware that our children are gone and that they’re serving the universe. We’re not allowed to ask or make any kind of inquiry. If the old ones decide something, it must be done. If I object, I will immediately be branded a traitor working against the ritual. The one thing I do know, and I’ve already told you, is that two Hermessi children, two of the heirs to Alpha Sentis and Melyana, were killed. They resisted their abductors and it got ugly. They also might not be the only ones. Rumors circulate among the Hermessi, and I worry my son may have suffered a similar fate. He’s quite… hard-headed.”

      What dirty tricks were those scoundrels up to now?

      “Maybe they’re holding the children as leverage, like you said. Maybe they’re making sure you comply and help them,” I suggested. It seemed like the reasonable thing to do, if I were a morally bankrupt Hermessi fixated on destroying all life in the universe. “And if they get too much resistance from the children, they kill them. Perhaps they don’t care about all the worlds, like, say, Alpha Sentis or Melyana. I don’t know…”

      For several minutes, neither of us spoke. I took my time to process everything Ramin had just said, wondering if there was anything we could do to help, and whether that, in turn, would bring us closer to a solution regarding the ritual. More of our fae were falling under the Hermessi’s influence each day. Their cultists kept coming. The ones we captured were often replaced by others.

      They were gaining ground, while we were stuck scrambling, desperately looking for a way to save ourselves. What if I helped Ramin find and rescue his son? What if… Oh, this is wild but doable.

      “I have a question,” I said, my tone soft and even. “What if I help you get your son back?”

      Ramin shook his head. “I’m not sure how that can be done. I’m not sure he’s still alive.”

      “We’d need his location, right?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And he’d most likely be kept with the others,” I said. Ramin nodded. “If we get the Hermessi children’s location, I could get GASP involved for a high-level extraction. Remember, we’ve got swamp witches, white witches, warlocks, and jinn on our side. Wouldn’t that keep the rebels against these ritual maniacs? I mean, we’d be in possession of their kids. We could be the ones using them as leverage to stop this madness. And the rebels would be more inclined to stay rebellious and fight this, instead of giving in to the Ritual Hermessi’s demands.”

      “That’s a crazy longshot.”

      “Impossible?” I asked, my soul swelling with anticipation.

      “No.”

      “Worth a try?”

      He thought about it, then looked at me, his white stars-for-eyes drilling holes through my soul. “You’d do that for me?”

      “For you, for myself, for my people. Yes.”

      And I wasn’t kidding or lying. I meant every word. I didn’t have the whole plan sketched in my head just yet, but I knew that, if we got our claws and paws and hands on the Hermessi children, the balance of power would shift enough to make our opinions matter, regarding the world-ending ritual.

      “We’d need to identify their location first,” Ramin said.

      “Stating the obvious.”

      “No, I mean we have to find a way to get them to tell us, without arousing suspicion as rebels.”

      It was my turn to ponder things for a bit. It didn’t take long for it to hit me. I’d done undercover before. It could be deadly, but it could also work. What other options did we have?

      “Ramin, if they’re keeping the Hermessi children somewhere, surely that place is guarded by other Hermessi,” I said. Again, he nodded. “Who selects those guards? We could get you on that watch, with me inside you. As long as you keep a reasonable distance so as not to give me away.”

      “You’d be better off back with your people,” Ramin replied.

      I shook my head with newfound energy. “Hell no. You’re not doing this on your own. Besides, I, personally, need to know where the kids are. If you reach out to GASP, I’m sure one or more of your ritual brethren will get wind of it. I’m here now. Let’s do this.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

      Technically speaking, neither was I. But, despite his impressive age and nature, Ramin lacked my ability to infiltrate and steal. The poor dude couldn’t snatch a piece of string, not to mention a Hermessi child, without getting himself in trouble. The Hermessi didn’t seem like the type to do the dirty work themselves. Few were as manipulating as, say, Leb and Sebbi, or the big kahunas who’d ordered the Hermessi children’s abduction. My instincts never failed me, and they were screaming at me to go with Ramin.

      “I can help you say the right things to get yourself on guard duty,” I said. “You need me, Ramin. And I can’t stand another minute back in Infernis, just waiting. If push comes to shove, I could just wake up from this, right?”

      “Only if I bring you back here,” Ramin replied.

      “Where are we exactly?” I asked. I’d not figured it out at all. It was so weird, like a living surreal painting.

      “We’re on Neraka, in a way. A mirror-world of sorts. A hidden facet of my planet; slipped between realities,” he explained. “I’d need to bring you back here or to the real Neraka where your body is.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Then make sure you bring me back here or to the real Neraka, as you call it, and I’ll help you get your son back.”

      We were about to embark on something incredibly dangerous. I wasn’t sure of the distance that Ramin would need to keep from other Hermessi in order for me to go undetected, but I did hope the sprig of Devil’s Weed I had on me would help with my concealment. Caspian had insisted that I wear it on me at all times, in anticipation of my next encounter with Ramin. The sprig was on my person, back in the real world.

      “I’m worried about keeping you safe,” Ramin insisted.

      I smiled. “I’m wearing Devil’s Weed.”

      He stilled, then cocked his head to the side. “You’re a sly one, Harper Hellswan-Kifo. Why didn’t you say so in the first place? How’d you come upon it? It’s rare, almost impossible to find.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t think of it sooner on account of having learned that you lied to me about the Hermessi children,” I retorted, then got up.

      He joined me, his legs forming as he rose from the ground. Ever the strange sight, I thought, but one I hoped I’d get used to—I would’ve hated to see anything happen to Ramin. He’d saved my life a couple of years earlier. The least I could do now was to try and rescue his son. On top of that, I personally looked forward to meeting a daemon-Hermessi hybrid.

      “I’ll be able to sneak you in,” Ramin said. “The Devil’s Weed may be on your physical body, but it should protect your spirit, also. Where’d you get it from?”

      I grinned, deeply satisfied that this was the first time I knew something that he didn’t. “Inalia told us where to find it before she conceded before Leb, Sebbi, and Acquis.”

      “Good. It’ll help us. But I do think you should discuss this with your husband and your seniors. I will wait.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. It involved me waking up, making my case with Caspian, Derek and Sofia, at least, and putting myself back to sleep. Then again, it seemed reasonable of me to do so. After all, what if Ramin and I failed somewhere along the line? At least if I told Caspian and my great-grandparents, they’d know why I was soul-walking for so long. I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll be right back.”

      I allowed myself to walk back to a full state of consciousness, hoping I’d get back to Ramin with Devil’s Weed on my body and nothing but determination to get through this. Hoping that we’d get to the ancient Hermessi who were pulling the strings. That I’d see who it was that we were dealing with and, most importantly, that we’d get a location on their precious children.

      This was the kind of leverage that most warlords only dreamed of, and I only had one shot at making it a reality. Fear was not absent from my judgment, but… the stakes were too high.
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      A few hours later, Amelia, Raphael, Lumi, Eira, and I were back at Mount Agrith. Viola was by the pond’s edge, waiting for us. She’d left Mount Zur shortly after Eva performed the Telluris spell for our entire crew. Varga and his group had already left for Nevertide, through the portal in Luceria’s throne room. The wheels were in motion, and it was our turn to progress.

      We were ready and fully equipped for this next endeavor, too. Thermal bodysuits with protective and waterproof lining, heavy-duty backpacks, and unbreakable earpieces for the comms channel, in case the Telluris connection that Eva had set up for us didn’t pan out. We’d had both positive and negative experiences with both forms of communication across large distances, so we were also prepared for a complete lack of signal, depending on where the pink water sent us—provided, of course, that there was some natural type of portal at the bottom.

      We’d also been given breathing devices that covered our mouths and noses, fitted with microphones synced to our earphones, and special goggles to help us safely navigate the environment below. All were exquisite combinations of magic and technology, and still one of the best aspects of working with GASP. We got all the cool gadgets. This particular thought made me smile more, in light of everything that had happened.

      I still carried Inalia in my mind, unable to shake the thought of what could’ve been, but I was also focused on Eira. I’d been truthful when I’d said I’d keep my promise to protect her. I wasn’t sure it was the greatest idea for her to come with us, since we didn’t yet know where we were going, in the first place. But I didn’t feel comfortable leaving her behind. Even with Devil’s Weed on her, Eira was vulnerable because of her Hermessi heritage. As long as she was away from Cerix, Acquis could do more for his rebel brethren.

      “I really hope this takes you somewhere,” Viola said, while we finished strapping and locking every piece of equipment on us. We carried short swords and long knives on our thighs, and shorter blades up our sleeves. Waterproof pouches on our belts kept precious doses of healing potions safe, while the rest of the spell paraphernalia for crucial swamp witch magic had been stuffed in the waterproof backpacks, along with several sensor devices that Amelia had calibrated for this mission.

      Not knowing where the portal would take us had made it necessary to prepare for multiple inhospitable scenarios. Amelia put on a satisfied grin before putting the breathing device over her mouth and nose.

      “Don’t worry,” she replied, then took several deep breaths in order to get accustomed to the tech and to test the comms link embedded in it. We could all hear her clearly in our earpieces. “We’re prepared for any crappy scenario, and Tae here can teleport us before it’s too late.”

      “Or we could swim back out here,” Eira suggested.

      “That’s an option,” Lumi said, “though I’m hoping it won’t get to that. The pink waters tend to respond to what we want, remember?”

      “I doubt any of us want to be thrown into an active volcano or an acid lake,” Raphael replied dryly, then looked at the pink water. “Okay. How do we do this?”

      “Provided we’re all ready to go, we just jump in.” Lumi chuckled, then put her goggles on.

      It wasn’t often that I saw her in a full bodysuit, since the swamp witch had an affinity for classic dresses, but it did make her look even younger. Lumi didn’t look a day older than thirty, anyway, but the new gear threw her into her early twenties. Eira was, surprisingly, quite the sight. Her Cerixian uniform had hidden most of her curves, but the bodysuit just brought every line out. It had made me falter for a moment, before reality came back to bite me, hard.

      There was a slim chance something would eat us on the other side. Fatalism wasn’t my style, but recent events had impacted me on a deeper level than I’d initially thought. I missed Inalia, but Eira had somehow made it all less painful, over the past couple of days, at least.

      I needed Eira by my side. She summoned a strange sense of tranquility inside me, while, at the same time, I dreaded the thought of maybe losing her—or anyone else in my crew, for that matter, like I’d lost Inalia. There was a slight shift between Eira and me, and I’d noticed recently. Our rapport had changed for the better, and it helped me keep my head clear in spite of everything that had happened.

      “I will be here waiting,” Viola said to us. “I wish you a safe journey, and you know the drill…”

      “If we need something, you’re the first one to call. Got it,” I replied, then flashed her a confident smile. My insides were quaking as we all turned around to face the pink water, but that no longer mattered.

      “Pay attention to any changes in the pink water,” Lumi advised the Daughter. “Consistency, color, even the slightest vibration or ripple. It all tells you something, I’m sure of it.”

      Viola nodded. “I will. Just be careful down there.”

      One by one, we jumped. Once I was underwater, the others’ voices came through clearly through the earpiece. My breathing device was flawless, filtering oxygen and eliminating the water with every inhalation, and it also allowed me to speak with great ease. Bubbles of carbon dioxide slipped from it whenever I exhaled. We took a minute to get used to the process and the peculiar sight around us.

      “Hah. The walls changed since I last came down here,” Lumi said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, staring at the crystalline structures that covered the limestone in uneven layers. She pointed at the purplish formations.

      “Those weren’t there before,” she replied, then glanced down. “The eggs are still there… Come on, let’s go.”

      We all started to swim, moving downward against what felt like a soft current. The pink water opposed our advance, but not vehemently. We made our way toward the bottom, but soon found ourselves stalling, swirling around to get a better look at the egg clusters.

      They were an extraordinary sight, to say the least. Made from pure crystal, they held the most incredible lifeforms within. We could see the silhouettes of Daughters who had yet to fully develop. The inner light was present in each egg, giving us an eerie but superb view of Wei’s precious creations.

      I hovered toward one of them, my reflection drawing me closer. Inches of pink water separated me from the crystal eggs now, and my fingertips were itching with a need to touch them, wondering what they would feel like. Lumi’s experience was nowhere to be found in my conscious thought streams.

      My own reflection seemed to look back at me, his eyes darker than mine. Heat radiated from me in trembling ripples. The water boiled around me, but I didn’t feel any of it. This had to be some kind of illusion, but I simply couldn’t look away.

      “Just don’t touch the eggs.” Lumi’s voice slipped through. It didn’t break the hypnotic hold that my reflection had on me. Not at all…

      “This is so weird,” I heard Amelia murmur.

      Raphael sounded slightly more alarmed than the rest of us. “Guys, there’s something wrong with my reflection.”

      “Yeah, mine, too,” Eira replied.

      “I think we’re all seeing something that isn’t really there,” I said, my gaze fixed on a now-burning version of myself reflected on the crystal surfaces of the eggs. I could see myself in all of them. Burning like a star. Angry. Afraid…

      But then it changed, delving deeper into the weird and the surreal.

      My fire figure split in half. One half remained blazing and burning, surrounded by pink water. The other fizzled into an amethyst-colored mist. Both halves began to shift further, while getting closer to each other. Fire and mist. Orange and amethyst…

      My very being was being shown to me!

      The half of me that was fae, and the half of me that was jinni. They swirled around one another, repeatedly, faster and faster… until they morphed into a whirlwind…

      Smack in the middle of it, in the very eye of this fantastic storm, I saw myself as a whole again. As I stared at myself, I realized I was faced with a problem of balance, on a fundamental level. I’d thought myself in control, in absolute and full control of myself, of my emotions and my hybrid nature.

      But the pink water of Mount Agrith was sending me a message. Painting a different, though much clearer, picture of who I really was. For a moment, it made me feel lost, because I understood that my so-called balance had always been in the physical plane. My soul was still searching for equilibrium, and the recent events had only made it worse for me.

      I’d never felt or thought like this before, and I feared I might never breach the surface again. The thought of permanently swimming through these pink waters made my stomach churn. My breath hitched, until I remembered I still had the device on. I had to be careful. Drowning here was not supposed to be an option.

      Before I could even think of a way to separate myself from the thoughts injected by my own ominous reflection, I was forcefully pulled back and abruptly hurled back to reality. Looking around, I could see the confusion on everyone’s faces, even with their goggles on. They’d all gotten lost for a moment—except Lumi. She had one hand firmly clasping the back of my bodysuit.

      “Careful, Tae,” she said. “You were seconds away from touching those eggs.”

      “I’m sorry… I didn’t even realize it,” I managed.

      “I think we were all hallucinating just now,” Amelia replied, her voice sounding quite shaky in my earpiece.

      “The pink water is still a mystery to us,” Lumi said. “Not everything it gives us is good for us.”

      That much I could tell. But it also begged another, scarier question. If the primordial waters could distract us with such alarming ease, what else could they do to make us stray from our path? Furthermore, would this pond try harder to stop us from reaching its fabled bottom? If so, what would that mean for us?

      Death was beginning to sound more and more like a real possibility. Shivers trickled down my spine as I was suddenly even more aware of my surroundings. Fascinating and ethereal on one hand, potentially lethal on the other.
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      We continued our swim downward.

      I couldn’t speak for the others, but I was still rattled by what I’d seen. My reflection had scared me, shaken me to the core. I’d seen myself standing before a rising sun, flames swallowing me whole. That was a vampire’s true death, and to me, it was the most terrifying concept. I’d chosen to become a vampire because I loved living so much, but also because I feared dying. My hallucination had managed to bring out the worst from the back of my head, somehow.

      With my heart in my throat, I used my arms and legs to go deeper, as the pond’s walls gradually tightened around us. The crystal formations we’d noticed earlier began to thicken, reaching out to us like purplish claws.

      “This feels like a dream,” I murmured.

      “I think the pink water is doing something more to us,” Raphael replied. “My insides feel soft.”

      “Maybe we prevailed earlier, while faced with our reflections in the eggs,” Taeral suggested. “Maybe it’s soothing us now.”

      “Notice how the walls are closing in,” Lumi said, leading us deeper through what was now a tunnel, pink lights glimmering around us—distant reflections of the sky above Mount Agrith.

      Eira pointed ahead, her eyes wide. “Is that… Is that what I think it is?”

      The current became stronger, pushing us back. We had no choice but to grip the crystal formations in order to keep going.

      “I think we’re on to something,” Lumi said, grunting as she pulled herself downward, holding on to the coarse mineral walls. “The pink water seems to be reacting.”

      “We’re getting closer to the bottom,” Taeral replied. “The temperature is dropping. I can feel it.”

      “It doesn’t want us down there,” I concluded, worried that we’d get a sterner rebuttal from these primordial forces soon enough.

      “Keep going,” Lumi encouraged us.

      Light burst at the end of the tunnel. For a moment, I stopped breathing, my eyes narrowed as I tried to make sense of what lay ahead. My heart went on a rampage as Lumi confirmed what I was already thinking.

      “That’s it!” she said. “It has to be a portal!”

      Pulling ourselves against the intensifying current, we got closer to it. The glass on my goggles changed its hue, gradually, until it was dark and smoky. Glancing at Raphael and the others, I noticed theirs had morphed, too.

      “Bless your heart, Corrine,” Taeral muttered.

      I could see why he’d said that. After all, Corrine had helped Phoenix and Dmitri with the goggles’ design. They seemed to change color and activate UV filtering when exposed to light. In this case, we were confronted with an extremely powerful brightness, so our goggles immediately adjusted.

      “It’s a perfect circle,” Eira said, her gaze fixed on the light.

      Indeed, the more focused on it I was, the better I could see it, as well. The bottom of the pink water was a luminescent disk, small, but not enough to keep us from going through it if it turned out to be a portal—one by one, of course.

      We were just a couple of feet away from it, now, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to hold on to the crystal formations. The flow of water was even more intense, as if Mount Agrith itself seemed adamant against us proceeding.

      Lumi broke off a piece of crystal, then brought it closer to the light disk bottom. The pink water had to be coming from beyond. Otherwise, I couldn’t explain its flow against us. There were no conditions down here for some kind of vacuum to suck us back out. Whatever resistance we were dealing with here, it came from the other side.

      “This is strange,” Lumi said, her hand mere inches from the light disk.

      “What?” I asked.

      “There’s no opposition here,” she replied, then pulled her hand and the crystal chunk back a couple of inches. “Here, however, it’s pushing against me.”

      “Try farther ahead,” Raphael chimed in.

      She did. One inch away from the light disk, and the weirdest force began pulling us toward the light. It sucked the crystal chunk right out of Lumi’s hand. “Holy—” She stopped herself before the profanity, then drew her hand back.

      We were all speechless. The crystal piece was gone. Vanished beyond the white light bottom. Our theory about the pink water being a potential portal was beginning to seem more and more like a reality, which then led me to wonder… where would it take us?

      If this was some kind of wormhole, how far would it go? Thinking logically, I had to make a few quick calculations, based on the forces I’d seen manifest until now. My conclusion, though still theoretical, led me to believe that it could very well lead to another pink water source nearby—like, for example, Persea, or one of her moons. The Druids’ haven was the closest to Calliope in Eritopia, after all. I figured that if this portal were to open elsewhere, farther away, on Purgaris, for example, these underwater currents would be much stronger.

      Then again, I hadn’t studied the physics of primordial waters up close before. Even quantum physics still left a lot of questions unanswered. Only my cautious logic had led me to potential destinations from here, but I wouldn’t know for sure until we went through.

      “I think we need a leap of faith here,” Lumi finally said, looking at us. “The Word would’ve warned me against this by now. The whispers I’m getting are diffuse and soft, nothing urgent or threatening.”

      “So, you think it’s safe for us to go through?” Raphael replied.

      “You didn’t join GASP for the safe part, did you?” I asked, slightly amused and equally excited, at the same time. Knowing that the Word hadn’t interfered with Lumi’s decisions so far said a few things about this luminous bottom. Chances were pretty high that it wasn’t lethal.

      “Dammit, let’s just go!” Taeral snapped.

      Careful and quiet, Lumi went first. I watched the light engulf her. Then, she vanished beyond.

      “Gah… the things I do for people!” Raphael barked, and dove in after her.

      I didn’t wait to be told twice. I wiggled my way through. “See you on the other side!” I shouted at Taeral and Eira, but quickly lost my voice.

      Soon afterward, I heard Taeral and Eira mumbling behind me. Ahead, just a couple of feet away, was Raphael, and Lumi still leading the way. The five of us were suspended in white light—mere figurines in a sea of white.

      The weightlessness was exhilarating for about a minute. We didn’t move. The infinite light seemed to move us, though. It didn’t take long before panic set in, as if my mind and my body had just been forcefully separated. I could see myself below, my consciousness drifting upward.

      “No, no, no!” I croaked, and scrambled to grab hold of something.

      Space here was skewed, somehow, because I wound up wrapping my arms around Raphael’s torso, even though I’d been nowhere close enough to reach him.

      “What the—” he grumbled, before pausing at the sight of me.

      I must’ve looked frightened, because he held me tight, his eyes drilling holes into my soul. He shifted his focus upward, next, as the current kept pushing us.

      “This is some crazy primordial mojo right here,” Taeral said, his eyes wide as he gazed around. “Anyone else feel weightless?”

      “Yep,” I blurted.

      “Ah, that explains this,” Raphael replied, grinning at me. I could hear the amusement in his voice, but I didn’t care. He made me feel safe and, given our circumstances, I needed him more than ever.

      “I’d ask how much farther, but this isn’t exactly a countryside road,” I said, every muscle in my body twitching with anxiety.

      As beautiful and as bright as all this white was, it reminded me too much of… dying. The light at the end of the tunnel, the weightlessness… moving on to another plane. Dammit, I’d read about this stuff in near-death experience books. The similarities were downright frightening.

      Before anyone could answer, I heard Lumi’s brief yelp, followed by a sucking sound. She’d vanished ahead. A split second later, the light warped around Raphael and me. We lost our physical shapes for a moment, as we found ourselves dragged through an interdimensional rip of sorts. I shut my eyes tight, hoping I’d get to open them again soon.

      My heart wouldn’t last much longer, otherwise.

      Water tickled my eyelids… my face…

      My eyes popped open. “Pink water!” I exclaimed.

      We were in pink water again, only this time, it was much darker than what we’d left behind. Lumi was above, while I was still glued to Raphael—he didn’t seem to mind it one bit, though. Below us, Taeral and Eira emerged.

      “This is different,” Lumi said. “It’s somewhere else…”

      Indeed, the swamp witch was quick to notice the differences. We weren’t back in the tunnel at the bottom of Mount Agrith’s pond. No… We were inside a large cylindric bottom, with white limestone walls polished to perfection.

      “You were right,” Taeral replied. “Well, the Cerixian manuscripts were right. Sort of. We made it… we’re somewhere else.”

      “Yeah, but where?” Eira asked.

      “Let’s get to the surface and find out,” Lumi said.

      We did. We swam vigorously upward through the primordial waters of what had to be a different planet altogether. The white limestone walls got brighter as we gained speed and got closer to the surface. I could see streaks of yellow and red clay—prehistoric layers of times gone by.

      Light glimmered above, though faint and singular.

      “The surface! There it is!” I blurted, then let my legs do the rest of the work as I let go of Raphael and raced for the top.

      As soon as my head pierced through the water, I took off my mask and inhaled a deep breath. Nothing felt odd. As a vampire, I’d noticed a peculiar ability of capturing unnatural or toxic particles in the air—a strange skill I’d shared with no one, but a skill that had suddenly come in handy.

      Lumi, Raphael, Taeral, and Eira soon joined me, while I quickly checked the air quality with my high-tech watch. Phoenix had helped me fit it with a miniature computer that was able to break down air particles and tell me whether it was good to breathe or not. “Whoa…” I mumbled, staring at the small glass screen. “There’s more oxygen here than on Calliope.”

      “So it’s safe to breathe?” Taeral asked, fingers already reaching for his mask.

      I briefly checked the other components that my watch had identified, then nodded. “Yes.”

      

      Minutes later, we’d all climbed out from the pink water. The white limestone was cold and sturdy. Above, a shaft was wide enough to allow a bit of moonlight to come through—the faint white glow I’d seen from below.

      “Semper-Telluris, Viola,” Lumi said, calling out to the Daughter of Eritopia we’d left behind. She’d just used a group connection spell—all our souls were linked to Viola through Telluris, but Draven had made it possible to tie multiple souls to one, like the Daughter, in order to allow multiple team members to communicate with her at the same time rather than depending on individual connections. The spell was a modified Telluris, basically, which he’d recently come across in the Druid Archives, and it made us all hear Viola inside our heads.

      “Are you okay?” the Daughter’s voice echoed through all of us, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “We are, yes. We’re somewhere else. The texts were right, and so were we. The pink water is definitely a portal. We just don’t know to where, yet,” Lumi replied.

      “I’ll be here while you look around.” Viola giggled. I knew she was probably dancing with joy back on Mount Agrith.

      Taeral walked around the edge of the water, in a bid to get a better view of the shaft’s other end. Glancing upward, he grinned with satisfaction. “I can zap us up there. I see an edge.”

      “Then let’s get cracking. I’m getting claustrophobic,” Raphael grumbled.

      We all linked hands, and, within a split second, reappeared on top of a white stone cliff, right on the edge of the shaft. My breath was knocked out of my lungs at the sight before me.

      “Oh… this is… not what I’d thought…” I murmured, trying to take it all in.

      Everything around us was dry and white. As if a layer of chalk and diamond dust had settled over this entire world. There were no trees, no plants in sight. No rivers. Not even a puddle. Only white powder, stone, and… some kind of sharp cliffs in the distance.

      “This looks like the Earth’s moon,” Taeral said, his voice barely audible. He shot me a glance. “Are we on Earth’s moon?”

      I shook my head slowly. “No. There aren’t any craters. This… This is—oh, snap!” I croaked, recognizing the bluish half-disk in the sky. “Oh, snap, oh, snap, oh, snap!”

      “Out with it, already!” Raphael said.

      “We’re on Persea’s moon, Hellym,” I replied, barely able to construct a full sentence, as my heart resumed its frantic galloping. “Yes, we’re on Hellym. I read about it… Rumors were that it had once been inhabited, but I never got a chance to do a proper search of the Druid Archives for more details.”

      It was incredibly beautiful. As if someone had peered into a diamond’s deepest desire, to then design a world that would best fit its intricate perfection. The white dust was almost blinding, casting a peculiar glow across the land. The mountains rose in the distance, their peaks sharp, almost slicing through the night sky.

      With no moon in sight, Hellym offered a tremendous amount of moonlight, by the looks of it. What the hell was I saying? Hellym was the moon. We were on the freaking moon!

      “As incredible as this is, I feel like I must point out the sucky side,” Raphael said, hands resting on his narrow hips—perfectly sculpted even in that bodysuit. “There’s no Water Hermessi here. There’s no water anywhere.”

      I frowned, then glanced down the shaft. “The pink wa—”

      “Yes, I know there’s pink water down there, smarty-pants, but look around you.” He cut me off, one eyebrow raised. “See a single stream anywhere?”

      I shook my head and checked my watch again. “The air is extremely dry up here, too.”

      Eira exhaled sharply. “Raphael is right. There’s no water here.”

      “You can still use your ability, right?” Taeral asked her. I knew why he was asking. I remembered Inalia was still filled with fire, despite the death of Brann, and Cerix quickly freezing into oblivion.

      She nodded, then put a hand out, palm facing the sky. Water droplets blossomed in her hand, swirling around like quicksilver. I kept some water bottles in my backpack, just in case—for Taeral, Eira, Lumi, and Raphael. I didn’t need any, but that didn’t mean my teammates wouldn’t welcome a sip, if push came to shove.

      “Good. I think you’ll come in handy later,” I said, offering a thankful smile.

      Raphael clapped his hands once, drawing our focus back to him. “Right! So. What next?”

      “Well, we know where we are,” Lumi replied, pursing her lips as she glanced at the rippling horizon. “We know the pink water isn’t a portal to the gods. It’s a portal… just not to the gods.”

      “Most importantly, we survived it,” Taeral added, eyes still wide with bewilderment.

      “Yes. We should… Hey, look over there,” Lumi said, pointing to the far left of what we could see of the horizon. Strange rock formations seemed to rise over it in a strikingly even and repeating pattern—those were the cliffs I’d spotted earlier, only… they weren’t cliffs. I nearly lost my voice when I realized what we were actually seeing.

      “That’s an artificial structure,” I said. “A city.”

      Raphael laughed. “Wanna go?”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” I shot back.

      Besides my scientifically inclined enthusiasm for discovering a lost civilization, there was also another drive behind my wish to see that place, far from where we’d emerged. If there wasn’t a Water Hermessi here anymore, it meant that someone or something had destroyed it—probably the other Hermessi. We had the Devil’s Weed on us, and surely no one expected us to be here, so we could move cautiously and dig into this world’s history for a little while.

      I was curious as to when this Hermessi had died. I felt like it was an important thing to know, given what our wider quest entailed. Somehow, my instinct was already fired up, pointing me in the direction of that city. As if I’d find answers there—information I might not come across anywhere else.

      Lumi seemed to notice and understand my excitement. She gave me a confident nod, as if to say that yes, I was well within my rights to wonder, to want to go there and figure out why Hellym had lost its Water Hermessi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Raphael

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia used her portable scanner to take soil samples from the top of the cliff. I had a hard time looking away from the quiet splendor around us. The white dust glimmered, Eritopia’s sun rising somewhere in the distance. Amelia had already put on her hood, mask, and goggles, preparing for a cold morning on Hellym.

      The temperatures here were significantly lower. Persea was colder than Calliope, being farther away from the sun. It only made sense that Hellym, its moon, would be just as chilly. I tried to imagine what this place would’ve been like, back when there was a Water Hermessi. The atmosphere was strong and supercharged with oxygen, and despite the colder climate, it allowed Hellym to sustain life. We were positive that creatures had lived here in ancient times, given the structures we could see still rising on the horizon.

      “I figure that’s north,” Taeral said, pointing toward the general direction of Persea, a blue marble still hovering in the middle of the sky. “Since that’s the sun coming up,” he added, looking to our right, where light expanded and swallowed the stars.

      “That leaves our city over there, to the west,” I concluded. “We’ve got a general orientation, so far. Amelia, what does your nifty gadget tell us?”

      She was grinning like a kid suddenly surrounded by a world of sweets and cakes and other sugar-based delights. “There are traces of organic matter in the white soil. This and that city over there prove what I suspected from the very beginning.”

      “Hellym was once inhabited,” Lumi said.

      Taeral pressed the call button on his earpiece. “Viola, Phoenix? You guys there? Can you hear us?”

      “Yes!” Phoenix’s voice came through, followed by Viola’s.

      “You guys okay there? Where are you?” she asked.

      “So far, so good. Well, the pink water isn’t a portal to the gods, that much we know for sure. It took us to Hellym,” Taeral said.

      “Persea’s moon. Wow,” Phoenix said.

      “Yeah, there’s proof that Hellym was inhabited,” Taeral replied. “I was wondering if one of you could look into or get someone to look into the Druid Archives for us. It appears that there was a civilization here, at some point. It perished along with its Water Hermessi.”

      There was no answer for about twenty seconds.

      “Sure thing,” Phoenix finally replied. “By the way, I need you guys to look up and smile.”

      We all stilled, staring at one another. I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling. “Let me guess. You’ve got your snazzy telescope aimed at us.”

      “Yup! Found you pretty quickly, too. Turns out Hellym has just a few mountains, so it wasn’t hard for me to track you down,” Phoenix replied. “I’ve set the lens with a little extra magic from Corrine to follow you all. I’ll lose you if you teleport, though.”

      Since he hadn’t known where the pink waters would take us, we hadn’t bothered to set the telescope with a tracking spell, like they’d first done for their Strava crews in Ta’Zan’s heyday. But Phoenix, ever the brilliant scientist, had managed to find us the moment we’d communicated our unexpected location. Those telescopes that he and Corrine had built were the stuff of dreams, really.

      “Can you see that city, about five hundred miles west of our location?” Taeral asked him.

      “Um… yes. Got it,” Phoenix replied.

      “We’re headed there next,” Taeral said.

      “Just be careful,” Viola cut in. “Make sure you don’t make too much noise. The Devil’s Weed might make it difficult for the Hermessi to find you, but not impossible.”

      Once we ended our conversation with Phoenix and Viola, Amelia sent them a brief preliminary report about her findings so far. Judging by the sheer joy twinkling in her blue eyes, she was nowhere near done with this place. Hell, I’d even heard her heart jumping with excitement when Taeral had said we were going to check out the ruins.

      “There’s one thing I’m curious about,” Eira said as we prepared to head over there. “There’s pink water underground, and it’s pretty much a life giver. Why hasn’t it reacted? And how is it still down there, if the Water Hermessi is dead? It may be pink, but it’s still water.”

      “That’s a good point, but I doubt we’ll get an answer soon,” Lumi replied. “I’m inclined to assume that the pink water, this primordial fluid, is independent of the Hermessi. I think they can tap into it and use it, as we’ve all seen before—”

      “The Shills, the Daughters of Eritopia,” Amelia said, nodding. “So it’s not like Wei owns the pink waters of Calliope.”

      “No, I reckon any Calliope Hermessi can tap into them. Maybe Wei had control over them for a long time, but that wouldn’t mean the others wouldn’t use them if they could,” Lumi said. “But I don’t think it’s tied to the Hermessi in any way. It’s not dependent on them, I mean. I do believe there’s pink water on every single planet, now. Even the dead ones. Every world has this basis for life, but I think it requires four Hermessi on top of it, along with some chemical processes to take place, in order for it to work.”

      “For sure,” Taeral said. “Here, the absence of water makes it obvious that the Water Hermessi is dead. The land is barren. I guess, without water, the Earth Hermessi can’t grow anything either. Would he or she be dead, too?”

      Lumi scrunched her nose. “I doubt it. Maybe he’s dormant, or just quiet and pissed off, like the others. After all, if one Hermessi dies, it screws up the planet and kills it. It doesn’t kill the remaining Hermessi, obviously, since we’re still able to breathe, and we’re not freezing to death… but it can’t be pleasant to be here, worthless as Hermessi, with a dead world on their hands, for four million years.”

      “I’m wondering what killed the Water Hermessi and when.” Amelia sighed. “It’s been bugging me since we got here.”

      “Then let’s find out,” Taeral replied, offering a hand.

      As soon as we were all linked, he zapped us across the sparkling fields of white dust. We reappeared in front of two massive stone pillars. They must’ve been taller, years ago. Erosion was evident on their upper halves.

      “These had to be the city gates,” Amelia breathed, her eyes wide as she took it all in.

      Most of the city was covered in at least ten to fifteen feet of white dust, but we could still see the towers and the higher levels of numerous buildings. The architecture was uncannily familiar. There was a castle-type structure in the middle, surrounded by hundreds of buildings and villa-style homes, with white-and-peach marble walls. Most of the roofs had already come down over time, and chances were there would only be faint remnants of furniture pieces anywhere in this place.

      But the design lines were still clear, even after all this time. The sharp corners, undulating towers, and faded cornice frescoes visible here and there… This used to be a Druid city, with fae influences. The castle was remarkably similar to Luceria, but the surrounding buildings had fae-inspired architecture, including the sumptuous terraces with sculpted columns.

      The place sent shivers down my spine. It had died a long time ago. So long that all that was left was classified as organic residue found in the white dust that coated everything. There was loneliness here, and silence, but the bones were long gone.

      We walked through the dilapidated gates, making our way up a main alley into the city. The wind brushed over it, raising swirls of pearly powder in the air. I could almost hear the whispers of times gone by.

      “The after-effects of the Water Hermessi’s death must’ve been quick, much like what almost happened on Cerix,” Taeral muttered.

      “I don’t understand why he wasn’t replaced,” Eira replied, frowning as she glanced around.

      Former homes rose along both sides of the alley. I stopped for a moment, feeling my boots sinking into the white dust. I was about two inches deep when I felt the flagstone slabs beneath. I brushed some of the powder away, revealing the white stone. “I think this varies from time to time, depending on the wind’s force,” I said, then looked up at Amelia. “I understand you’ve got carbon dating tech on that scanner of yours. You should use it. We need to know when this moon went dry.”

      “Analyzing the stone would only get me the age of the stone,” Amelia replied. “It could throw us off by millions of years. I need something else. A piece of furniture or enamel, something more recent than stone, if that makes sense.”

      We kept walking through the city, taking it all in.

      “I wonder if they’ll find anything about Hellym in the Druid Archives,” Taeral said. “Surely, there must be some records somewhere.”

      “If this was indeed a Druid settlement—partially, at least—one would assume that yes, we’ll find records,” Amelia replied. “But it depends on how far back the Druid Archives go. If these people died here, say… millions of years ago, chances of documentation might be slim. To none.”

      I had a hunch, but it had taken me a while to voice it. “What if the Water Hermessi here died during the first ritual attempt? Namely, circa four million years ago?”

      They all stopped and looked at me, but none of them seemed shocked.

      “I doubt we’d find records, then,” Amelia said. “Unless they were carved in stone or clay tablets. Paper, textiles… they wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

      “But if the Water Hermessi died then, why wasn’t he replaced? I’m asking again,” Eira murmured.

      “Maybe there was no Hermessi child to take his place,” Lumi suggested.

      “But Ramin and a few others were made after their predecessors were destroyed. Why didn’t it happen here, as well?” Eira asked. “Something’s not making sense here.”

      “Maybe it was destroyed later? I don’t know,” Lumi replied, then let a deep sigh out, her shoulders dropping. “I really don’t know. It’s not like we can ring up the remaining Hermessi here and ask them about it. We’ve got crosshairs on our foreheads.”

      We reached what looked like a giant temple, with robust columns and a stone roof, surprisingly sturdy and well preserved. Most of it was submerged in white dust. The building itself was on a lower level, and we’d stopped at the top of a set of stairs. Lumi raised her hands and whispered one of her spells.

      An invisible pulse shot from her fingers and blasted into the white dust with such power and velocity that it was all puffed away, rolling upward and outward, as if a giant had just leaned down and blown over it.

      The move revealed a giant arena, bordered by houses at the top. Circular stairs allowed access from any direction, as the athenaeum sat in the middle. I heard myself gasping, but I wasn’t the only one in shock. We could all see it. The white dust had done an incredible job of preserving most of what it had covered. All the white stone we’d seen so far, on the ground and in the buildings… it was merely the base, the canvas on which beautiful things had been painted.

      Two thirds of the temple were colored—dark blue slabs with golden trim on every edge. The columns were adorned with painted sculptures of Druids and fae, seemingly reaching toward the sky, their robes immortalized in stone as if fluttering in a breeze. Extraordinary mosaics still covered the front wall, and gold was used to mark the main entrance and the giant windows. There were still fragments of glass left on the windowsills, also preserved by the white dust.

      Amelia scooped up some of the dust and poured it into a small glass bottle. “This is more than just white powder,” she determined. “No dust keeps something so intact over the years. This is something else, and I will want Phoenix and Corrine to help me break it down and figure out what the hell it is.”

      “I take it you can also take good samples to do a carbon testing now,” I replied, smiling.

      She nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Amelia rushed down the stairs and proceeded to scrape some of the paint from one of the mosaics, while the rest of us slowly descended, analyzing the images depicted on the walls and the sculpted columns.

      “These were Druids and fae,” Lumi said. “Living here, in harmony.”

      Amelia yelped as her scanner beeped. “Jeez. You were right, Raphael,” she said, looking up at me. “The mosaic is circa 4.5 million years old. Assuming this place was built long before the Water Hermessi died, it proves your theory right. Civilization here must’ve died around the same time as the first ritual was attempted. Or shortly afterward. I can’t be more specific than that because we don’t have a clear date for Death’s intervention.”

      Taeral went inside the temple, accompanied by Eira. A few moments later, they called out to us. “Guys. Gals. You might want to come in and see this!”

      We rushed in, only to find ourselves paralyzed before a massive fresco on the eastern wall. It stood out because it didn’t match any of the glorious or poetic Druid-fae imagery we’d seen so far. In fact, I could see from the carved edges that the previous depiction had been violently taken down to make room for this massive painting.

      “What in the world…” Amelia mumbled, trying to process it.

      From where I stood, it seemed pretty obvious. The wall painting showed a rudimentary depiction of a cosmic event—a series of red ripples that widened as they reached Hellym. The four Hermessi’s symbols were painted above this slice of the moon, while Persea was painted rising in the distance. Of the four symbols, the one belonging to water had been crossed off with black paint.

      The people were on their knees, hands in their faces, surrounded by skeletons. There wasn’t a single thread of water drawn anywhere. But there was a representation of the temple behind the crying people—a slice of it, anyway, enough to show the people of Hellym painting this scene. Some of them were dead, others reduced to skeletons, while a handful continued to paint.

      “Oh, this is so… sad,” Taeral managed.

      My eyes stung. Tears. I was crying, and I couldn’t control it, as I understood what had happened here.

      “There was a disaster, something of cosmic proportions,” Amelia mumbled, her voice shaky. “It hit Hellym, and it killed the Water Hermessi… much like we’d suspected. But they used the little time they had left to paint this. Oh, God…”

      She started crying, and I had no choice but to put my arms around her and hold her close while she let it all out. Lumi stepped closer to the painting, pointing a finger at the temple scene I’d noticed earlier. “This is a message, more than anything,” she said. “These people hoped that someone would come here, one day, and find this place… see this painting… understand what happened to them.”

      I wiped my eyes, then took a deep breath and pulled Amelia back by the shoulders.

      “Come on, get it together, gorgeous,” I whispered. “We still have a way to go here.”

      “I’m sorry,” she managed, her eyes wet and teary.

      Smiling, I gently caressed her upper arms, my fingers yearning to feel the skin beneath the bodysuit. “Nothing to be sorry for, Amelia. It’s perfectly normal to feel like this. What happened here was a tragedy.”

      “Is that why your eyes are leaking?” Taeral asked, wearing a smirk that reminded me of Herakles. At least he could act as the Faulty’s substitute, because I kind of missed that lime-eyed bugger already.

      “Screw you, princess,” I retorted.

      “Prince. It’s prince,” Taeral said. “Lose the ‘ss.’”

      “Anyway! It’s admirable that they managed to do this much. Hellym must’ve gone dry quickly after the Water Hermessi died,” Lumi interjected, bringing us back to the present.

      “What if this isn’t the only painting they left behind?” Amelia asked, her eyes wide as her mind moved too fast for any of us to catch up. I would’ve given anything to be in it right now, just to see how her synapses flashed messages at lightning speed… just so I could witness the brilliance between those cute little ears of hers.

      “If the white dust that’s covering the city is able to preserve things elsewhere as well as it did here, you might be on to something,” Lumi replied, then went outside.

      We followed, since not one of us wanted to be in the temple for another moment. People had died painting that wall, dammit. It reeked of heartbreak and desolation—the kind I hoped I’d never experience. The kind I was fighting to prevent for my world and the others.

      We reached the top of the stairs, back on the ground level. There were plenty of white dust pools such as the one we’d just cleared—hiding buildings and mementos and timeless treasures. The city was built with these lower-level circular areas. There were at least five just up the road from where we stood. Houses and villas were at the top, while the common buildings, the theaters, the markets, the places where the Druids and the fae met on a daily basis were descended in these… arenas, for lack of a better word, surrounded by stairs for easy access.

      If we removed the dust from another building like we’d done with the athenaeum, we could find more information about what these creatures were like, maybe even about the event that had led to the Water Hermessi’s destruction.

      “They died a slow death,” Lumi said, sadness thickening her raspy voice as she surveyed the city around us. “Thirst. Dehydration. Some probably ended their lives before their bodies gave out.”

      “We could try another one of these public spaces,” I said after a grim span of silence. I pointed at another pool of white dust, from which a domed marble roof rose lazily against the rising sun. “I’ll bet we’ll find more information. One of them had to have known what caused this.”

      “I think it’s safe to assume that Death and her involvement in the first ritual might’ve caused it,” Taeral replied, frowning as he crossed his arms.

      “Or one of the other Hermessi killed Water,” Raphael said.

      “Well, yes to both as possibilities, but Eira made a point earlier. When Death interrupted the Ritual, the pulse she let out killed many of the evil Hermessi, but it also helped create Ramin, Aya and a few more, out of nothing. We know that from Harper and her first meeting with the rebels. Why didn’t Death do the same here? There were probably at least five hundred thousand people living in this city, and I’m sure this isn’t the only settlement on Hellym. There must’ve been millions of creatures, so why let them die?” I asked. “No matter how we look at it, it still doesn’t make sense.”

      I didn’t even realize Amelia was holding my hand until I felt a gentle squeeze. I glanced down at her and found her watching me. White dust had settled in her blonde pixie cut, and I worked hard to resist the urge to run my hand through it, just to…

      A faint shimmer caught my eye. No, not a shimmer. A ripple. The air rippled less than fifty yards behind Amelia. I felt my instincts catch fire as I locked on it. It wasn’t a coincidence, nor a faint atmospheric phenomenon or whatever.

      No. I could see the movements. The slight traces it left in the white sand. Whatever it was doing, it was deliberate. If it was deliberate, it was sentient. And if it was sentient—

      “We’re not alone here,” I muttered.

      Taeral was the first to follow my gaze. He went pale. He’d spotted it, too. Before the others could react, I dashed past Amelia and went straight for the air ripple.

      “Raphael, wait!” I heard Lumi gasp.

      Too late. I moved like lightning, unwilling to give this invisible stranger the chance to flee. Whoever and whatever it was, I was determined to make sure it wouldn’t compromise my crew in any way. Hellym was dead.

      How was this… thing still walking?
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      This was supposed to be an exploratory mission, yet, even here, in the middle of a dead world, trouble still followed. By the time we caught up with Raphael, he was tackling something invisible to the ground.

      “What the hell?!” Amelia croaked, just as the creature shimmered and became visible.

      I found myself unable to speak, merely watching the scuffle as it unfolded. Raphael was too close to him to make it safe for any of us to intervene. Even Lumi couldn’t touch him, fearing she’d hit Raphael, too. One thing was for certain. The stranger was male and humanoid. A little too human, from what I could tell.

      The white dust loosened on the ground around them, enough to reveal some of the flagstones as Raphael kept wrestling the guy for some kind of control. A clang made us look down. Something had fallen off the stranger, and it had ended up inches from my boots. A scythe.

      The creature cursed under his breath. He ended up on the bottom, with Raphael straddling him and pulling his hands back in a way that had to be painful for him. “Enough!” he shouted.

      It all came to a sudden halt, leaving even Raphael mute and wide-eyed as he stared down at the guy. Several seconds passed in the most awkward silence, while we all tried to wrap our heads around what had just happened.

      “Who… what are you?” I asked.

      Amelia blinked several times, then frowned when Raphael brought the stranger up to his feet. “Guys, he’s… I think he’s human,” she said.

      “How can you tell?” Raphael replied, still panting. He’d put in quite an effort until the scythe hit the ground. From then on, he’d had zero trouble subduing the stranger.

      “The suit. He’s wearing a black suit. That’s Earthly garb,” Amelia said.

      The black pants. The white shirt, matched with a dark tie and black jacket. The dress shoes… Yes. Definitely human, I thought, recognizing the style as something of the 1940s or 1950s. That just raised more questions, though.

      “Who are you? Where are you from?” I resumed my line of questioning.

      The man didn’t seem scared, but rather angry, even frustrated, unable to take his eyes off the scythe. Curious, I picked it up. Chills traveled up my arm as I gripped its ivory handle. There was coldness in the blade, the kind that could make a soul wither. It was hard to describe in words, but I could swear that this was a tool of death. I could feel it in my bones.

      “How’d you end up here?” Lumi asked him.

      He raised his head, still immobilized by Raphael. Only then did I notice his pale skin and bony face. His eyes were sunken, mauve rings settled around them, bringing out the flakes of purple in his irises. I wondered if maybe he was ill. He didn’t look like any of the healthy humans I’d seen in The Shade. But if Amelia said he was from Earth, I believed her.

      “You’re human!” Amelia insisted. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Maybe he’s too scared to talk,” Raphael muttered, streaks of white dust stuck to his face and bodysuit. Some of it got between his lips, but he couldn’t bring himself to take a hand off the guy to wipe it off, so he just grimaced with discomfort.

      “Are you sure he’s human?” Lumi asked Amelia, who nodded in return.

      “These suits are specific to my world, and nowhere else.”

      “Then how the hell did he get to Hellym?” I mumbled, all the more confused.

      “Was.” The guy finally spoke, gaze fixed on the scythe in my hands.

      “Say what, now?” I asked.

      “Was human. Not anymore.”

      “So vampire?” I replied.

      He shook his head, a lock of his slick black hair slipping across his forehead.

      “How’d you get here?” Raphael asked him, gripping him tighter.

      It made the guy groan from pain. If Raphael pulled harder, at least one arm would pop from his shoulder. He didn’t seem to want things to devolve to that point.

      “I can move across dimensions as I wish. My flesh is no more. I’m not bound to Earth,” he said.

      “What brought you here?” I retorted, though also deeply and utterly befuddled.

      “That’s none of your business,” he replied, and nodded at the scythe. “I need that back.”

      “Dude, you’re free to try and get it yourself,” I said, smirking.

      We both knew he couldn’t. He narrowed his weird, dead eyes at me. “It’s mine.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Yamani.”

      Silence settled over the city, across the ruffled layers of white dust. It captured us as well, our eyes fixed on Yamani—whoever he was. I still didn’t know what he was, and it bugged me. Not human. Not vampire. Then what?

      “What are you? I’m not going to ask again, mind you. I’ll just cut you up and find out for myself,” Raphael said, gritting his teeth.

      Yamani breathed a heavy sigh and glowered at me. “I’m a Reaper.”

      Again, we were all speechless. Particularly Lumi, whose eyes were so big in their sockets, I worried they might just roll out and get lost in the white powder.

      “You’re a what, now?” I managed, surprised that I still had the ability to speak, at this point.

      “Are you deaf?” Yamani replied, raising a snarky eyebrow at me. It was enough to get Raphael to pull a little harder, making Yamani cry out in pain. “A Reaper! I’m a Reaper! Now let me go, and give me my scythe back!”

      Instinctively, I moved backward, putting more distance between myself and the guy. I’d only heard of Reapers in old fables from the Earth humans. Granted, I’d seen various other depictions from different cultures and civilizations across the Supernatural Dimension and the In-Between. Every discerning society had some kind of lore regarding death.

      Where the souls went. If they went anywhere. Who collected the souls? We’d asked ourselves such questions many times in the past. In the absence of knowledgeable answers, we’d all resorted to stories and legends, fabrications about Death, about her agents, and about what awaited us on the “other side.”

      However, I hadn’t thought, for even a fraction of a second, as I jumped into the pink water of Mount Agrith, that I’d end up on Persea’s moon, face-to-face with an actual Reaper. Why hadn’t I seen one before? Why hadn’t GASP been aware of their existence?

      But the most burning question, with a potentially dangerous answer, was… What was he doing here, with us?
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      I was tired. I’d slept in episodes of thirty minutes to one hour since the third cult member’s interrogation. Hodder had given us valuable intel, though. I’d felt my exhaustion to be worth it. But I was at the fourth cult member now, and my body was practically begging me to stop.

      Heron looked just as drained, but he didn’t want to back down. We’d strapped Mezza, an air fae, to the chair. Shayla had administered the modified truth serum, while the crystal casings held Mezza’s hands from releasing an offensive against us. Safira stood in the left corner of the room, watching in silence.

      The door was locked behind us. Hansa and Avril were on the other side of our base, assisting GASP with a new delivery. Twelve new captures from the Water Droplet—cult members that our crews there had managed to find and disable. We were looking at a new batch of interrogations, too, hoping they’d cave under our mind-bending and truth serum combination, and that they’d tell us something more.

      Taeral and Varga had taken their crews to Hellym and Nevertide by some weird twist of fate and pink water. Varga was chasing down the neutral Hermessi lead, while Heron and I focused on finding out more about the Hermessi children. There had been mention of Kabbah’s child being held as leverage against him, but I had a feeling that there was more to that story. Mezza was a tough nut to crack, too. Out of the four who had proven susceptible to our mind-bending, she was the strongest and most resilient.

      Shayla’s truth cocktail was making her work up quite a sweat, though. Despite my exhaustion, I had a good feeling about this conversation.

      “I really need to sleep,” Heron muttered, pressing his fingers against Mezza’s temples.

      “What’s stopping you?” she replied, baring her pearly white teeth at us. She seemed so wild, so feral, compared to the ethereal fae we’d come to know and appreciate. Mezza came across as an illustration of her species’ bad side—we all had one, after all. The Maras’ bad side had been skillfully portrayed by the exiles of Neraka. The Druids had Azazel and the Destroyers. Even the Perfects had Abaddon. The fae were no exception, and these cult members were living proof.

      “You are,” Heron shot back.

      I touched her forehead with my index and middle fingers, taking deep breaths as I allowed the tendrils of my mind to reach out and pierce hers with renewed aggression. “You need to tell us about the Hermessi children,” I said to her, my voice low but sharper than my blades.

      “Take the crystals off,” Mezza hissed, writhing in her chair. “They hurt!”

      I gave Shayla a brief sideways glance. She was equally confused.

      “What do you mean?” I asked Mezza. “They’re only meant to keep you from using your abilities.”

      “Take them off! It burns!” she screamed, tears streaming down her cheeks. I was halfway inside her mind and had a hard time thinking she’d lie to us at this point in our ‘relationship.’ “Dammit, please! Take them off!”

      Heron frowned, shaking his head at me, but Mezza’s screams of agony became too much to bear. Her skin was red beneath the crystal cover, her fingers blistering.

      “We have to,” I said to my brother, and nodded at Shayla.

      The witch came over, while Safira continued to watch over us, dark shadows drawn between her eyebrows. But I needed Mezza’s head clear. She was about to endure a different type of pain, and I wanted her focused on it, not on whatever discomfort she seemed to be getting from the crystals.

      Shayla placed her hands over Mezza’s, closing her eyes for a moment. The crystal casings lit up white for a moment, then popped open. She took them off and carried them to the metal table behind Heron, where she proceeded to study them, trying to figure out what it was about her magic that had caused such a reaction from Mezza.

      The fae’s hands were injured, indeed, and the extent of the lesions was even more visible now, without the crystal covers. Her knuckles were bloodied, and tiny blisters of burnt skin stretched past her wrists. Still, I had zero time available to feel sorry for her. She knew what she was signing up for from the moment she’d turned against her own people.

      “Mezza. Tell me about the Hermessi children,” I said, resuming the interrogation. I touched her forehead, unleashing my mind-bending on her without a hint of mercy. Heron held her temples, pressing deeper as the serum continued to work its way through her.

      “You won’t get…” She gasped, her eyes rolling into her head for a moment.

      Based on previous experiences, I was equal parts suspicious and thrilled. The latter because I seemed to have broken her faster than her colleague, and the former because… well, she’d broken faster than her colleagues. It was in my nature to be wary of anything that didn’t fit a pattern I’d worked so hard to construct.

      “The children,” Mezza mumbled, her head drooping to the side. Heron gently nudged it into a vertical position, while I dug deeper with the mind-bending. Blood began dripping from her nose, yet another sign I was about to get what I’d come for, minutes before schedule.

      “Yes, the children. Tell me about the Hermessi children,” I said to her.

      “They… They have plans for them,” she replied, her eyes closing.

      “Mezza!” I snapped. “Stay with me!”

      “The children… There are more of them out there than… than you could possibly imagine…”

      My brother and I exchanged glances. We both looked at Safira, then Shayla, and could tell that they were equally surprised.

      “How many Hermessi children are out there?” I asked Mezza.

      Her lips stretched into a faint smile. It seemed like quite an effort for her, but she did it anyway, if only just to prove a point. “I know more than you do,” she said.

      That just irked me. I pushed deeper into her mind, feeling the barriers soften and crumble, then melt, like chunks of butter in a frying pan as I turned the heat up.

      “There are as many children out there as there are Hermessi,” Mezza continued, blood trickling down her lips and onto her chin, before it dripped onto her white shirt and blossomed into crimson roses. “You see, even though they were dormant, the one thing the Hermessi could still do was whisper to creatures that eventually allowed them in. Just for long enough for the elements to procreate. It’s how they secured their legacies from before the Blackout. These children will birth new worlds across all the dimensions… Once the ritual is completed, the universes will be theirs for the taking.”

      “How was that even possible?” Heron asked. “Up until the Blackout, the Hermessi could barely possess a fae’s body!”

      “Some bodies are more malleable than others. Besides, all it takes is one creature to wholeheartedly say yes. The rest just clicks into place. We’re talking about a few hundred children here, across the universe. What can I say? The Hermessi were pretty discreet about it, and they made sure their children were equally secretive. It’s why none of you knew of them.” Mezza grinned, despite her pain.

      To me, this meant that the Hermessi had sired children since long before the Blackout. Most of them probably knew what they were but stayed under the radar. Given that they were all half-local-creatures, it couldn’t have been too difficult for them to blend in. Some maybe had no idea, or, if they did, it was just the sense that they were different, but kept it to themselves. Given that they all carried the Hermessi knowledge deep inside them, their instincts had most likely guided them towards secrecy. I, for one, got the chills just thinking about it. Hermessi children had been living among us all along, and we’d had no clue whatsoever.

      “The children… They’re being guided by the Hermessi?” I asked, trying to figure out the deeper meaning of her statements.

      She blinked once. “Not really. Not now, anyway… Later, when they have no other choice… I told you, the ritual needs to be done, first.”

      “You said they’ll make new worlds. Will they ascend as Hermessi?” Heron asked, not taking his eyes off me.

      “Though death may come to all that is living, more life will soon follow, bigger and closer to what the elements want to accomplish,” Mezza said, sounding as though she was reciting her favorite mantra. “Worlds devoid of Hermessi will grow… life will blossom and start anew… and you’ll all be memories that no one will remember.”

      It didn’t take long for the bigger picture to come into the light. Heron was the first to draw the more reasonable conclusions, nearly breathless.

      “They’re using the kids to populate planets without Hermessi,” he said. “They’re not just wiping their slate clean. They’re prepping the young ones to go out and do more.”

      “All the while respecting the Hermessi’s new world order,” Safira added, shaking her head slowly. “This is awful.”

      “For you, maybe.” Mezza chuckled, then groaned from the pain of my persistent mind-bending. I wasn’t done drilling her. “You’re hurting me…”

      “Do you really think you’ll survive the ritual, once it’s done?” I asked her. “You’re fooling yourself, Mezza. You’re all deluded. You’re just conduits, tools for the Hermessi.”

      “The future is ours!” Mezza snarled at me. “Whether you like it or not!”

      “Jax…” Shayla said, catching my focus for a couple of seconds. “There’s nothing wrong with the crystals. I don’t know what’s causing the burns, but I’ve checked and double-checked. I’ve even added a protection spell for her.”

      “Then put them on. I’m about to go deeper, and I don’t want her retaliating, not even reflexively,” I replied.

      Shayla came around as Mezza started squirming against her restraints.

      “Hurry,” Heron said. I followed his panicked gaze and saw Mezza’s fingers glowing white. Her fae nature was about to let loose, and we couldn’t have that kind of chaos in here.

      Shayla tried to put the crystal covers on, but a powerful wind shot out from Mezza’s fingers. It hit Shayla in the chest and threw her backward. Heron and I tried to subdue her mentally, but she fired more targeted and compressed air hits. She got me in the center of my stomach. I wound up with my back against the wall. I felt something crack in my shoulder.

      Mezza’s chair jerked backward. It knocked Heron over. The winds she unleashed were numerous and raging in a room too small for their power. Heron was hurled around several times before he was thrown against the wall.

      Safira raised her hands in a bid to stop her. To my horror, she didn’t stand a chance. The swelling tornado picked her up and smashed her into the concrete ceiling. A second later, she was on the floor, unconscious, as pieces of concrete landed around her. She’d left quite a dent in the ceiling.

      I tried to get up, but the air got cold and even more violent, as if a blizzard had just been released. It became difficult to even breathe. The winds pummeled me, making my skin hurt and peeling chunks of concrete from the walls.

      Mezza laughed, but it didn’t exactly sound like her.

      “You puny worms,” she said with the voices of a thousand people at once. “You think you can win?”

      A concrete slab hit me over the head. Something warm tickled down my forehead. Blood, I realized, a red stream covering my left eye. “Who am I speaking to?” I managed to shout, bringing an arm up to protect myself from other flying projectiles.

      This was like a tornado in a concrete cup, and I had a feeling the room wasn’t going to last much longer. Mezza’s eyes burned white and angry, as if I’d offended her.

      “You think you can outsmart us? We’re the old ones, Jaxxon Dorchadas.”

      “I take it we’ve met?”

      Mezza grinned. “I know you. I know your kind. You will all die.”

      From what I remembered, Calliope’s Air Hermessi was not a hostile entity. So to whom was I speaking?

      “You have me at a disadvantage,” I replied. “You seem to know me, but I have no idea who you are.”

      “I am older and wiser than this entire planet!” Mezza shouted.

      “Ah, so you’re just visiting,” I retorted.

      “I just dropped by to deliver a message.”

      “Are you the one who hurt Mezza’s hands?” I asked, noticing how her forearms were fully glazed in hot white light. That couldn’t be normal, not even by fae standards. Something else was happening here.

      “You are wasting your time trying so hard to drill our loyal subjects. They would rather die than tell you anything,” Mezza said, scowling at me.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” I replied, then wiped the blood from my face.

      “No matter what you do, no matter how many attempts you make… you will never stop the ritual. Never!” Mezza bellowed from the bottom of her lungs, louder than thunder itself. “My brethren and I have gone to great lengths to make sure we don’t get interrupted this time around. I, personally, accomplished incredible feats to make such a great moment happen. Worms like you don’t stand a chance.”

      The walls came tumbling down, finally surrendering to the gale-force winds that had expanded from Mezza. My brother was caught under the debris, but I was having no more of this nonsense. The anger that boiled through me gave me a sense of fearlessness like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

      I pushed myself up, my knees weak but my feet firmly on the ground, despite the rest of my body swaying beneath the inflating currents of cold and biting air.

      “I can’t even bother crushing you,” Mezza said, sneering at me as I got closer.

      “You’re a guest here, Hermessi. You don’t have the juice,” I replied.

      “You’re not worth the trouble. My brethren here agree.”

      “Then why did you feel the need to come all the way here and make such a mess?” I retorted, narrowing my eyes at the entity inside Mezza. “Surely, you fellas are worried about something.”

      She flashed me an ice-cold grin. “Your attempts to extract information are simply too pathetic. I couldn’t stand it anymore.”

      Glancing around, I realized that there wasn’t much left keeping this room together. I needed to get everyone out before the ceiling collapsed and hurt one or more of us. I also needed Mezza alive. This reaction of hers was very telling—though equally frightening.

      “So, you came all the way here… traveled across the universe, to what, exactly? Mock us? Tell us to stop wasting our time?” I asked, my tone surprisingly firm.

      The entire building moaned, its joints shuddering. Mezza grinned.

      “Well, we won’t stop,” I continued, raising my voice. “We won’t stop until each and every one of you maniacs are put back into your places, doing what you were meant to do! You’re overstepping your boundaries here!”

      I moved forward, struggling against the wind she kept pushing my way.

      “Water flows. Wind blows. The earth gives fruit. Fire burns!” I snarled, baring my fangs at her. “That’s how it always was, and that’s how it will always be! You maniacs are drunk on your own power, and we will put an end to it!”

      Mezza opened her mouth to say something else, but I slapped her silent. She froze, gawking at me, her cheek flushed. She couldn’t believe it. In fact, she was so stunned that it delayed her reactions. Shayla reached us and slipped the crystal casings back on. Mezza screamed from the pain as the crystals sealed themselves around her hands.

      “No! No, let me go! Take them off!” she bawled.

      But the wind just grew stronger, threatening to tear the entire place apart. My head hurt, but I had to do something. I ripped the straps from around Mezza’s wrists and ankles and threw her over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      Shayla helped Safira up, who’d regained her consciousness in the meantime. Heron fought his way out of the rubble, covered in blood and dirt.

      “We need to get out of here!” I said, while Mezza thrashed over my shoulder.

      With trembling hands, Heron unlocked the door. The five of us spilled out into the hallway just as the atmosphere exploded behind us. The pulse was so powerful, it threw us all against the wall. My entire body hurt.

      Silence settled over this wing of the Mount Zur base, but it didn’t last long. Boots thundered across the hallway. Rumbling voices. Orders barked, left and right. The interrogation room we’d just left was no more. The wind had been so concentrated, the explosion so violent, that it tore a hole in its place.

      We lay there, staring at it, as dust rolled out in thick swirls. We were quickly found by GASP agents. Among them were two witches, who were quick to isolate the gaping hole in the hallway with magic, just enough to stop it from further damaging the building’s overall structure.

      I rolled onto my back. Mezza was unconscious, but alive. Heron was very much awake, still shaking from the adrenaline. Shayla and Safira were both baffled. The Daughter, in particular, simply couldn’t face what had just happened.

      “I was powerless,” she mumbled. “I… I’ve never felt this way before.”

      “What the hell happened?” Jovi’s voice cut through the murmurs of GASP agents around us.

      “An Air Hermessi paid us a visit,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. It hurt. I’d taken a significant number of cement rocks in the head earlier, after all. I got up into a seated position, my back against the cool wall.

      “Mezza’s hands were hurting,” Heron added. “We thought it was a ruse, but…”

      “By the time I was done checking the casings and putting them back on, the Air Hermessi stepped in, took over her body,” Shayla continued. “It happened quickly. He attacked us.”

      “I couldn’t… I couldn’t do anything,” Safira mumbled.

      “You couldn’t have done much,” I said to her. “You may be a Daughter of Eritopia, but you’re a product of the Hermessi. That one may not have been your maker, but the power balance is clear. You were powerless before him, just like the rest of us. It’s time to get used to the idea.”

      I didn’t like my bluntness, and Safira didn’t seem to appreciate it either. But it had to be said. The game was evolving. The rules were changing. But we were definitely on to something, dammit, and the stakes were too high to back off now.

      “Jovi, they’re scared,” I said. “They wouldn’t have intervened here if they didn’t think we were a threat.”

      “Sure, but that raises new problems. I doubt Devil’s Weed will help protect the entire base here,” Jovi replied, clearly rattled by what was left of the interrogation room—mainly, a pile of rubble and mangled metal beams.

      Screams burst from nearby rooms. Doors opened. GASP agents came out, signaling problems.

      “Their hands are hurting!” one of them shouted. “They can’t have them on anymore.”

      “No!” I shouted. “Don’t take them off! Under any circumstances!”

      “What do we do then?” Jovi asked me, breathing heavily. “We can’t do anything with them if they’re suffering like this.”

      At this point, the entire wing was drowned out by screams and wails of pure agony. Whatever the Air Hermessi had done to Mezza, it was doing it to the other prisoners, as well. I briefly glanced at her. She was quiet. Unconscious.

      “Knock them out,” I said. “Knock them all out.”

      “Sedate them?” another concerned GASP agent replied.

      I nodded. “Use the heavy-duty stuff. Do what you have to, but whatever you do, do not take the crystal casings off. The foreign Hermessi can’t go all-out wild and crazy here without conduits. If we don’t give them the opportunity, they can’t do more than what they’ve already done.”

      Jovi crouched in front of Heron and me, while the others mobilized to secure and sedate every single prisoner. Others pressed their earpieces and called out to other GASP bases. Everyone needed to know—if they’d done it here, on Calliope, the Hermessi were bound to try the same trick elsewhere, too.

      “This isn’t good, man,” Jovi bit out. “Without cultists to interrogate, what the hell are we supposed to do?”

      “We keep hunting the others,” I replied, my head suddenly heavy.

      “More pop out in their wake,” Heron grumbled, wiping more blood from his face. Emergency personnel were already by our side, preparing vampire blood vials and wet cloths to clean us up and regenerate us.

      “And we take them down, as well,” I said, unable to hide my anger and determination. “Let’s get something straight here. The Hermessi’s power is growing, but without the completed ritual, they’re still limited. There’s only so much they can do without their fae conduits, their dumbass cultists, okay? And Mezza specifically said they’ve got big plans for the Hermessi children, which is also insanely important,” I added, and looked at Jovi. “Just to bring you up to speed, apparently, there’s a Hermessi child for every Hermessi out there. Our friendly rebel elementals have been holding out on us.”

      Jovi blinked rapidly, bombarded by the sudden revelation.

      “Jax is right. We have to keep going,” Safira said. “The Hermessi can force their way through the fae bodies they ‘own,’ so to speak, like Mezza, but the crystal casings help, for now. We make sure all the cult members we captured have their hands sealed. We keep them under and pump them with healing fluids and vampire blood to help with the skin burns underneath, but we keep fighting.”

      “They’re afraid of something. We knew it since Taeral and his crew had trouble moving around, even before Cerix,” I continued. “And their anxiety levels are only growing, if they felt the need to come down here and tamper with our interrogations. Like I said, there’s no stopping now.”

      “I never said we should stop,” Jovi replied, and bit his lower lip. “But we’re limited in our ability to fight back, with all our potential intel sources submerged in deep sleep.”

      Oh, they were definitely fading out. Sedatives were being passed around, already. One by one, the screams dimmed into whimpers, then blissful silence. I gave my brother another confident glance.

      “Whatever happens, we keep going, okay?”

      He nodded and grinned at Jovi. “I like the smell of fear on the Hermessi. I hope they try to interfere even more. The harder they come at us, the closer we are to stopping them.”

      “We’ll have to strengthen security,” Jovi mumbled. “I honestly don’t know what else we can do right now.”

      “We can sit tight, mend our wounds, and hope Taeral’s and Varga’s crews come back with something worthwhile,” I said.

      “And Harper, too,” Jovi replied, before noticing our confused expressions. “You didn’t know… Right, you’ve been down here, drilling cult members, sorry. Harper’s in a deep sleep. She’s probably out with Ramin as we speak.”

      “That’s a three-pronged approach I can get behind.” I chuckled, though the bitterness in my voice couldn’t be ignored. Still, I managed to elicit a handful of faint smiles.

      We were in more trouble than I could’ve possibly imagined. My nightmares weren’t as elaborate as this epic disaster that was still unraveling. However, even in these circumstances, I couldn’t bring myself to surrender to despair, though I could feel it creeping up on me, sometimes.

      I’d promised Hansa a good life together. A home. Maybe even a kid. I wanted to see my brother tie the knot with Avril. I longed for the day we’d get to fly out and explore new worlds, because the In-Between was so damn vast and versatile… but none of that would happen unless we found a way to put the Hermessi back in their place.

      Maybe Death was our final solution.

      Provided we found her.
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      Fallon had changed since the last time I’d seen him. Vampirism was actually a good look on him. The burning orange flakes in his eyes reminded me of the fire inside him. Born a fire-inclined fae, Fallon Breverton had the ethereal appeal of his species, the delicate shimmer of his skin drawing the eyes of many ladies around him. His pale blond hair, cut short on the sides to leave a few loose curls dangling from his forehead, made him look like a young boy who was always up to no good.

      It fit his nature pretty well, in my opinion. He was about as tall as me, his shoulders broad and with a toned muscle mass. The black leather GASP uniform brought out his athleticism, but the rest of him continued to scream “fae,” even when his vampire fangs were out. He’d sacrificed daylight to attain his enhanced physical abilities—in a way, he reminded me of Derek, who, in human form, had also manifested a fire ability. Fallon seemed to have become the best of both worlds, even though he wasn’t of Earth. A vampire with fire power… no wonder he’d been the talk of GASP since he’d first taken the plunge.

      The fae were normally reluctant to try it. There were genetic risks involved. Fallon had been brave to do it, no doubt about it. And now, he was part of our crew—and I couldn’t be happier. He seemed to get along extremely well with Herakles. I had a feeling he’d find the same synergy with Raphael, as well. What a trio they would make, if we survived this.

      Eva and I were the first to walk through the portal connecting Luceria’s throne room with the palace in Nevertide. Fallon, Riza, and Herakles were right behind us. To me, the dark stone walls and ogival archways that segmented the reception hall’s ceiling were a familiar sight, as were the ultramarine, gray, and silver murals of sentry heroes of Hellswan and the other former kingdoms. My parents had decided to put these paintings up not only because they were beautiful, but also because they were troubling depictions of the tournaments that had once served to name the next emperor of Nevertide. “What lessons could we learn from the past, if they’re not right in front of us?” my father had said to me.

      Sentries stood guard by each of the twenty structural pillars of the reception hall, on both sides. A long, dark-blue-and-silver rug drew a straight line through the middle, linking the portal to the double doors leading into the emperor’s throne room.

      “Not too shabby,” Fallon said, his gaze wandering around the hall. Silver-plated torches were mounted in clusters of three on every pillar, casting a warm light to melt away the chills of blue and dark gray. “I take it you grew up here.”

      I nodded as two sentry guards joined us on the blue-and-silver rug, motioning for us to follow them into the throne room. “Yeah, Lenny and I used to roam these halls day and night.”

      “Speaking of, how is she?” Fallon asked, smiling.

      I’d forgotten about the minor crush he’d developed on Elonora. He’d met her once or twice during GASP gatherings in The Shade, and he’d often mentioned her during our training days on Neraka. However, he also knew that she and Nevis made quite the pair. He hadn’t asked about her since—until now, at least.

      “Much like the rest of us, she’s doing her part in this,” I said. “Well, she and Nevis are focused on hunting cult members. There’s a cult cell left festering on Neraka. We thought we’d gotten them all, but more keep popping up these days. Rumor has it they’re not attracting just fae anymore, which doesn’t exactly come as a surprise to us.”

      “Cerixians had their own cult chapter, didn’t they?” Fallon replied.

      “And they had fire abilities, too,” Herakles added. “We think the Hermessi lent them some of their elemental powers to help them hunt us down.”

      “They’re persistent,” Riza said. “But their objectives have changed, and we’re not sure what it is they’re after. I mean, a large percentage of them are clearly focused on planets with a higher concentration of fae living there, but there are still chapters in non-fae worlds that are active. They’re the ones we haven’t figured out yet.”

      “Like the cultists from Cerix, you mean,” Fallon concluded.

      “Pretty much. We’re also beginning to think they’re not the only ones. Surely, the Hermessi have built cults on every single inhabited planet by now, including worlds we don’t know about yet,” Eva said. “We understand cults being present around fae populations because they need their five million bodies for the Ritual, but we’re not yet sure of the purpose that planets with no fae on them serve for the Hermessi.”

      That was going to be a mystery for a little while longer, I thought. There was still so much we’d yet to figure out about the Hermessi and their operations. I had a feeling we were in the dark on approximately seventy percent of everything they were up to.

      

      As soon as the throne room doors opened, I saw my parents standing in the middle, smiling as we came in. To my surprise, Elonora and Nevis were present, as well. My sister was always such a sight for sore eyes. Unlike the portal hall, the throne room had its walls covered in a type of white plaster, with copper chandeliers hanging from the domed ceiling. The columns were covered in blue-and-white mosaic portraits of royal sentries, while the walls bore murals—hand-painted illustrations of the shadowy “original ghouls.” They were no longer here, but would forever be a part of our legacy.

      “Lenny!” I exclaimed, rushing over to hug her first, before our parents swooped in and caught us both in a loving embrace.

      “Thought I’d surprise you.” Elonora giggled, then gently wiggled herself out of the Goode family group hug.

      “Mom, Dad… Thanks for facilitating this,” I then said to my parents.

      “Honey, you’ve come a long way. If there’s a Hermessi here that can help us all survive the elemental apocalypse, you bet your ass we’ll help,” my mother replied.

      “It’s good to see you back in one piece,” Nevis interjected, giving me a half-smile. For the Dhaxanian prince, it was the equivalent of a brotherly embrace. The only creature he softened up with was my sister.

      “Hopefully, we’ll get more reunions like this,” my dad said. He gave me a brief shoulder squeeze and shifted his focus to the rest of my crew. “I don’t believe I’ve met some of your friends. Riza, Herakles, Fallon, it’s a pleasure to have you here.”

      Fallon gave them both a polite nod, as did Herakles.

      “It’s an honor, Your Majesty,” Riza replied, then offered a curt bow.

      It made my parents laugh. “Oh, honey, don’t fuss over etiquette,” my mother said. “We may have empire titles, but you know us both.”

      “Yeah, we’re not the stuffy type.” I chuckled, as Herakles shook my father’s hand, then my mother’s.

      Eva smiled when my mother laid eyes on her. “Varga has told us a lot about you,” she said. “It’s a great honor, to say the least.”

      “A vampire-Lamia is a rare and extraordinary sight,” my mom replied, taking Eva’s hands in hers. “Being the daughter of Azazel couldn’t have been easy. But I am thrilled to have you here, Eva. My son often mentions you during our brief chats.”

      My face was on fire. I gave Eva a nervous glance, my heart thumping all of a sudden. But she kept her cool, eyeing both my parents as she replied. “Varga has been a crucial part of this mission from day one. He’s saved me on more than one occasion, not to mention the other members of our crew. You have raised a strong and valiant son, Your Majesty.”

      “Oh, enough with the ‘Your Majesty’ malarkey.” My dad scoffed. “I’m Ash, she’s Ruby. You’re our son’s friends; there’s no need for the etiquette.”

      Eva sighed. “My apologies. I’ve been taught from a very young age that titles do matter.”

      “They do,” Nevis replied proudly. “At least where I come from.”

      “They don’t, really.” Elonora chuckled and gave him a playful nudge—enough to make him smile. Nevis had a long-ass title himself, no wonder he’d stood by the value of one. “Not here, anyway. The people of Nevertide appreciate them, and, yes, they are required to assert one’s position of leadership, but in the end, none of us will be remembered by our titles, only by our deeds.”

      We spent the better part of the next hour touring the palace, as I showed the crew around. Elonora and Nevis agreed to meet us back at the Nevertide sanctuary next, where the few dozen fae we’d had dispatched here were being taken care of. My parents resumed their royal duties, sending dozens of scouts out into the empire to make sure we had no hostile elements headed our way.

      The mission was covert, and only a select few had been informed of our arrival, mainly to keep us off the Hermessi’s radar. We were about to reach out to Kabbah, after all, one of their most precious elements. Despite his seemingly forced neutrality, we couldn’t assume the others wouldn’t get involved if they found us here, snooping around.

      The palace had been instructed to keep a tight lid on my presence here on Nevertide. Fortunately for us, the sentries were a unified community, making it almost impossible to breach. The cult cell we’d found on Nevertide had been made up of fae, mostly, and most of them had been captured, while some were still hiding somewhere in the more secluded forest regions of Thraxus, yet to be found. Sentries were difficult to sway in favor of the Hermessi.

      The palace tour was quick, but it was enough to give everyone a few pieces of important history, including Hazel and Tejus’s contribution to the so-called rebirth of Nevertide, after Tejus’s father was… bumped out of the equation.

      “You will inherit all this, someday,” Eva said as we made our way through an underground tunnel that led from the palace and straight into the sanctuary. “You will be emperor of Nevertide.”

      “You sound as though you’re still trying to wrap your head around the concept.” I laughed lightly. It didn’t sound like such a big deal to me, but to a girl who’d been raised on the run from her maniacal father, I figured it was something huge. Especially since Tamara, her mother, had always prepared her to, one day, become Lady of the Lamias.

      “You’re going to be an emperor, dude,” Herakles shot back. “We’re all trying to wrap our heads around it.”

      “I know. To be honest, even I’m overwhelmed sometimes, but it’s all still so far away for me. My parents will rule for centuries more, at least,” I said. “I’m not done living my best years. I love what I’m doing too much to even consider ascending to the throne. But that might change later.”

      “Meh, even if you put that crown on, you’ll still be Varga to all of us,” Fallon replied. “And it certainly won’t stop me from trapping you in a headlock whenever I see you.”

      I grinned. “I’d love to see you try it.”

      “I’m fast, remember?” Fallon retorted.

      “Not as fast as a sentry’s mental abilities,” I replied.

      The banter would’ve gone on for a while longer. Neither Fallon nor I had a habit of backing down from anything, including trash-talking or poking and prodding one another. But serious business was right past the metal door we’d just reached, deep underground.

      “We’re here,” I said.

      Sadness oozed from beyond the door. I didn’t even need to be in there to know. My parents had warned me that it wasn’t a pretty sight. There were four dozen fae in our care, all of them trapped in crystal casings, watched over by two young witches and a warlock—new members of GASP but old friends of my parents and the Nevertide empire.

      “Is it too much to say that my skin is already crawling?” Riza asked.

      “Not at all. The creep factor’s been turned up to eleven here,” Fallon muttered.

      I knocked on the door three times. One of the vampire-sentry guards assigned to the sanctuary opened it, his eyes bulging when he recognized me. “Your… Your Highness! I didn’t know you were coming, too!”

      “I take it my sister is already in there?” I replied.

      He nodded, then stepped aside, allowing us in. I gave him a polite nod, then entered the sanctuary. We walked past the double rows of crystal casings, trying not to quiver at the sight. The fae’s bodies glowed in varying shades of gold and amber, their eyes shut and their chests rising slowly with each even breath.

      The witches and the warlock eyed us for a moment, then resumed their care of the fae, feeding them through IV tubes and adding new protection spells to their crystal casings. Elonora and Nevis waited at the end of the hall, backed by four vampire-sentry guards.

      “How have you been feeling, Fallon?” Elonora asked, prompting the vampire-fae to lose his words for a moment.

      “What, um… What do you mean?” he replied.

      His aura glimmered in threads of gold and pink. Well, he still liked my sister, that much I could tell. But he probably didn’t expect any of her attention. He was seconds away from blushing and giggling like a little schoolboy.

      “With the fae affected. How are you coping?” Elonora asked. Reality came down hard on Fallon, who quickly snapped out of it.

      “Oh. I’m cool. I’m angry, for what it’s worth. I don’t like seeing my people like this,” he replied, motioning at the crystal casings around us. “But I’m not feeling any sort of Hermessi influence, if that’s what you mean.”

      “No change in behavior, recently? Nothing?” Nevis asked, eyeing him carefully.

      Fallon shook his head. “Zilch. I’m inclined to think my vampirism is keeping me safe, but I’m pretty sure I’d still be a desirable target for cultists.”

      “You’ve got us backing you up,” I said. “No need to worry about that.”

      “How’s the situation down here?” I asked Elonora and Nevis.

      “These are all the fae affected so far. We’ve sent word out to see if there are others in Nevertide, maybe living in less accessible areas, but no one’s come back to us yet,” Elonora said.

      “What about these victims’ families?” Eva asked.

      Elonora sighed. “Most of them were also affected while they were on their home planets. They’re in the sanctuaries there. The few who weren’t are now in protective custody, guarded by vampires and dragons, much like the others.”

      “We’re approaching the three million mark soon,” Nevis added. “No matter what we do, there’s always another cultist sneaking around, infecting fae.”

      “And they’re passing themselves off as GASP federation members, keeping a low profile. Case in point, Visarion. I’ll bet there are dozens like them,” Riza grumbled, crossing her arms.

      “It’s why most of them were suspended from their duties and put into separate protective custody,” Elonora said. “Until the issue is resolved. But that’s not helping, either.”

      “I’m inclined to believe it’s got something to do with the fact that the Hermessi are no longer solely relying on fae cultists to help them,” I replied. “I think we’re getting to a point where we might not be able to trust anyone.”

      Elonora sighed, then nodded slowly. “Either way, we keep pushing.”

      “Speaking of… You know why we’re here,” I said to her.

      “You want to reach out to the Earth Hermessi of Nevertide,” Nevis replied.

      “Do you know how and where you’ll do it?” Elonora asked.

      Fallon grinned. “I’m the ‘how,’ but I’m not sure of the ‘where.’”

      “There are sentry scouts out there,” I said. “Mom and Dad sent them out to prep the field for us, so to speak. Make sure no one troubles us. Or nothing troubles us, given our recent experiences. Once we have a location, we’ll head there. Fallon is connected to the elements. He’ll be able to establish a connection with Kabbah.”

      “I’ve never done it before, mind you,” Fallon replied, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not entirely sure how it’s done. I’ve read Vesta’s notes… I’ll see if I can follow her lead.”

      “What are the odds that the other Hermessi won’t intervene, if they catch your scent?” Elonora asked, watching me intently.

      “We’ve got Devil’s Weed on us,” I said. “And the scouts’ main job is to make sure we stay hidden. Still, given a possible worst-case scenario, we’re hoping the Hermessi won’t dare attack us while we’re talking to Kabbah. We’re told he’s very old and powerful.”

      “I guess it can’t get better than that,” my sister mumbled.

      She burned with genuine concern, and I hated seeing her like this. But it wasn’t like we had any other, more satisfying options to consider. I clasped her chin between my thumb and index finger, making her smile. I used to joke about it when we were kids, telling her I was looking to see if she’d grown a beard yet, since she was always such a little tomboy.

      “We’ll be okay, sis,” I said to her. “Riza here can zap us out of trouble. We still have that working for us.”

      “Just be careful,” she replied.

      Fallon exhaled sharply. “We will. We all plan to get out of here alive.”

      “Make sure Kabbah agrees with that,” Nevis said to him. “Provided you manage to speak to him, that is.”

      I’d tried not to consider that possibility. It would’ve been the highest peak of irony, dodging Hermessi and their freakish monsters, only to end up getting obliterated by the very elemental we’d been searching for. The one Hermessi who could help us.

      From where I stood, this could go one of three ways. One, Kabbah would help us. Two, Kabbah would not help us, but at least he’d send us away. Three… Kabbah would kill us. Given that most of the Hermessi didn’t appear to have any kind of moral compass, it was reasonable to assume that Kabbah didn’t really adhere to any notion of good or bad. If he perceived us as a threat to him or his abducted child, we were screwed.

      In our mission, secrecy was key.
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      A couple of hours later, one of the scouts found the perfect location for us, sending a message to Elonora via the comms system. We were all geared up and ready for pretty much any type of place, but I still didn’t feel comfortable with the scout’s suggestion.

      “Do you remember the Volcrun caves?” Elonora asked Varga.

      I didn’t like the word “cave.” Nothing good ever happened to us in such enclosed spaces. We were more vulnerable underground with a potentially hostile Hermessi than we were in an open space. Still, I said nothing, wondering what Varga thought or knew about that place.

      “The crystal mines, right?” he replied, scratching the back of his head. He didn’t seem too thrilled.

      “What’s wrong?” I cut in.

      “It’s a cluster of mining chambers, deep in the bowels of Nevertide,” Elonora said. “They’re in the former kingdom of Thraxus, under one of its tallest mountains. Access is via a shaft from the peak. It takes about an hour to get to the first cave. It’s a long descent.”

      “And they’re one under the other,” Varga added. “Ball-shaped chambers filled with precious crystal deposits. They provide about 70 percent of the empire’s precious gem production. They’re also quite uncomfortable, sometimes even dangerous. No one’s been down there since the Hermessi awakened a year ago.”

      “Why not?” Fallon asked, frowning.

      “There was a series of earthquakes,” Elonora explained. “Several of the caves collapsed. Killed about fifty sentries that were down there, mining.”

      “So, what’s your scout saying? That it’s the best place for us to reach out to Kabbah?” I asked, growing increasingly uncomfortable with the entire concept.

      “Pretty much. The entire mountain is off limits now,” Elonora said.

      “They’ve set up a protective perimeter at the base, for precaution, but there’s no one living there on a three-mile radius around the mountain. All the other locations were rather… crowded, if I’m not mistaken,” Nevis added.

      “Crowded as in teeming with cult members?” Riza replied.

      “That’s what the scouts think. They counted about fifteen of them in total, but they moved fast and eluded capture. Frankly, given the delicate nature of this mission, I don’t want even a single cult member anywhere near you while you try to speak to Kabbah,” Elonora said. “There’s just too much at stake. I’d rather you try the Volcrun Caves, while the rest of the troops focus on hunting those cultists down and as far away from you as possible.”

      Riza nodded. “Okay. What do you say, Varga? Shall we?”

      “For the millionth time, be careful,” Elonora said to Varga. “Nevis and I will be around as well, but we’ll keep a reasonable distance. If anything happens, though, I’ll be close enough to feel you, okay?”

      Varga hugged her tight and pressed his lips against her forehead. Elonora closed her eyes for a moment, relishing the sensation. Maybe my life would’ve been different, had I had a brother… a protector, someone who would counteract my mother’s controlling nature. Now you’re being extra jerky toward your mom. I was… Despite her shortcomings, my mother had raised and guarded me fiercely. If there was one thing I couldn’t hold against her, it was the security she’d surrounded me with while I was growing up. The only way a brother would’ve been a useful addition involved me having someone to bitch about Mom to…

      All of a sudden, a new kind of fear snuck into my consciousness. What if something went horribly wrong, and I died in those Volcrun caves? What were the last words I’d said to my mother prior to joining the exploratory mission for Cerix? “Mind your own miserable life and let me handle my own!”

      I hadn’t spoken to her since.

      I set the ache in my heart aside as we left the sanctuary and headed for Thraxus. Varga’s parents had even arranged for an ice dragon to fly us there, since Riza didn’t know the mountain’s exact location yet.

      

      As soon as my feet touched the cold ground, I nearly collapsed. Perlyn, the ice dragon that GASP had dispatched to Nevertide, waited patiently for the rest of our crew to get off his back. The mountain rose proudly ahead, its snowcap thick and perfectly white.

      “Thank you, Perlyn,” Varga said to the dragon while his arm snaked around my waist and helped me stand up straight. He’d noticed my deflated state—it wasn’t something I could control, though. I wasn’t the biggest fan of heights, but I’d loved the journey here.

      The dragon nodded slowly, then spread his leathery wings and took flight. The afternoon sun glistened against his silvery-blue scales, making him look as though he’d been carefully and lovingly crafted by a master jeweler. Perlyn hadn’t said a word during the voyage, but I could still tell he was quite fond of Nevertide. He’d admired the sights beneath, much like the rest of us—the rolling hills, the thick blankets of seemingly endless forests, the orchard-covered mountain skirts, and the rivers snaking across the kingdom, foaming white whenever they encountered stony drops.

      This was a beautiful world. Brutal and cold, in some aspects, but still… something out of a fairytale. By contrast, Eritopia was slightly more sophisticated, with more focus on craftsmanship and textiles and pretty things to decorate the castle with. Nevertide was wild and mysterious, its people able to read you and bond with you in ways unseen in other dimensions. Unique and startling.

      Elonora and Nevis had jumped off Perlyn earlier, keeping a three-mile distance from the mountain for our safety. “I still don’t get why they couldn’t come with us,” I said, while Herakles, Fallon, and Riza surveyed the mountain in front of us.

      “Our Stravian experience aside, there’s a protocol in place for the imperial offspring,” Varga explained. “My sister and I are not supposed to be together on highly dangerous missions. If one of us gets killed, it’s one thing—though it would still crush our parents, obviously. Having us both killed, say, in this case, by Kabbah… well, that would be devastating. It’s been like this for a few years now. This time, our parents insisted that Elonora keep her distance from the mountain and the Earth Hermessi.”

      “They figured one of you risking his life to talk to this fella was bad enough, huh?” Fallon replied.

      Varga chuckled, though his eyes seemed wary. “Pretty much.”

      “Then let’s get you in and out safely,” Riza said. “I’d hate to see Ruby cry.”

      We linked hands, and I realized I’d grown dangerously accustomed to Varga’s touch. My day didn’t seem good enough unless there was physical contact between us. Every stolen glance, every discreet smile, and every brush of his fingers fueled something inside of me—a pressure that would soon reach a boiling point, and likely demand some kind of release.

      I worried about him, but I was even more worried about myself. The work we did was insanely dangerous, but I couldn’t stop myself from falling for Varga. It scared me because I was already beginning to wonder what it would be like if I lost him. I certainly didn’t like him coming into the Volcrun caves with us. I’d rather he stayed in the palace, with his parents. But how could I even think of denying him his role in any of this? I was being selfish. Selfish enough to dread the thought of a future that didn’t have Varga in it.

      How quickly my heart throbbed whenever he was around. How hard it was to keep my composure while he held me up after my first dragon ride…

      Riza teleported us to a small plateau at the top of the mountain. The air was cold, and the winds cut right through me. “There’s the entrance.” Varga pointed at a slightly oval crevice dug into the mountain wall behind Riza and Herakles.

      “It’s bloody freezing up here!” Fallon snapped.

      “Dude, you’re a vampire,” Varga said. “We’re supposed to be cold-blooded and okay with this!”

      “Are you okay with this?” Fallon asked, scowling at him.

      Varga thought about it for a moment, his lips already purple. Riza and Herakles were close to turning into popsicles, and I wasn’t too comfortable, either. This was too cold, even for a vampire, reminding me of Cerix without a Fire Hermessi. Just as chilling, straight to the bone.

      “Nope. Let’s go in,” Varga replied, and led us through the crevice.

      Inside, a primary chamber awaited. The wall torches were off, but Fallon touched each of them to light up the fires. The flames erupted, bright and orange, casting shadows across the jagged stone walls. Abandoned mining equipment occupied about one third of the room—shovels, ice picks, axes and grinders, bundles of rope and leather satchels, looking glasses and dried-up oil lamps, among other items used by the sentries to extract the precious stones from beneath the mountain. Dust coated everything in a thick layer. This place felt lonely.

      “We need to go down through there,” Varga said.

      I followed his gaze and noticed the mine entrance, framed by uneven wood beams. Darkness awaited beyond. Fallon brought a hand up, fire blossoming between his fingers. I hadn’t even noticed the increased ability of the fae, in general, since the Hermessi’s power had grown over the past few days.

      “I’m still inclined to reach for my lighter,” Fallon muttered, visibly troubled by his own fire.

      “The stronger they grow, the stronger you grow, as well,” Varga replied. “Let’s consider this a silver lining, because you’d be basically useless if you dropped your lighter down the mineshaft, for example.”

      I snorted a chuckle, then quickly covered my mouth. I hadn’t heard myself make such sounds before. In my defense, it wasn’t my fault. Varga had a funny way of seeing the bright side even in the darkest corners.

      “I’m going to enjoy it while it lasts,” Fallon said, then peered through the doorway. “Okay… There’s rope here, fastened to the top. I see they mounted an iron ring on the shaft’s ceiling. We can use it to go down.”

      “Or… Let me see.” Riza joined him in front of the wooden frame to have a look, as well. “Ah, I can see the first chamber below. No need for rope!”

      Fallon laughed. “Blessed be the jinni.”

      “Blessed be, indeed,” she said with a grin.

      Somehow, that got Herakles involved. In less than a second, he stood by Riza’s side, one hand already firmly holding hers. “Zap us down there, would ya, sweetie?”

      Riza narrowed her amethyst eyes at him. “What am I, your personal transporter?”

      “But I—”

      “Ask nicely, Herakles,” she replied, pursing her lips.

      He seemed overwhelmed, offering her a sheepish smile in return. “Would you, please, zap us down there?”

      “That’s more like it,” she said, then looked at Varga and me. “Come on, let’s get cracking. How deep do we need to go?”

      “All the way down, remember?” Varga replied.

      We linked hands once more. Riza teleported us from one chamber to the next one below, given the good visibility she had of each location through the mineshaft. It took minutes instead of the full hour to reach the bottom.

      The deeper we went, the higher the temperatures. In contrast to the nippy mountaintop, its base was tropically warm and increasingly humid. Sweat dripped down my temples. I’d gone from one uncomfortable extreme to the other in a short amount of time.

      “I think this is the last one,” Varga said, glancing around. Emerald crystals protruded from the walls, rough shards waiting to be cut, removed, and then carefully polished into the precious gemstones that made Nevertide the envy of the jewelry market in the Supernatural Dimension and beyond.

      Fallon’s fire made the entire chamber look even more beautiful, light flickering through the green crystals. I found my breath gone as I stared at this natural splendor. A few minutes passed in silence as we got our bearings. We’d made it this far, but now what?

      “What am I supposed to do now?” Fallon asked. “Just sit down and hum and hope the Earth Hermessi hears me?”

      “You don’t need to hum,” I replied dryly.

      “But you can sit down, shut up, think about Kabbah, and… I don’t know, just open your mind,” Varga added.

      Fallon sighed. “Yeah, I read Vesta’s notes. I told you already.”

      “Then why keep asking us?” Varga replied.

      “To delay the inevitable,” the vampire-fae grumbled, then settled on the rocky ground and closed his eyes.

      My heart was still. My stomach tight. My nerves so thinly stretched, I feared they’d snap soon. Varga didn’t let go of my hand, and I welcomed the feel of his skin against mine. It was my only sliver of comfort in the midst of this colossal uncertainty. We were about to attempt something that no one had tried before. We were dangerously close to one of the oldest Hermessi in existence, one elemental that could make or break us.

      Minutes passed, as… nothing happened.

      Fallon scoffed, then cursed under his breath and got back up on his feet.

      “You should stay down,” Varga said.

      “Why? Nothing’s happening, other than…” Fallon replied, but his voice faded. His pupils dilated as he stared at the wall behind us. “I mean… Okay…”

      His eyes were glassy. His lips slightly parted. Something was off, even I could feel it.

      “Fallon, buddy, you okay?” Herakles asked.

      Fallon nodded slowly, then walked past us, practically ignoring everyone.

      “Dude. You don’t look okay,” Varga replied, trying to grab Fallon’s shoulder. The vampire-fae moved farther away, then stopped in front of the crystal-covered wall.

      “What is he doing?” Riza asked, her voice low.

      “I don’t know, but… Oh, wait,” I whispered, noticing the thick dark line beyond the emerald clusters. Fallon gripped a chunk with both hands. Grunting, he pulled back until the crystal snapped off. “There’s something beneath it.”

      We all got closer, while Fallon continued to break off emerald pieces—enough to clear a gash in the wall about three feet in height and one foot in width. There was more to be revealed, but Fallon stopped, frowning as he seemed to be listening to something.

      “There’s another chamber beyond this,” Varga muttered, his eyes glimmering gold. His True Sight had revealed something that sentry miners had not yet begun to explore.

      “Fallon, you might wanna wait for us to—” Herakles didn’t get to finish his piece of advice. Fallon thinned himself and slipped through the crevice, as if he were just a slender blob of shimmering mass.

      “Crap!” I heard myself yelp. We all gathered in front of the crevice, desperate to see where he’d gone.

      “Fallon, get back here,” Varga hissed after him.

      We could see the vampire-fae clearly. He’d returned to his natural form, standing in the middle of an even greener chamber, its walls twice as thick with emerald deposits. Fallon’s hands glowed orange, helping reveal some of the intricate clusters. He seemed to be alone in there, but…

      “His eyes,” Riza mumbled.

      Fallon’s irises exploded in a violent, electric green as he turned around to look at us. Whispers swooshed through the cave, rattling me on the inside. The mountain itself groaned, as if coming to life, all of a sudden. The glow on Fallon’s hands turned green, yet another peculiar manifestation for a fire fae. It hit me then—this was a fire fae reaching out to an Earth Hermessi. The reaction was bound to be different.

      He sucked in a breath, then lit up wholly, a full green fire figure. Behind him, several feet wide and carved into the floor, was a pink water hole. I hadn’t noticed it until now. My breath left me, and I tried to wrap my head around what was happening.

      Varga looked around, his True Sight still active. “There are other chambers on this level, all around us, but they’re empty.”

      “So, what, no Shills to make everything harder, then? Consider me relieved,” Riza replied, then focused on Fallon. “Is that Kabbah influencing him or something?”

      “How much longer will you all stand there gawking at me?” Fallon’s voice thundered through the cave. Only, it didn’t really sound like Fallon. More like Fallon times a hundred. Goosebumps rippled across my skin, despite the growing heat in this emerald mine.

      Fear gripped me, as I understood what we were witnessing.

      “He took over,” I murmured. “He possessed Fallon.”

      “But why?” Herakles replied, equally confused. “The Hermessi don’t need fae bodies to manifest anymore, that much we know!”

      “Leverage, you curious little hybrid,” Fallon said, louder than before.

      “Are you Kabbah?” Varga asked, his brow furrowed and his gaze fixed on Fallon.

      His hand didn’t leave mine. Riza held the other, while Herakles stayed linked to her. I knew that we were ready to zap out of here at a moment’s notice if we had to, but I really didn’t like the idea of leaving Fallon behind—whatever the reason.

      If Kabbah wanted us dead, he would’ve tried something by now.

      Fallon finally nodded.

      “And you took our friend as leverage?” Varga continued. “Why?”

      “Because I felt like it. Now, what are you all doing here? Do you not know how dangerous it is—for you pipsqueaks in particular—to poke and prod a Hermessi?” Fallon-Kabbah replied, the green fire burning brighter.

      “We need to talk,” Varga said.

      Fallon-Kabbah shook his head. The Hermessi had possessed Fallon, even when the vampire-fae had thought that nothing had happened. We hadn’t heard or seen anything out of the ordinary, either, until we noticed the fiery green eyes. Kabbah was certainly discreet and potent as an elemental, but I continued to hold on to the thought that he’d have done something against us by now if he wanted to.

      “You need to give me a good reason not to crush you all right here, before your jinni friend can even think of teleporting you away to safety,” Fallon-Kabbah growled.

      “I’d love to see him try,” Riza muttered, but was suddenly surprised by an emerald arm that shot from the wall in front of her with flashing speed. It quickly coiled itself around her waist and pulled her to the side, breaking our physical contact.

      “Riza, no!” Herakles shouted.

      A split second later, we were all equally helpless. Emerald arms had caught us against the wall, much like Riza. The crack widened with a terrifying rumble, giving us a full view of green fire-figure Fallon. I couldn’t make out his expression, but I was inclined to assume he was smirking at us. He’d caught us before we could even react, each of us having forgotten that, as an Earth Hermessi, he controlled the crystals, too.

      “Now, as I was saying. Why are you here, and why shouldn’t I just crush you to bits?” Fallon-Kabbah asked. “Careful how you answer, crown prince of Nevertide.”

      I squirmed against my emerald restraint, but there wasn’t much I could do. Worst of all, Riza couldn’t teleport herself; something in the crystal was holding her back. We were prisoners down here, in the pits of the Volcrun caves.

      What answer could Varga possibly give Kabbah, so that we didn’t end up a pile of gooey, bloody mush splattered across the emerald clusters?
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      Upon waking up, the first thing I’d done was talk to Caspian, Zane, and Fiona about my idea to infiltrate the ritual Hermessi with Ramin. I’d decided it was best to tell them about it before going off on what could be a potentially deadly mission.

      The plan was relatively simple, since Ramin was inclined to believe that the Devil’s Weed on my body would protect my spirit, as well. Otherwise, we both risked exposure, since Ramin was going to hide me inside him, like before. Once we reached out to one of the old ones in charge of hiding the Hermessi children they’d taken so far, we were going to have Ramin offer to guard them. It seemed rather inconspicuous, since he was neither the first nor the only Hermessi assigned to keep an eye on the children.

      “And then, what, you get their location and come back to us?” Great-Grandma Sofia asked via the comms line. I’d patched her and Great-Grandpa Derek into the conversation, instead of my parents, mainly because I knew Mom and Dad well enough to foresee their parental instincts kicking in and trying to convince me not to do this.

      “That’s pretty much the plan,” I said. “Ramin wants to find his son. He’s in there with the others.”

      “And you’re expecting to be able to get him out without the others noticing?” Great-Grandpa Derek replied, his skepticism obvious.

      “No, not at all. Ramin might have a plan, but I’ve told him already that the best we can do is find out where they’re keeping the kids, then get GASP to sneak in and take them all out of there, his son included,” I explained. “It would be too risky for the two of us to try to get his son out without any help from GASP. I assume the Hermessi are on high alert in that place.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Caspian sighed. His aura glowed red and yellow, in troubling streaks that told me my husband was genuinely terrified for my wellbeing. Not that I could blame him. I was equally scared, and he knew it. But this was bigger than the two of us.

      “Taeral is out there, randomly jumping to unknown planets. Varga is about to cross paths with a very old and dangerous Hermessi… both crews basically looking for Death!” I said. “Jax, Heron, and the others are drilling cultists, over half of GASP is hunting cultists… and what am I supposed to do? I can’t sit here and do nothing. I have this connection to Ramin, and it’s given us crucial information. If I have the opportunity to do more, why not take it?”

      “Because I don’t want something to happen to you,” Caspian replied quietly, leaning back against the pillows. He was sulking, as if I’d just taken his favorite toy away. Rarely did he reveal such a sensitive side, but the situation demanded it. His wife was about to leave her body behind for a while and go play undercover cop with a rebel Hermessi.

      “We’re all worried about you, honey,” Great-Grandma Sofia added.

      “There’s no point in worrying if we’re all going to die later, anyway,” I replied, then glanced at Fiona and Zane, hoping they might give me some encouragement, instead of another reason not to do this. “This is our one shot to do something. If we get the Hermessi children, we will have leverage against all the Hermessi. Including the ones tempted to switch sides and join the ritualists. It might give us an edge, because right now we’re dealing with a barrel filled with dangerous cultists, and it’s riddled with holes through which the suckers keep slipping. We can try covering the holes as much as we can, but they’ll keep finding cracks to move through. If we do this, if we succeed on this side of the problem, if we save the Hermessi children… we won’t even need to worry about the damn barrel.”

      I wondered if my analogy had come across right. Time was running out for us, and Taeral’s and Varga’s efforts were only part of the solution. The Hermessi were more powerful than anything we’d ever dealt with before. They made Ta’Zan seem like a cranky little jerk, in comparison. We had to up our game and play on multiple fronts if we expected to survive.

      “When the fae numbers hit five million, we’ll be done for,” I added. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have more than the hope of finding Death to fight these Hermessi bastards with? What if Death says, ‘No thanks, pass’? What then? We curl up and wait for nature to wipe us all out?”

      “Absolutely not,” Caspian replied. The colors of his aura changed. The red became darker and intense—the shade of anger, the kind he hadn’t experienced since we’d fought Shaytan and the Exiled Maras.

      “Then let me do this,” I said, holding up the sprig of Devil’s Weed for them to see. “This little thing helps. Let me go in there and find out what the hell they’re doing.”

      “We’re not holding you back, babe,” Fiona said, half smiling.

      “No, you’re right. I could go either way.” I sighed. “But I don’t want to leave you all like this. I would appreciate your blessing and your support. It would mean a lot to me, knowing that the people I love most are behind me.”

      Great-Grandpa Derek chuckled softly. “Oh, Harper. You’re a brawny slice of Tejus, all the way.” I couldn’t help but smile. “If you think this gets us closer to a win, by all means, do it. But please, for the love of everything we hold sacred, be careful. Come back to us alive and in one piece. Don’t leave us with an abandoned body.”

      I nodded, suddenly energized. “I won’t. I mean, I’ll come back. Of course I’ll come back. I have no intention of letting those elemental creeps take me down,” I said, then squeezed Caspian’s hand in an attempt to reassure him. “I’m doing this for us. For all of us. I can no longer sit back and hope we find a way to fix it.”

      “Harper, you should tell your parents about it,” Great-Grandma Sofia interjected.

      “You know they won’t have an easy time with this,” I replied. “You know they’ll try to talk me out of it.”

      “I think we should give them a bit more credit,” Fiona whispered.

      I shot her a cold grin. “Would you let Sophia do this, if she were me?”

      Fiona thought about it for a moment, then stole a glance at Zane. They were both struck with fear and concern. And they both shook their heads. “We’d rather find a way to go in her place, if she had a connection to Ramin like yours,” Zane said.

      “And I can already see Mom and Dad hopping through a portal to get here and take my place,” I replied, stifling a giggle, then turned my attention back to my great-grandmother. “You know it, too, Meemah. Don’t tell them. I’ll come back and tell them myself. Remember what you used to tell me, growing up?”

      I hadn’t called her “Meemah” since I was eight years old. I knew I was plucking at her heartstrings with this, but I needed her and Great-Grandpa on my side here.

      “It’s better to ask for forgiveness than for permission,” she replied, her voice low. She’d finally given in. “Okay. I won’t tell them you’ve gone out with Ramin for this, but, should they wonder why they can’t reach you, I will say you’re soul-walking, talking to your Fire Hermessi friend. I can’t bring myself to lie to them, but I can leave out some crucial details.”

      “Thank you, Meemah. I love you!” I said.

      “We love you, too,” Great-Grandpa Derek replied.

      Once that conversation was over, silence blanketed us like snow in the middle of a blizzard. We couldn’t move or say anything for a while, as the reality sank in. I was doing this. I was actually doing this. I’d never left my body for so long, and certainly not for something like this. It was one thing to soul-walk across the universe while dreaming, to speak to Ramin. It was something else entirely to let him carry me off to the very center of our enemy.

      Caspian moved closer and wrapped me up in a tight and warm embrace, our hearts filled with longing and dread and a slew of other equally conflicting emotions. The only clarity we had came from the love we had for each other. This love was going to keep me focused and fuel me with enough strength to prevail.

      “I love you more than life itself,” he whispered in my ear.

      I sank my face in the firm space between his neck and shoulder, relishing the feel of his hands slowly stroking my back, his fingers tracing my spine. “I’m doing this for us,” I said, repeating myself. “Ramin helped us. He’s still helping us. This is the least I can give him in return.”

      “No, I get it, I do,” he replied. “It doesn’t change how I feel, though.”

      “I know… but I love you. It’s you I look forward to coming back to,” I murmured, then pulled my head back and kissed him deeply.

      I wanted to always remember the feel of his lips on mine, the sweet taste of honey and lazy winter mornings they evoked. Because, if the worst came to happen during this next step, I’d have his memory to hold on to. I’d have Caspian as my shining beacon.
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      Zane prepared a powerful sleeping concoction for me. What I was about to do required plenty of hours under, and we didn’t want my body stepping in and saying, “That’s it, enough sleep for you, missy!” as it often did. As a vampire, I didn’t need much downtime to begin with, but, even when I was exhausted, I could never sleep for more than three, maybe four hours. My body was weird like that, sometimes.

      “How long will this keep me under?” I asked him, my hands clasping the wooden bowl with a funky-smelling potion in it. It had the color of marsh mud, brownish green, and certainly was not something I’d want to put in my mouth.

      “About eight hours, at least,” Zane replied. “Maybe ten.”

      I nodded slowly, then gave him, Fiona, and Caspian one last smile. One deep breath later, I chugged the whole thing and realized it tasted even worse than it looked. My insides were at war, now, struggling to deal with the monstrosity I’d just sent their way. Solid food made me vomit, but this potion just made my atoms divorce one another…

      “I hate you so much right now,” I groaned, trying to ignore the taste it had left in my mouth.

      Zane laughed. “Don’t hate me, hate the swamp witches who cooked it up.”

      As I sat there, looking at them, I wondered how long before its effect would hit me. I blinked once, then reality just warped around me.

      “Guys… Something’s happening,” I said, out of breath.

      I could see them swirling away, as if someone had just shot a powerful jet of water at a freshly painted canvas. I tried to reach out, to stop them from unraveling, but I was helpless. Weightless.

      “Caspian…” I whispered.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize that I was already in a deep state of sleep. I was dreaming. Focusing my attention on finding Ramin, my soul split from my body as I walked down the red path snaking in front of me.

      Moments later, I was back in the strange world where I’d met with Ramin before. I found him by one of the gummy trees, his fire figure burning bright. This was getting easier with each attempt, I noticed. Smoother, as well. Practice makes perfect, right?

      “I thought you’d bailed.” Ramin’s voice echoed around me.

      I shook my astral head. “Nah. We’re doing this. I do hope you’re still willing.”

      “I found us a good opening.”

      “Oh?”

      “While you were back in your world, I made some inquiries. Nothing too obvious, but enough to point me in the right direction,” Ramin said.

      I stepped forward, closing the distance between us. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes. I am also scared, if you really want to know, and I assume you share my feelings.”

      “I do. But we have to keep pressing,” I replied.

      “Then get in,” he said, and stretched his blazing arms to the sides.

      This was my second time, and it was still incredibly weird and awkward and somewhat creepy. But I’d just told Ramin it needed to be done. Bracing myself, I moved closer and allowed the flames to swallow me whole, as the Fire Hermessi of Neraka and I somehow became one.

      “This feels a little different,” Ramin muttered. “I think I can tell there’s Devil’s Weed on you. We might get away with this, after all.”

      “Good to know it works,” I said.

      “Don’t hold your breath just yet. Let’s see if the others can sense you.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “There’s a planet, not far from Eritopia. It’s dead. Merely a rock. But it’s where the ritual Hermessi meet to discuss delicate matters, away from their homelands,” Ramin explained. “We’re going there, and I’ll try to get myself into the guard ranks they’ve assigned for our children.”

      “That sounds easy.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I’m being sarcastic, Ramin. Learn the different tones in my voice, already,” I retorted.

      He paused, then wrapped me in another layer of pure fire. It felt warm and cuddly, though inches away from potential danger. “If they sense you, we’ll run,” he said. “I don’t want us to get trapped or caught. You hear me?”

      “We’re on the same page.”

      “Good. Now, let me lead.”

      I did. The thing about letting my soul hide inside a Hermessi’s manifestation was that I lost all sense of physics, of time and space. I’d learned to stop fighting it already, as Ramin and I lost our humanoid shape. The fire turned to a swarm of sparks, and I was each and every one of those tiny little flashes of light.

      We left Weirdo-land behind… well, better said, below, and swirled through the cosmos freely. We shot past stars and wandering galaxies, rogue comets with flaming tails and floating rivers of pink-and-orange stardust. We swerved left and right through an asteroid field, then dropped to avoid a cluster of neon-green comets that seemed to follow a precise trajectory. Glancing back, I watched them head straight for a dark red planet. They were years away from smashing into it, but the impact was inevitable and undeniable. I could only hope that no one lived there. That no one would suffer.

      Ramin carried us across the depths of cosmos itself, until I spotted the Eritopian solar system farther to our right. We were still pretty far away, but I was able to recognize Calliope and Persea. The latter was so blue and shiny…

      To our left, another galaxy opened up, as we dove into the gas clouds that skirted it and flew past a couple dozen solar systems. Closer to the middle, orbiting a small and dying red star, was a perfectly round and perfectly polished brown marble. There were no clouds. No atmosphere. Nothing. It was, as Ramin had described it, just a rock.

      But something glimmered on its surface, I realized, as we got closer.

      “They’re here,” Ramin said.

      “The Hermessi…”

      “Yes. Let’s hope this works,” he replied.

      From now on, we both knew we’d have to be quiet, using our thoughts to communicate with one another—but we’d be careful even with those, at least until we got some kind of confirmation that my Devil’s Weed was working.

      We landed with a powerful flash of light which temporarily blinded me. I stayed calm and focused, nonetheless, as Ramin greeted the Hermessi who’d gathered on this abandoned rock. I didn’t know any of them, but Ramin was smart to address them by their names, so I’d at least make some internal connections.

      “Leb, Sebbi. Good to see you,” he said.

      There were six ritual Hermessi present, I realized as I regained my vision through Ramin. The Earth and Air elements of Cerix were here, but there was a third, a fire figure that stood close to them and in front of the others. All Hermessi eyes were on us, and I stilled, praying to all the possible gods that they wouldn’t sense me inside Ramin.

      “It’s been a while, brother,” Leb replied. “We thought you’d gone off to join the rebels.”

      “Not at all.” Ramin sighed. “That would be a lost cause. I knew it before Brann died. Rest assured, my loyalty is with the ritual,” he added, then shifted focus to the fire figure. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      A female voice echoed from the humanoid blaze. “I’m new.”

      “And shy,” Sebbi said. I could swear he sounded amused. “Inalia, our Fire Hermessi.”

      “So, she no longer fraternizes with those GASP worms,” Ramin replied.

      “She’s still adjusting,” Leb said. “Despite her initial shortcomings, Inalia understands the implications of what we’ve set out to do. She is one of us, now.”

      If that was true, it was good reason for my heart to break. Poor Inalia had been through so much already. She’d sacrificed herself to save her people, only to end up an accomplice to the ritual. Taeral would be so angry if he knew about this.

      She had no other choice. Ramin invaded my thoughts, startling me.

      That aside, we seem to be safe. Right? I asked, worried about the Devil’s Weed effect.

      He didn’t answer, but none of the Hermessi jumped us. I figured we had to be in the clear, as Ramin continued to engage them in a friendly manner. “Inalia, welcome to our alliance.”

      “Thank you,” she said, though she didn’t sound too excited about it.

      “What brings you here, brother?” Leb asked.

      By now, all the Hermessi were able to manifest themselves as humanoid figures of fire or colored, concentrated energy—white belonged to Air, blue belonged to Water, green was Earth, and the flames were always Fire. I understood that they were able to recognize each other, even though, to me, they all looked more or less the same. There were subtle difference in their sizes and the intensity with which they burned, but at first glance, they could only be partially differentiated based on their colors.

      “I would like to do more,” Ramin said, following the script we’d previously agreed upon. “I feel like I’m not doing enough for the ritual and what comes afterward, and I’d like to offer myself for any tasks you might have.”

      The others glanced at each other, then looked at Ramin. I could almost feel their attention cutting through him, through us, like a knife.

      “The old ones assign the tasks,” Sebbi replied. “What is it you bring to the table that would qualify you to additional or, say, different work?”

      “So there is more work to be done, then,” Ramin said.

      “Depends on what you’ve got for the old ones,” Sebbi answered. “What have you done to make yourself worthy of a greater role in the ritual?”

      Following our discussions, Ramin served up the perfect lie. “I’ve been pretending to be a benevolent ally of GASP through Harper Hellswan. I connected with her before the Blackout awakened you all. She thinks I’m a friend. She’s told me interesting things.”

      “Oh, really?” Leb replied. “What has she been telling you? And why is she still breathing?”

      “What do you mean?” Ramin asked. Panic threatened to freeze me from the inside. Had they sensed me?

      “I assume you’ve yet to kill her,” Leb said. “Why?”

      “Because she’s still useful,” Ramin replied. “The moment I can no longer get information from her, she will be reduced to ashes. Until then, she can breathe.”

      “Fine. What information?” Sebbi asked, seemingly losing his patience.

      I breathed an inner sigh of relief. Surely, the Devil’s Weed was working. They didn’t know I was hidden inside Ramin.

      “Taeral and his crew are close to finding the twenty-planet system where we’ll perform the final part of the ritual,” Ramin said.

      It got the desired effect. The colored lights exploded, suddenly brighter and angrier than ever. The thought of GASP finding their ritual hotspot sure got them riled up. Oh, if only I could film these reactions.

      “How can she be certain?” Leb demanded. He sounded skeptical, despite his visible irritation.

      “They wouldn’t talk about it if it wasn’t true,” Ramin said.

      “Even you don’t know where the system is,” Leb muttered. “And you’re one of us. How would they?”

      “They’ve developed powerful telescopes. They have magic from two different species of witches. Surely, you don’t think they’ve just been twiddling their thumbs until now,” Ramin explained. “You think they’re all busy hunting our cult members?”

      “Did this Harper girl tell you how close they are to finding the system?” Inalia interjected.

      “Not yet. But the next time she summons me, I’m sure she’ll update me on that topic, as well,” Ramin replied, then added more gas to the fire. “Taeral and his crew have also discovered Devil’s Weed and its properties.”

      That seemed to hurt them even more. Flames burst in shades of orange, white, blue, and green, angry and flashing and ready to burn down the entire planet—had it not been devoid of all life, already. It took quite an effort to stop myself from cackling. I sure loved pissing the Hermessi off.

      “How was that possible?!” Leb snarled. “How did they find out about Devil’s Weed? Who told them?”

      Suddenly, all eyes were on Inalia, who offered a faint shrug in return. “I didn’t tell them,” she said. “I didn’t even realize I knew about it until you mentioned it, just now. I’m still getting the hang of all the knowledge inside me.”

      She’s lying. She told us, I thought.

      But they don’t know it. If they did, she’d probably be in a lot of trouble, Ramin replied.

      I wondered if that was a positive indicator of her allegiance. Maybe she’s still with us.

      Don’t hold your breath. I may be acting now, but I know some of my brethren who’ve had to shift their loyalty to the ritual, even though they hate it, simply because they have no other choice. Because their children are being held hostage.

      Inalia doesn’t have any Hermessi children of her own, I inwardly said to him. The stakes are probably even higher for her, in a way.

      It had been made clear by now that the Hermessi’s genders were more or less superficial and not necessarily related to their ability to reproduce. Once the elemental occupied a physical body, it modified the creature’s DNA, infusing it with Hermessi essence. That host could then go on to reproduce—whether it was male or female. The Hermessi that were females, for example, could occupy women and infuse their eggs with their essence. Once a man impregnated the woman, the child would develop with Hermessi genes, much like it would if the Hermessi occupied a man and made him mate with a woman.

      What mattered was the essence of the Hermessi. It lingered and favored the creation of Hermessi children. Inalia had yet to spawn children of her own since, up until three days ago, she’d still been part Cerixian.

      “The Devil’s Weed explains why we haven’t been able to sense them,” Sebbi said. “Well, technically speaking, we haven’t felt them since they left Cerix, but the others in our alliance haven’t sensed them, either. I knew they were up to something!”

      “You will need to listen to the people more,” Ramin advised them. “Through fire, through air, through earth and water… People tend to talk among themselves. They might be able to notice and recognize Taeral and his crew when they come in.”

      “It will be difficult to track them now, but not impossible,” Leb said. “Our pink water creations can find them and kill them.”

      “If Taeral and his crew are anywhere near them, of course,” Sebbi reminded him.

      “What does that matter?” Leb shot back. “We’ll just get all our alliance brethren to tap into the pink waters and make sure every inhabited planet has creations like ours out and on the prowl, ready to pounce when those worms come in. We will find them, eventually. We simply need to be more careful.”

      It sounded like a plan, but there was an undertone, a panic I couldn’t ignore. They weren’t just worried about Taeral and his team. They were downright terrified, and being in the dark about them made everything worse.

      They have a plan to stick to, and Taeral is interrupting it, Ramin said to me. They’re afraid he might actually stop the ritual. The longer he and his team elude the Hermessi, the more dangerous they’ll be considered by the entire alliance.

      “In the meantime, I believe it’s crucial that we protect our children,” he then said, addressing the Hermessi group. “GASP knows about our offspring, too. And they will kill them if they find them. They will hold them as leverage against us, even. They will stop at nothing, now.”

      “You seem to know a lot we don’t, Ramin of Neraka.” The strange voice came from the back of the group, and it nearly made my astral heart stop. “A little too much for my comfort.”

      The others moved to the side, allowing a massive fire figure to step forth. Her humanoid silhouette was delicately feminine, but the flames rising ferociously from her licked at the black sky above as she reached us.

      I could feel Ramin’s fear as though it was mine. He knew this Hermessi.

      “Brendel,” he mumbled. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I like to sit back and listen to my younger, more enterprising brethren as they try to weasel their way into our alliance’s elite circle,” Brendel replied, her tone clipped and painfully sharp. She didn’t like Ramin very much, from what I could tell.

      Who is she? I asked.

      The Fire Hermessi of Soder, one of the planets of the solar system you’ve been looking for. I may not know where it is, myself, but I’ve certainly seen Brendel around. She’s one of the old ones I told you about. She was one of the Hermessi who started the first ritual. One who survived its interruption.

      And one who was about to do it all over again…
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      My very soul burned cold at the thought of being under the eye of such a powerful and influential Hermessi. Brendel was the embodiment of everything we were fighting against. One of the entities directly responsible for all our misery and despair. All the lives lost, so far, and the many more who would perish if we didn’t stop her and her ilk.

      It took every ounce of my inner strength to focus and let Ramin do the talking, but I was ready to assist him, if he needed me. I just needed Brendel to stop looking at us the way she did. I knew the Devil’s Weed had been working, but there was a weird intensity in her attention that made me feel terribly unsafe.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Ramin asked her, while the others stayed silent behind her. “I’m here because I want to contribute more to the ritual. I thought I was pretty clear about that.”

      “Ramin, you’re too young to understand that I can spot a liar from miles away,” Brendel replied dryly. “While I am thankful for the information you provided, I’m worried that you’re not telling us everything.”

      “What could I possibly be hiding?” Ramin asked, unwilling to let her dig any deeper.

      Other than me, quite literally? Nothing, I thought.

      “I don’t know. But my instincts rarely fail me,” Brendel replied.

      “If your instincts rarely fail you, then Taeral and his crew would’ve been dead and buried before they even left Calliope,” Ramin said, and I could feel the fire inside us burning hotter than before. He was channeling his anger in the right direction, for sure, because it seemed to appease Brendel, somehow. This was a show of force and confidence, and Ramin was winning.

      Brendel said nothing for a while. Tension swelled in the void around us, but no one dared intervene. I, for one, was speechless and uncertain that I was ready for any kind of retaliation. We hadn’t even found the kids yet.

      “What is it you want, Ramin?” Brendel asked.

      “I made myself clear. I can help. Most importantly, you have my son, and I know Taeral and his crew are looking for our children,” Ramin replied bluntly. “I want to help protect them.”

      “And your son,” Brendel retorted.

      “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      She thought about it for a while. “Why should I trust you? No one here knows where I’m keeping the children. No one, except for those already assigned to protect them. Why should I tell you?”

      “Because I’ve given you more information than all the other Hermessi put together. Precious information, Brendel. I deserve some recognition.”

      I had to admit, Ramin was flawless in his execution. Even I was inclined to believe him.

      Harper, Brendel is basically the mastermind behind this ritual attempt. She remembers and knows everything, Ramin said to me. She’s the one who keeps the flow of information limited among the rest of us, and why we don’t know where the twenty-planet solar system is, or our children, for that matter. And she’s doing it because she knows we can’t all be trusted.

      Given that she couldn’t exactly point out the rebels, she couldn’t risk an Inquisition-style regime, either. Brendel needed Hermessi to do things for her. Catch X, kill Y, do whatever the big boss Brendel and a few others tell you, or else.

      Ramin was good at following my reasoning. We were on the same page now.

      Tell her that if we determine that killing their children would help us, we’ll do it without hesitation, I said to him.

      “If GASP finds our children, they will not hesitate to kill them in order to stop us from performing the ritual,” Ramin said. “I’m sure you understand my own plight as a father. I believe your child is with mine and the others’, as we speak.”

      “I see your point,” Brendel replied, “though killing our children would merely slow our efforts to repopulate the Earth’s dimension after the ritual. It wouldn’t stop the ritual itself. We’ve come so far already.”

      “You’re still worried they’ll do something; otherwise, you wouldn’t be so adamant that they be caught and destroyed,” Ramin insisted. “I cannot do more than I already am by pretending to be a GASP ally right now, because Harper doesn’t know where Taeral is, but I can help get this other worry off your hands by protecting the children. I don’t care who you’ve got guarding them right now; they’re useless without me. I can prevent GASP from hurting them, but only if I’m there.”

      Brendel nodded slowly. “I’m inclined to take you up on your offer. I’m curious as to what your contribution will be, if Taeral and his pack of worms survive for long enough to actually try and find our children,” she said, then pointed at Inalia and us. “You two… I think it’s time you’re given more serious roles.”

      She motioned for us to come to the side where the others couldn’t hear us. Inalia and Ramin didn’t hesitate, as Brendel moved with us. She lowered her voice. “You’ll ride the stardust to Yahwen, to strengthen security for our children. I’ve assigned six Fire Hermessi there already, but two more won’t hurt.”

      Secrecy was of the utmost importance to her, clearly, and she didn’t want Leb or Sebbi or anyone else to pick up on where the Hermessi children were kept.

      “Wait, why me?” Inalia blurted. Her flame was weak and yellow compared to Brendel’s.

      “Because I need you somewhere safe and secret, so you’re not tempted to go off and genuinely help your GASP friends,” Brendel replied. “And consider yourself remarkably lucky, since I know you told them about the Devil’s Weed.”

      Sebbi snapped. “What? Brendel, you can’t be serious!”

      “She’s under our watch!” Leb added. They were both visibly aggravated by the sudden turn of events, but Brendel didn’t seem to care.

      “I said they will go to Yahwen. The rest of you will continue to do as you’re told. Cerix and Neraka won’t burn as brightly with their Hermessi gone, but they will be safe as long as they live,” Brendel said, before looking at Inalia and Ramin. “It is up to you to survive, going forward. One wrong step, and you will be obliterated.”

      Ramin bowed before her. “Thank you. I will not let you down.”

      “And you, Inalia? What do you say?” Brendel asked.

      “Th-Thank you…”

      “Where is Yahwen?” Ramin replied.

      “It’s where the ritual will be completed,” Brendel said, then pointed upward. A thread of pink-and-orange clouds stretched above us, with stars sprinkled across. “The stardust will take you there. Simply follow the stream.”

      What stops the others from following that stream, too? I asked Ramin. Won’t they find Yahwen and the twenty-planet solar system, too?

      Brendel controls the stardust streams, Ramin replied. She wouldn’t let any of them follow us there. Besides, she’ll probably shift the stardust’s direction once we reach Yahwen, just in case. She is annoyingly cautious. It’s why she’s been so successful with this second ritual attempt. Rumor has it she learned a few tricks from before.

      “All you need to do is jump,” Brendel added.

      I was pretty amazed by the thought of stardust working as a passageway of sorts. Well, more like an interstellar river. I wondered how many of these streams Brendel could control.

      Not all of them, Ramin answered. But I don’t know which, I’m afraid.

      It’s okay. Let’s go. You don’t want her to think you’re hesitating.

      Ramin and Inalia both looked up before exploding into clouds of vivid orange sparks. Once more, I disintegrated, as we shot upward and pierced through the colorful stardust, thousands of miles above the barren rock we’d just left.

      My mind had a hard time comprehending the entire process. All I could do was bask in the weightlessness and the incredible speed. The stardust stream sucked us into it, and we traveled for billions of light-years in a matter of what felt like minutes.

      Shooting past galaxy spirals and rogue asteroids once more, I was reminded of how much wonder and life dwelled in all the corners of the In-Between, including the one where we were going. It tore me apart to think of all of them wasted, simply because the Hermessi had gotten it into their heads that it was time to hit the reset button.

      “I think that’s it,” Inalia said, flowing by our side, formless and sparkly.

      Ahead, a magnificent galaxy opened up, its glowing core shaped like a prolonged ellipse. The stardust carried us deeper into it, until twenty planets unraveled before us—each of them huge, bigger than Neptune and Jupiter and other giants I’d seen in the past. Streaks of color covered them, combining reddish browns with vivid blues and the most intense greens I’d ever laid eyes upon.

      They all revolved around a titanic star, an old but still powerful sun, despite its reddish hue.

      One of these planets was Soder, Brendel’s home, though I didn’t know which—much like I didn’t know which was Yahwen, either. The latter, however, was swiftly disclosed as the stardust stream began to descend. Space warped around us and… so did time.

      We were hurled downward with such speed that everything turned white and blinding.

      I didn’t even feel us landing. I only remembered the hums of cosmos being replaced by the strangest of bird-like trills. As Ramin’s vision cleared, I became aware of our surroundings. Inalia was right next to us, equally stunned by the sight around us.

      We’d landed smack in the middle of an extremely old and startlingly tall and thick jungle. The trees here seemed to be thousands of years old—bigger than the sequoia giants I’d seen in California, back on Earth.

      My True Sight wasn’t working, I realized. How could it, without my sentry body?

      But I could still see some kind of ancient temple or stone building rising not far from where we’d hit the ground. The jungle was silent but for the songs of strange birds. And fires burned at the base of the structure I’d just spotted. Only when one of the flames moved did I understand that they weren’t random fires at all, but Hermessi.

      On our way down, I’d made sure to remember as much as I could about the galaxy and this solar system. I had no coordinates and thus no way of telling Phoenix where it was. But I could help narrow his search down if I gave him as many visual details as possible. My brother was one of the smartest creatures I knew—if anyone could find the In-Between’s oldest solar system based solely on my memories, it was him.

      This is a little overwhelming, I thought, trying to wrap my head around what I was seeing. What kind of trees were these? Was that the only stone structure on Yahwen? What other animals lived in this jungle? What sort of world was this?

      “I admit, I have a lot of questions about this place,” Ramin said, mostly out of courtesy to Inalia, who was downright speechless. We were back to our fire figure forms, and the other Hermessi from the stone building had spotted us.

      One of them moved away from it, then made its way between the few rows of trees that separated it from us. We were about to get a Hermessi meet-and-greet.

      “I think we’ll get answers pretty soon,” Inalia mumbled.

      Something had changed in her. She didn’t sound like the fiery Cerixian girl Taeral and the others had described. The other Hermessi must’ve drilled into her, reduced her to this timid, burning wisp…

      “There’s something that Brendel said that’s bugging me,” Ramin said. “I’m wondering if maybe Leb or Sebbi or even Acquis might’ve told you more.”

      Inalia looked at us. “More about what?”

      “The Hermessi children repopulating GASP’s home dimension.”

      “Oh, that…” Her voice trailed off as the local Fire Hermessi got closer. Every step he took left a black soot print on the mossy ground. I felt sorry for the moss.

      “Do you know more?” Ramin asked. I knew he was trying to get her to tell us what she knew—if she knew anything—before the other Hermessi came into the picture.

      “Leb let slip that Earth’s dimension is quite… naked. After the ritual is completed, they want to bring more life. To create more worlds. To populate planets that have insufficient or no Hermessi at all,” Inalia said. “They want the children to step up and do that, so they can amass the equivalent of a whole new dimension that would be loyal to Brendel and the other old ones.”

      “Wow… The ritual isn’t even done, and they’re already thinking about how they’ll enjoy its aftermath,” Ramin muttered.

      “You were right, though,” Inalia whispered. The other Fire Hermessi was now just a few yards away. “They’re scared of Taeral.”

      What comfort could I get from that, knowing that they planned to not only level our worlds, but repopulate the dead ones with more loyalists? That meant they were just going to hit the reset button with another ritual in ten or twenty or thirty million years, again. It meant that this ritual wasn’t going to be the last. That, even if we perished, and others grew in our wake, they too would suffer our fate.

      The cruelty, the sheer disregard for life coming from entities that presented themselves as purveyors of life, was simply infuriating. And they were going to use these innocent Hermessi children to fit their agenda. Much like they’d done with Inalia.

      In that moment, I became entirely and unshakably determined to do everything in my power to never let the Hermessi attain such power, ever again. Deep down, I felt that Ramin agreed, as well.

      This really needs to stop.
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      It took us a few minutes to make sense of this strange new reality. We’d accidentally captured ourselves a Reaper on Hellym, Persea’s moon.

      I’d only heard of death and reapers in folklore and fairy tales—every civilization had its stories about what happened after life was over. Some cultures even talked about life after death, different dimensions, other worlds where our souls went. A few mentioned reincarnation, a soul’s journey never-ending as it flowed through the universe like pure energy, always searching for a physical vessel.

      I knew about the Novaks’ past brushes with death, as well—Ben and Lucas’s return under still somewhat unclear circumstances. They’d mentioned ghosts and ghouls, the latter different from what Hazel and her friends had learned of in Nevertide. But there had never been a single reference to Reapers in any of their accounts.

      Granted, we never considered Death an entity of its own until three days ago. The Hermessi couldn’t be trusted, that much I knew. Not even the rebel ones like Brann or Ramin. They all kept secrets of their own. They all lied about one thing or another, even among themselves. Inalia had become aware of information passed down from her father, like Death’s involvement in the first ritual, even though her father had initially told her he didn’t know who’d stopped it four million years ago. Brann had lied to her.

      We’d all noticed the inconsistencies in the Hermessi’s accounts, and we’d all agreed, upon our return from Cerix, to take everything we were told with a grain of salt. Just in case the information was skewed or incomplete.

      Raphael held Yamani’s arms tight behind his back. If he tried to move, it would be painful, so the Reaper seemed compliant—for now. He looked uncomfortable as hell, though, and even scared. Not to mention frustrated. His teeth were constantly gritting.

      “What are Reapers?” Lumi asked, the first point in a long line of questioning.

      I would’ve loved to go back and ask Ben or Lucas about their experiences, wondering if there were details they’d previously missed, but they were both under the Hermessi’s influence, as was Kailyn and, by now, well over 2.5 million other fae.

      “You’re better off answering,” Eira advised Yamani. “I know these people well enough to understand that they won’t let you go until you do.”

      I couldn’t let go of the scythe. It felt cold in my hands. It filled me with a peculiar sense of loneliness, too. The kind that elevated me above those around me, in a way. It was as if time had caught a new meaning in my mind—it wasn’t a linear and stiff thread anymore. It felt more like an endless sea, stretching left and right, back and forth, forever fluid.

      “Will you give me my scythe back if I do?” Yamani replied.

      I nodded. “If you answer all our questions? Yes.”

      He pressed his lips into a thin line, contemplating his options. “Then be quick, because the longer I’m not in contact with my scythe, the higher the chances that I’ll get in serious trouble. My superiors will sense the separation, and it won’t bode well for you or me.”

      “Okay. Then start answering. I believe Lumi just asked you the first question,” I said.

      “What are Reapers…” Yamani muttered, the corner of his mouth twitching, aching for a bitter smile. “It’s a complex answer, if you ask me. We’re agents of Death—that would be the simple version. We exist between the world of the living and that of the dead. We reap souls when their time in the former is done, helping them transition into the latter.”

      “Where do Reapers come from?” Lumi continued, her gaze fixed on Yamani.

      It was eerily quiet around us. The winds had died down. And white dust had once again settled over the city we’d uncovered here, on Hellym—the once-inhabited moon of Persea. I welcomed the silence. For the first time in a long time, I felt as though the Hermessi weren’t going to get in the way of our progress. That, of course, was a childish thought. I knew it. Those evil entities were looking for us.

      “We come from everywhere,” Yamani replied. “We’re selected after we die, based on certain criteria I’ve yet to understand myself. But, geographically speaking, we’re assigned to the worlds which we once inhabited. I’m of Earth, which is why my attire might’ve struck your blonde friend here as familiar,” he added, narrowing his eyes at Amelia.

      “So that’s your Reaper uniform?” Amelia asked. “The black Earthly suit?”

      “For us Reapers of Earth, yes,” Yamani said. “For others, the garments differ. My division used to have different uniforms, too, until the early 1900s, when the order was given to switch to suits. The colors, however, are the same everywhere. Black and white. Black for death, white for life, as we tread the world between them. But I doubt you’re eager to understand our… fashion. Go on, ask the big questions, the ones you’ve been dying to ask from the moment you forced me to tell you who I am.”

      He sneered at me, this time. There was a flicker of hate in his eyes. I couldn’t exactly blame him. I had his scythe. I lifted it for him to see better. His expression lit up with anticipation, the yearning to hold it again. “What is this?” I asked.

      “It’s a scythe.”

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious. What does it do?” I retorted.

      Yamani took a deep breath. “It’s my tool, my weapon, my insignia. A Reaper isn’t a Reaper without it.”

      “I take it it’s used to reap souls,” I concluded. He nodded. “What happens if I take it away and refuse to give it back?”

      He grinned in a way that chilled me to the bone. “Others like me will come down and take it from you, along with your soul. And there is nothing to protect you from them. Not even those flimsy sprigs of Devil’s Weed you’re all using to conceal your presence from the Hermessi.”

      “You seem to know a lot about us,” Lumi replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “It’s my job,” Yamani said.

      “How come we’ve never come across a Reaper before?” Amelia asked. “Since you’re all probably as old as time.”

      “Death is older than time. Our ages vary, as there are billions of us, plucked from different eras and different dimensions,” Yamani explained. “You’ve never come across one of us because we’re not allowed to reveal ourselves. What you’re holding now isn’t my true form, but rather my physical manifestation. I can vanish if I want.”

      “Why don’t you, then?” Raphael chuckled, eyeing the scythe in my hand. “Or maybe you can’t, not without that tool of yours?”

      Yamani didn’t answer that one, but I was inclined to agree with Raphael’s assumption. It made sense, since we’d been quite hostile to him.

      “Why did I see you?” Raphael continued.

      “I didn’t think you could. I was in my subtle form. Not my fault your eyes are so irritatingly sharp!” Yamani spat.

      I frowned. “Subtle form? I’ve heard that term before.”

      Ghouls. I was thinking of ghouls. They, too, manifested in two different forms—one subtle, the other physical. My brain clicked into motion. Connections were made, and more questions formed in my head. Yamani rolled his eyes at me.

      “Oh, dear. I take it my colleagues won’t be the only ones bombarded with ghoul-related questions. Fine, if it’ll get you all off my back, I’ll tell you what you really want to know. I was out here keeping a few ghouls away from you. Your winged friend here stopped me, and now I’m useless without my scythe. I need it back so I can fight them off.”

      Alarms rang through me as I looked around. I wasn’t the only one. Lumi, Amelia, Raphael, and even Eira seemed shaken by Yamani’s revelation.

      “Can you see them now? What are ghouls doing here?” I asked. “They haven’t been spotted for decades!”

      “There’s a lot of death going on these days,” Yamani said. “Ghouls feed on souls. They’re the bane of our Reaper existence, I tell ya.”

      “You’re not telling us something,” Lumi muttered, and Raphael tightened his hold on him, forcing him to blurt out an even more troubling truth.

      “Ghouls were once Reapers!” he yelped. “Reapers who eat a soul instead of carting it off into the world of the dead are almost immediately… relieved of duty and discarded. Souls are tempting, delicious morsels of incredible energy.”

      He went on to tell us about a period of great shame for Earthly Reapers, explaining why Ben, Lucas, and others had managed to slip through the cracks, “un-reaped.” We now understood that the Reaper selection process for Earth had failed at some point, with more new Reapers turning into ghouls than in previous millennia. A mistake that the new generation of Reapers was trying to fix.

      We also understood how the original ghouls were made, and how they devolved into the mindless, flesh-eating, depraved monsters that the Novaks had previously dealt with.

      “If an original ghoul doesn’t feed on another soul for a certain period of time—which, by the way, varies… it descends into primal madness. It becomes hungry for flesh, in the absence of a soul. Eating a soul is still the height of its malignant existence, but it doesn’t fix the damage already done to it. The ghouls I was trying to take down were such monstrosities,” Yamani continued.

      “I think the Nevertide ghouls were… originals,” Amelia murmured. “It explains a few things.”

      Yamani nodded. “The point is, I really need my scythe. You know damn well how hard it is for you people to kill a ghoul, regardless of its form.”

      I thought about it for a moment. My instinct told me not to give the scythe back, but Yamani had a point, as well. If there were ghouls prowling around, they were literally the last thing we needed, given our already complicated problems.

      “If I give it back, will you stick around and answer a few more questions?” I asked. “We actually don’t mean you any harm, and you must understand how strange and shocking all this is to us.”

      Yamani sighed. “I have no reason to lie, even though you’re holding my scythe. It’s not in my nature. And yes, I do understand your turmoil. I’m not allowed to interfere, but if there is something I can answer without disturbing the natural order of things… okay. I’ll answer.”

      Lumi and I exchanged glances. She seemed equally wary of the prospect of returning the scythe, but she gave me a nod of approval. Raphael let Yamani go. I gave him the scythe, stunned to notice the instant change in his demeanor.

      As soon as his fingers wrapped around the ivory handle, Yamani seemed to light up from the inside. The paleness and dark circles around his eyes vanished. His skin became smooth and porcelain-like, with a faint glimmer in the distant sunlight. He smiled at us. “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t vanish,” Raphael said. “I’m really not in the mood to hunt a Reaper again.”

      “I’m not leaving. You see, I wasn’t entirely honest with you. I’m not here just to keep ghouls away. They circle certain people for a reason. They can sense when death is looming, and their hunger gets the better of them,” Yamani said.

      It was my turn to frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m here on orders from high above. I’m afraid one of you is going to die, and it is my duty to reap you,” Yamani replied, looking quite sad and apologetic. He was such a mousy little thing, even with his scythe—quite the opposite of what I would’ve imagined a Reaper to be. The suit didn’t help, making him look like he belonged in a human office somewhere, not out here, in the In-Between, tracking us.

      The revelation hit me in the gut, though. “One of us is going to die?” I managed, my voice barely audible. We all looked at each other, probably wondering the same thing—which of us would he reap?

      Yamani nodded. “Before you ask, no, I don’t know who until it’s time.”

      “Wait, I’m confused. You’re a Reaper of Earth,” Lumi cut in, pursing her lips. “Wouldn’t that mean you reap those of Earth?”

      “I reap those on Earth, regardless of their origin,” Yamani said.

      “So, you’re not here to take me, specifically, since I’m the only one originally from Earth,” Amelia breathed, her eyes wide.

      Yamani shook his head.

      “But we’re not on Earth anymore. Why did you come after us? Shouldn’t a… Hellym-assigned Reaper take care of this?” Lumi replied.

      “There have been no Reapers on Hellym since the moon died four million years ago,” Yamani said. “Those of Hellym were reassigned to nearby planets in Eritopia. I received a special order to follow your group wherever you went. Honestly, I cannot tell you more. I’ve said too much already.”

      “How’d you follow us here?” I asked.

      He smirked. “I told you, a Reaper will find you anywhere, and you wouldn’t even know it until it’s your time to go.”

      Lumi still wasn’t convinced. “I don’t understand how you got yourself caught. Raphael may be good at hunting, but not good enough to spot a Reaper in his subtle form. Come on… He’d have noticed plenty before you, if that were the case.”

      Yamani glanced at his black shoes, his shoulders dropping in disappointment. “It’s my fault, and not something I can easily admit. I’m still pretty new at this, and sometimes, I get confused between my subtle and physical forms while walking in the world of the living. Normally, I’m supposed to stay between dimensions, but ghouls pierce through to your living plane, and I have no choice but to follow in order to stop them.”

      “So, you’re going with incompetence as an excuse?” Raphael chuckled.

      Yamani shrugged. “Hey, man, I don’t know what criteria are used to select us, and I certainly don’t get what they saw in me to consider me suitable for the Reaper position. I just try to do my job. I don’t have any other choice. If Death wants me, that’s it.”

      “Reapers don’t get a choice…” I muttered, trying to understand the entire process.

      “No. Some of us try to fight back, but there isn’t anything we can do. Eventually, we all go along with it and do our jobs. Most of us enjoy this prolonged and often endless existence. We don’t belong to any plane of existence, but we can walk through all of them. There are perks to being a Reaper,” Yamani explained.

      Eira cleared her throat, demanding his attention. “What do you know about the ritual and the Hermessi?”

      “What you all know. I’m not privy to such delicate information. I’m aware that my supreme boss stopped the first ritual attempt four million years ago, but that’s about it. I don’t know how to stop them, and I certainly can’t tell you where you can find Death, because she doesn’t want to be found,” Yamani said. “I’m sorry.”

      It was beginning to feel like another dead end, despite the incredible discovery of Reapers. Then again, I’d already understood that not even Death was perfect—after all, she’d allowed the existence of ghouls, despite them basically being rejected souls that had committed an abominable act of eating the very spirits they were supposed to lead into the next world. She hadn’t shown herself to anyone for four million years, though. That, to me, was a tad suspicious, but I doubted Yamani knew or could tell us anything more.

      “But I can tell you that there was a Druid-fae hybrid population living here on Hellym, until four million years ago,” Yamani added, wearing a hopeful half-smile. “Druids and fae built quite a civilization here, in fact.”

      “Yeah, that much we could tell ourselves,” Amelia grumbled, motioning around at the white dust-covered city. “I take it they lost their Water Hermessi during that first ritual attempt? That’s what we’ve ascertained from a mural and soil samples.”

      Yamani nodded. “Pretty much, yes.”

      “Hold on. I’ve got a question,” Raphael replied. “I’m still not into this ‘one of us is going to die soon’ malarkey. Why don’t we just take your scythe away and stop you from killing us?”

      The Reaper laughed, a little too loud and a little too hard for my taste. I did understand Raphael’s reasoning, though. I wasn’t interested in dying anytime soon, and I doubted anyone else in my crew thought otherwise. We were all in this for the long run—or at least until we saved our universes from extinction.

      “What’s so funny?” Lumi asked, glowering at him.

      The atmosphere shifted around us. There was tension rising, thickening the air and setting me on fire on the inside. Something was suddenly off.

      “If you think you can take my scythe away now, I dare you to try it,” Yamani said. He pointed the blade at Raphael, who stilled, half a step ahead already. “You won’t. I’ve learned my lesson, first of all. Second, even if you do, another Reaper will come and finish the job. There is no escaping death.”

      “I don’t think I like your attitude much,” Lumi replied, her skin shimmering orange.

      She was already prepping for an offensive, and I was downright alarmed by the unexpected shift between us and the Reaper. My instincts were screaming at me, but I’d yet to find a good enough reason to consider Yamani hostile in any way. If it was time for us to die… what could we do to stop it? Yamani was right. Likely another Reaper would finish the job.

      “I don’t think I like you much,” Yamani shot back. “In fact, I think I’ll kill you first.”

      My heart stopped. My hands naturally heated up, palms burning and itching. This was escalating too fast, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand where it was headed, or why Yamani’s demeanor had changed so quickly.

      One thing was certain, though. This wasn’t going to end well for at least one of us.
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      My stomach was in knots. For some reason, I felt helpless and even more confused than when Yamani had first introduced himself as a Reaper. He’d gone from meek to psycho a little too fast even for my so-called super-brain to follow.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.

      We surrounded him, yet he stood tall and proud, glowing slightly as light glinted off the curved blade of his scythe.

      “What do you mean kill us? Reapers collect souls; they don’t kill,” Taeral added, his brow furrowed as he carefully eyed Yamani.

      Something had shifted inside the Reaper, and I worried this was only the beginning of something much, much worse.

      “I should offer an apology at this point,” Yamani replied, remarkably calm. “But I was getting bored, and time isn’t exactly on my side right now.”

      “Now I’m even more confused,” Raphael muttered.

      “Yeah, I didn’t expect more from a chunk of good-looking meat such as yourself,” Yamani retorted, casually looking around to meet all our gazes. “Anyway, long story short, I kinda lied from the get-go. I caught your scent in the Shade sanctuary, days ago. Your souls are so yummy… I couldn’t resist.”

      Raphael drew his sword. The meranium-steel blade screeched its way out of the scabbard. Yamani rolled his eyes again.

      “Your weapons, your abilities… They’re useless. I strongly advise against using them. It’ll only get you hurt,” he continued.

      “You’ve got some explaining to do,” Raphael said, unyielding and increasingly angry.

      I, on the other hand, was a bit scared. Were we really dealing with a hostile Reaper? When the hell did this happen?!

      “I’m tired of serving as a Reaper, you winged monkey,” Yamani spat. “And I can’t exactly quit the job because it’s damn eternal until Miss Do-As-I-Say decides to end it! So, I’ve been thinking about this for months now, and I believe the time has come for me to seek the less pleasant way out, but a way out, nonetheless.”

      “You want to become an original ghoul…” Lumi murmured, her eyes wide with horror.

      “Ding! Ding! Ding! You get the big prize, weird-eyes!” Yamani replied, cackling, then suddenly turned cold and serious and potentially deadly. “But yes. I need a soul to eat, and the five of you are downright scrumptious. I’ve been shadowing you since you visited your comatose buddies, waiting for the right moment to… you know, step in.”

      “And you chose Hellym for that?” Taeral asked, flames swirling from his open palms.

      I couldn’t be still anymore. I found my twin long knives, my favorite battle weapons, and I gripped them firmly, transferring my weight from one foot to the other… ready to pounce. Yamani shot me a spine-tingling grin. “Don’t even try it, sweetheart,” he hissed, and brought his scythe up. “This trumps those toothpicks you plan to use against me. And yes, Taeral, I chose Hellym for this. If you’re going to ask me why, then you’re a lot dumber than you look.”

      Taeral’s forehead smoothed. “Because the Reapers of Hellym have been gone for four million years. I take it you’re not as easily tracked here as you are on other planets.”

      “Precisely. Thanks for not disappointing me. I still have my money on you being the smartest one of the bunch,” Yamani said, glancing at Lumi. “You’re second. Amelia might seem smart, but she’s currently crippled by fear and is thinking of resorting to violence in order to deal with me… so, that super-brain of hers is quite useless, after all.”

      “Oh, rest assured, I’m not only contemplating violence,” I said.

      “If you eat a soul, you become a ghoul,” Raphael repeated a concept we’d already understood. “Why us, then? Why couldn’t you just find yourself some lost ghost or something to eat?”

      Ah, that is a good question.

      “Because the five of you are just dying to get yourselves killed, given the trouble you keep getting yourselves into, and because your souls are the most delicious I’ve come across in centuries!” Yamani laughed maniacally. “I’ve been dying to taste one for long enough already, but you five… your scent has been driving me nuts!”

      “Nuts is one way to put it,” Raphael hissed, before darting forward to attack Yamani.

      The Reaper brought his scythe up in a swinging motion. Raphael’s flash-speed didn’t help. Yamani still blocked him. A powerful spark exploded when their blades met. It made the ground beneath us shake, and its force threw Raphael backward. He tumbled to a halt in the white dust, much like a lifeless ragdoll. His pained groans filled me with relief. He was still alive… for now.

      “I told you not to try it,” Yamani snapped, and scowled at me. “Stay put, missy. I know you’ve got the hots for the oversized bird, but there’s no reason to dumb yourself down even more for him.”

      His words stung. There was hate and viciousness in him. The kind I hadn’t dealt with before. Raphael laughed lightly, then coughed as he managed to get himself back up on shaky legs. “He’s a mean little turd. Reminds me of Abaddon.”

      “And we all know how Abaddon ended,” Taeral added, looking at Yamani. “So, what? You’re just going to kill us so you can eat our souls and degrade yourself into a ghoul? Is that it?”

      “Okay, first of all, becoming a ghoul isn’t degradation. That’s just the crap they sell you when they tell you not to try it yourself,” Yamani replied. “Ghouls are rebels. They defied the system so carefully implemented by Miss Bitch-on-Wheels, aka Death! Like I said, I really don’t like being told that this is going to be it for me, and since she won’t return any of my messages, I’ve recently decided to take matters into my own hands.”

      “And we’re the delicious morsels you want to get started with,” Lumi said.

      “Ghosts aren’t as fresh as the souls I’d reap from you. I just need to kill you first. Tedious thing to do, but necessary. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t like it, but hey, gotta be done!”

      “So, you lied about a lot of things,” Lumi snapped. “None of us are actually supposed to die.”

      Yamani shook his head, grinning. “I’m starting to consider you for the Smartest Mouth-breather in this group, Lumi. You seem even brighter than the princess, here,” he said, nodding at Taeral.

      “I’m just wondering what your superiors will think when they hear you’ve interfered with the natural order of things,” Lumi replied.

      That seemed to irritate Yamani. Finally, a reaction that didn’t ooze psychopathic self-confidence, for once!

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere.” He sighed. “By the time anyone in the upper echelon catches on, I’ll be long gone with a tummy filled with enough souls to last me until my next feeding, without having to worry that I might fall off the wagon and go into flesh-eating-ghoul-mode anytime soon. The five of you will last me about a decade, at least.”

      There was power in souls. That much I remembered from the daemons and Exiled Maras’ culture of eating them, back on Neraka. The ghouls were just taking it to a whole new level, it seemed. Nerakians consumed them gradually to prolong their lives. The Nevertide ghouls formed a strange symbiosis with the souls they fed on, creating sentries. In both cases, however, the people they fed on were alive. Yamani wanted to kill us first, then eat our souls—I understood then that it was the best way for him to attain power and longevity after becoming an original ghoul. Who knew when he’d be able to feed next, especially after the “upper echelon” caught wind of this?

      “You’ve got the wrong idea about ghouls,” Lumi said.

      She was trying to buy time. I could tell from the way her gaze darted around at each of us. Taeral and Eira had already gotten closer to her. I’d begun moving, too, quiet and careful. Raphael was still about twenty yards away, but he was also trying to make his way back. We had Taeral’s teleporting ability, but it required physical contact.

      “Oh really?” Yamani chuckled. “And you know better? What, you think you’re wiser because you’re ten thousand years older than me?”

      “No. Because I know how this will end for you,” she replied. “The hunger won’t let you rest. You’ll think you’ll be sated with five souls, but you’ll need more sooner than you think. It’ll make you stupid and desperate without even having to devolve into a flesh-eater. It’s how it always ends for ghouls, sooner or later, simply because they’re not meant to exist in the first place. I’m more convinced of it now, knowing where they actually come from. You think you decay into a flesh-eater because you don’t eat enough souls? No, Yamani. You decay because you’re not supposed to eat souls to begin with. I know what it does to people. Exiled Maras and daemons have fed on my spirit, too.”

      There was a tremor in her voice, an ache that had never really left her. Lumi had rarely talked about her experiences as a prisoner on Neraka, but we all knew it couldn’t have been good. However, she’d bounced back with such might that we’d all pretty much forgotten what a traumatic experience that must’ve been for her… only to be reminded now, as she was faced with a creature far worse than the daemons and the Exiled Maras of that era.

      Yamani seemed startled for a moment, but he couldn’t accept Lumi’s truth. I figured the hunger, the yearning, was too strong. “Oh, honey. If you’re so afraid of me eating your soul, I’ll kill you first, okay?” he said, pouting and exhibiting mock sympathy.

      It was becoming difficult for me to resist the urge of tearing him apart. But I couldn’t. The Reaper had a plan and too much power for us to go against.

      Lumi stole a glance at Raphael, then smirked. “Catch me if you can,” she shot back.

      A split second later, Raphael flashed next to her. We were all close enough now to touch one another. Taeral zapped us out of there, and, for the brief moment of darkness and disintegration we had before reappearing somewhere farther away from that city, I dared to think we’d found a way out.

      We were teleported to the base of the cliff beneath which pink water flowed.

      “Dammit, that was—” Raphael was interrupted by a sudden and unexpected presence. Yamani appeared dangerously close to Taeral.

      “Tae, watch out!” Lumi shouted, as she cast an energy pulse at Yamani.

      The Reaper quickly blocked it with his scythe and slashed at Taeral’s side. Dread consumed me like an ice fire as Taeral hit the ground, bleeding profusely from his hip.

      “Did you really think that would save you?” Yamani snarled.

      Lumi whispered a spell, her palms glowing white as she released another, much more powerful and targeted pulse at Yamani. He grinned and casually blocked it again with the scythe. The spell just dissipated as soon as it hit the blade.

      “I want my first feeding to be special, and you’re ruining it!” Yamani complained, before rushing around us in a circle. He moved too fast for any of us to understand what he was doing until it was too late. I caught glimpses of the scythe’s handle extending, while the tip of the blade drew a line in the white powder. We were trapped inside it with him.

      I tried to get out but a forcefield prevented me from crossing the line. Every muscle in my body was locked and loaded with pure pressure. I broke into a cold sweat, realizing that nothing we could do, at this point, could defeat this psychopathic Reaper. He was determined to become a ghoul, and he was dead set on starting this troubling voyage with us.

      Raphael repeatedly tried to break the circle in the sand, but it burned him whenever he dared touch it. His boots melted, forcing him to take them off so they wouldn’t hurt his feet, too. The worst part wasn’t that we couldn’t get out, though. It was that all our abilities had been rendered useless. I felt sluggish and heavy. Taeral couldn’t start a single fire. Eira’s water was dried up and she was pale and speechless. Lumi’s magic was silenced as well. Whatever this Reaper’s circle was, it had enough power to stifle everything we had to throw at it.

      “Now, as I was saying, this is a very special moment for me.” Yamani resumed his line of thought, seemingly pleased to have trapped us all. “I’m done playing with my food. I should’ve done this sooner, I admit.”

      “You’re headed in the wrong direction.” Lumi tried to reason with him. “This won’t end well for you, I promise.”

      He giggled. “It doesn’t concern you anymore, now, does it? Okay, so I take back what I said earlier, Lumi. I won’t kill you first.” He glanced around at us. “Which one of you wants that honor, huh?”

      We were faced with a nightmare that was about to unravel and destroy us all. Everything had happened so fast, switching from intriguing to horrifying so abruptly that we hadn’t even had the sense to tell GASP via the comms system that we’d come across a Reaper. I doubted I’d get to do that now, inside this blocking circle, because Yamani was anything but stupid. However, I held on to the hope that Telluris might still work.

      Viola. Please… are you there?

      The silence that followed turned my knees to mush. No one could get to us. No one could hear us. We were here, on our own, with a creature who was hell-bent on killing us and had the appropriate tool and power to actually do it.
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      I was worried about Taeral and his crew, and I was equally concerned about Varga’s team. I’d seen them all during a brief visit to The Shade’s sanctuary, shortly before they were deployed again. I’d noticed the sadness and fear that weighed down their shoulders. At the same time, I was moved by their resilience. From day one, they’d stopped at nothing to get to the bottom of this, to save everyone.

      Maybe I should’ve been more focused on my own fate, but, unless they figured out a way to stop the Hermessi from completing the ritual, it was sealed. I was done for. My next challenge was to understand more about the Reapers and Death—not to mention a way of getting that across into the world of the living. It was nearly impossible with Seeley still around, but even that wasn’t enough to bring me down.

      Hours had passed since we’d last heard from either crew. From the conversations I’d picked up inside the sanctuary, I knew that Taeral had ended up on Hellym, Persea’s moon, after they’d jumped into the pink waters of Mount Agrith, and that Varga was on Nevertide, looking for Kabbah—a neutral Hermessi that could help us get closer to Death.

      In the meantime, a few more fae had been brought in and sealed inside crystal casings. My life-chain wasn’t looking any better, as yet another link had begun to darken. The worst part was that I now knew for a fact that I wasn’t the only one like this. Ben, Lucas, Kailyn, and every other affected fae in this room were like me, tethered to their bodies, accompanied by Reapers waiting for it all to end once the five million mark was hit by the Hermessi—only, unlike me and from what Seeley had told me, most of them couldn’t see their Reapers like I could.

      “I know you’re thinking of ways to reach out to them,” Seeley said, ramming through my line of thought like a Deargh.

      “Say what now?” I asked, choosing to feign ignorance.

      He chuckled softly. “I’m not blind, Vesta. I can see the way you look at them. And I’m sure you felt a faint something when you touched Zeriel’s face, too.”

      Unexpectedly, I found myself speechless.

      “I know what it’s like. You’re not the first soul to linger in between like this,” Seeley added. “I can’t do anything to stop you if you try to take it further. But it’s my duty to strongly advise against it.”

      “It’s not fair, Seeley,” I said, shaking my head. “Me knowing all this and being unable to do anything about it. Look at them.” I pointed at Derek and Sofia, who’d come by to check on their son, their granddaughter, and great-granddaughters, along with the rest of us. Their pained expressions were like daggers to my heart. “They don’t deserve this. And you know damn well that none of this is in any way natural, no matter what you tell me, or yourself. What the Hermessi are doing isn’t normal. It wasn’t normal the first time around, when Death stopped it, and it’s not normal now. Why isn’t she doing something?”

      My voice trailed off, as I was already aware that he didn’t have an answer to that. “We’ve been through this before,” he replied, his tone faded. “I don’t know why she isn’t stepping in, but I know my duty. Frankly, it’s the only thing I know for sure.”

      Avril rushed into the sanctuary, surprising everyone.

      “Hey, you!” Mona said, eyes wide. “Didn’t know you got back to The Shade!”

      “I wasn’t supposed to, but we’ve got trouble, and I needed to tell you myself, not via the comms line,” Avril replied, as Derek, Sofia, Brock, Arwen, and Kiev gathered around her. I was close enough to almost feel the angst coming from Avril—she was utterly distraught. “Something happened on multiple fronts.”

      “What is it?” Derek asked, his jaw locked and tense.

      “We’ve lost contact with Taeral and Varga’s crews,” Avril said.

      “What do you mean you lost contact?” Sofia croaked, no longer able to hold it together. I could understand why she was coming undone. She’d held strong for days, now, and Avril was bringing the worst kind of news. “The comms aren’t working? Telluris?”

      “Neither.” Avril sighed. “And we don’t know why. We knew that neither form of communication was 100 percent bulletproof, but we can’t pinpoint what the issues are this time. I’ve alerted Ash and Ruby about it, so they can send some sentries and the dragons they have on Nevertide after Varga and his team.”

      “When did you last hear from them?” Brock asked, exchanging a quick glance with Kiev.

      “About forty-five minutes ago, after they reached the mountain,” Avril said. “And we last spoke to Taeral while they were in that abandoned city on Hellym, approximately twenty minutes ago.”

      “This doesn’t make sense,” Sofia murmured. Derek put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close in a bid to comfort her.

      “That’s not all,” Avril added, increasingly uncomfortable.

      My heart would’ve been in my throat, had my body not been sealed in its crystal casing. I could still experience intense emotions—some stronger than before, even. The dread was unmistakable.

      “Our cult members have been rendered useless. One of the Hermessi started messing with their bodies, making us take the crystal hand-casings off—they sent us a message. Said we won’t win this, no matter what we do, and proceeded to make all the cult members suffer from the same symptoms. We had to put them all to sleep,” Avril continued.

      “Hold on… what? What symptoms?” Mona blurted, eyes wide with shock. She’d helped devise the crystal casings, after all. I wondered how Corrine would react, once she got the news, too. Ugh, she’ll blow a fuse.

      “The prisoners claim to be in a lot of pain, saying their hands hurt. You know we locked their hands in crystal casings to stop them from using their elemental abilities,” Avril explained. “Now, they’re developing terrible blisters underneath, but if we take the casings off, they’ll unleash their powers. They’re in agony with them on, so our only solution was to put them to sleep. They’re useless now, since we can’t interrogate them.”

      “I take it you’ve had some incidents on Mount Zur, then, to reach that conclusion,” Derek replied.

      Avril nodded. “With Jax and Heron. They’re both okay, and so are Safira, Shayla, and the subject they were interviewing. But the Hermessi who snuck inside her managed to tear a hole through that wing. It couldn’t do more, since it wasn’t a Calliope Hermessi, but if it was able to supercharge one fae like that, I’d hate to find out what it could do to all the others in our custody.”

      “So, the Hermessi’s influence on the cult members works only when they’re awake,” Arwen concluded. “That’s still something.”

      “Yeah. At least for now,” Avril said sadly. “I’m sorry I don’t have better news.”

      “Harper is on a mission with Ramin. That connection of theirs is being put to good use,” Sofia said. “Maybe she’ll come back with something good.”

      “Soul-walking in hostile territory? Leave it to Harper to handle the crazy.” Avril scoffed. “Please tell me she’s okay.”

      “For now, yes,” Sofia replied.

      I had every reason to be worried. Only, things shifted from bad to worse when I noticed Seeley’s expression. He wasn’t even paying attention to that conversation anymore. His brow furrowed, a muscle nervously ticking in his jaw, he kept surveying the sanctuary, as if looking for someone.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “Nothing for you to be concerned about,” he replied bluntly.

      “Screw that! My whole world is a mess! Nothing you tell me can make me feel any worse, but not telling me will! So spit it out.”

      I left Avril with Derek, Sofia, and the others, turning around to face Seeley. He’d crossed his arms, too. I’d learned enough about him to know he only did that when he was stressed or under some kind of pressure. Otherwise, his hands rested casually in his pant pockets.

      He exhaled sharply, giving me a cajoling frown. “Your persistence is getting on my nerves. But fine. Since you’re dying to know, I just noticed we’ve got a Reaper missing.”

      “Huh?”

      “A Reaper. Missing.”

      “I got that!” I replied. “How is that possible? Why? Who was he or she guarding?”

      “He was looking after Caia. And I didn’t even see him slip out. It seems the others didn’t see him go either, and they are equally concerned,” Seeley said.

      I would’ve given anything to be able to see the other Reapers, too. Not to mention the other fae like me. But Seeley was in the foulest of moods, and for good reason, apparently. I didn’t want to piss him off further. I did fear for Caia’s safety now, without a Reaper watching over her.

      “What will happen to Caia?” I asked.

      “Nothing, yet,” Seeley said. “We’re here. She’s safe.”

      But what about Taeral and Varga and their teams? Oh, there was so much going on at once that my very soul was burning up. If I’d still had a physical head, it would’ve been dangerously close to exploding.

      So many things were happening, most of which made little to no sense.

      Where will this end?
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      We were assigned two guarding positions on the south side of the stone temple. At least, it looked like a temple to me, with grand structural pillars sculpted into massive winged creatures and a plethora of symbols in bass relief on the cornices. Vegetation grew all over it, its vines swirling and stretching and blooming in red flowers here and there. No one had been here in a while, that much was obvious.

      Inside, it was dark, but we could hear the murmurs of voices. The Fire Hermessi we’d joined on this assignment were annoyingly quiet. Ramin had tried to ask some questions, but he was repeatedly told to mind his own business and just stand guard.

      A couple of hours passed in wretched silence, as I took in our surroundings. Even without my True Sight, I was able to spot other stone structures rising between several trees, approximately thirty yards to the south. Smaller buildings, most of them covered by dirt and greenery, but artificial in their design. Nothing else had survived from what appeared to be an ancient civilization long gone, but that just made me even more curious as to how they’d perished in the first place.

      They’re holding the children in here, aren’t they? I asked Ramin.

      Yes. I can feel Ledar’s presence.

      Your son?

      Yes. He’s here. I know it, Ramin replied.

      I was itching to go in and find them, but I knew we had to be careful. We’d made it this far, past Brendel’s watchful eye. We couldn’t risk premature exposure, but we still had to make our way in there, eventually. However, I needed to tell Ramin the truth of what I’d already discussed with Caspian and the others, regarding his son, Ledar. You should know… I don’t think we’ll be able to get your son out of here. It would draw too much attention to what we’re doing, I inwardly said to him.

      I didn’t expect to be able to walk out of here with him, regardless of what I might’ve said. I let my emotions get the better of me if I gave you that impression, Ramin replied. But I do intend to at least make sure he’s okay and warn him of what’s coming. Provided GASP finds this solar system, that is.

      They had to. I’d done my best to memorize as much as I could on the way in. Every planet’s appearance and position, nearby constellations, and the galaxies we’d passed by. The one thing that irked me was that I couldn’t retrieve a soil sample. It would’ve helped to make an interplanetary spell to bring the GASP crews directly here, to Yahwen.

      Ramin picked up on that thought. I cannot give you a piece of Yahwen, Harper. You cannot carry it in astral form. But I’ve collected and hidden a pebble inside my fire. I will hold it until we meet again in the physical plane.

      My whole being swelled with the anticipation of that moment. However, until then, we still needed to find our way into the temple, where the Hermessi children were being held. So far, it had been quiet here. The Fire Hermessi assigned to this place were quiet and said nothing to each other, simply standing in their fiery forms at various points around the building.

      Inalia was about ten yards to our left, and I figured she’d be our best way in, since, in a way, she was still a rebel at heart. Maybe… What if she’s too afraid of the backlash to help us?

      Having heard my inner reasoning, Ramin decided to act on it. He quietly moved toward her, and she turned her head to watch us in our approach.

      “What are you doing?” Inalia asked. “You need to maintain your position at all times. You heard the big chief earlier.”

      “I just need to look inside,” Ramin said. The windows had been carved on the other sides of the temple, leaving us with no other way to peek through. And Ramin needed to speak to his son, anyway. I figured we could get away with this, if we were cautious enough.

      “You’re forbidden. I’m newer than you at this and was still able to understand that,” Inalia said. I honestly felt sorry to see her like this.

      “Inalia, my son is in there,” Ramin replied softly. “I just want to go in, check that he’s all right, and then I will quietly resume my post, I promise. I wish I could better explain my concern as a father, but, one day, you will have a child of your own, as tradition demands, and you, too, will understand.”

      Maybe she’ll even look back on this moment and regret that she stopped you from doing your duty as a parent, I thought.

      “Perhaps, when it’s your turn to be a mother, you will even look back on this moment and regret your decision to stop me from doing my duty as a parent to my future successor,” Ramin said, following my lead. “I would certainly let you see your son, if the roles were reversed.”

      And he added some extra sugar, on the house, too!

      Still, it didn’t seem to work. “Orders are orders.” Inalia sighed. A moment later, she turned her head to the west, her flames burning brighter than usual. “I hear some noise coming in from that side. It might be suspicious. I’ll go check. Stay here.”

      She went down the few steps that elevated the temple, then farther away from us. I understood then that, while she couldn’t explicitly grant us access, she could at least pretend she’d heard something. Plausible deniability, Ramin. This is her way of helping us, because you and I both know she heard nothing out there. Let’s go!

      Without hesitation, Ramin took us inside.

      The temple looked even bigger, bathed in darkness. The windows were mostly covered with vines, allowing only a few solitary rays of sunshine to slip through. However, they weren’t the only source of light. Scattered across the darkness were small fires, tiny glows around which about three hundred Hermessi children gathered, in clusters of one to two dozen each. They whispered to one another, but they all stilled and turned when they noticed us in the southern doorway.

      We need to be careful and quiet, I said to Ramin. You don’t want to scare them.

      He walked forward, while I surveyed the hall in whatever detail I could capture. These were Hermessi children from all over the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension—at least. They were of different species. Some I recognized straightaway as fae or jinn or witches or Druids, and so on. Others were eerie and downright surreal, in exotic shapes and sizes. Some were too tall, compared to the rest of their cluster gathered around the flames. Others were small, so small that I could easily compare them to children, even though they seemed adult in their development.

      I saw big black eyes, almond-shaped green eyes, and even multiple sets of beady blue eyes per head. Hair in various shades and styles. Ears that were round or pointy. Fangs in different sets and rows, some more menacing than the others. Scales and smooth skin. Fur and horns. Claws and wings. By the stars, there were specimens here that GASP had yet to discover!

      Most importantly, they were all Hermessi children, precious and rare. And one of them was Ramin’s son. He’d mentioned Ledar being a daemon hybrid, so I immediately started looking for the buffer kids, ideally with horns and red eyes to match the physiognomy of the standard daemon. From our encounters with Inalia and Eira, we knew that the children took the shape of their local host and the elemental abilities of their Hermessi fathers or mothers.

      Do you see him yet? I asked Ramin.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he kept moving, slow and cautious, as all the Hermessi children’s eyes were on us. “I’m not here to hurt you,” he eventually said, his voice surprisingly soft. “I’m here to protect you, to keep you safe, like all the other Hermessi out there.”

      Whispers traveled across the hall as the children seemed to exchange opinions. I couldn’t read their auras without my sentry body, but I didn’t need to in order to tell that they were all fearful and suspicious. Only a handful, gathered around one of the fires, seemed more confident and curious. They were the ones who caught my eye, especially since I recognized the curled horns and the red eyes on one of them.

      I think that’s him, I thought, beckoning Ramin to follow my gaze.

      “My son is here, among you. And I would like to speak to him,” Ramin continued, and nodded at his child. “Ledar.”

      The daemon hybrid’s eyes grew wide. He blinked several times, a glimmer of familiarity present in his crimson irises as he stood up, slowly. “You’re… You’re my father?” he managed, his voice shaky.

      “I’m sorry we’re meeting like this,” Ramin replied, gradually closing the distance between us and Ledar. “I was assigned to guard you and the other children, and I just had to come in and talk to you.”

      Ledar seemed quiet, but not stunned. It was as if he’d expected this moment, somehow.

      “You’re the Fire Hermessi of Neraka.” Ledar finally spoke.

      “I am. And I am sorry I couldn’t be with you or near you as you grew up,” Ramin replied, and I could almost feel his angst and grief. He’d separated himself from Ledar completely in order to protect him. Yet here he was, at the mercy of the ritual Hermessi, held as leverage to get Ramin’s cooperation. “I wanted you to have a life as close to normal as possible, son. I’m aware of your fire abilities; it was only natural that you would develop them. But I have watched you grow, I know what kind of person you are… and I am so proud of you.”

      Ledar’s expression softened for a moment. “This is the first time we’ve spoken to anyone other than each other since we were brought here.”

      Ramin was now just inches from his side, lowering his voice so only Ledar would hear him. The rest of the daemon’s group had stayed back, keeping their distance from the Nerakian Fire Hermessi. “There is a rebellion rising among us,” Ramin whispered. “This will soon be over, and you will all be free to return to your homes, your lives, your freedoms.”

      “What do you mean?” Ledar murmured.

      “Allies of ours will come get you and everyone else to safety. I promise. You have no role to play in this war, and you don’t deserve to have your lives torn apart like this. Now that I’ve found you, I promise you, Ledar, you will not be a prisoner here for much longer. I will save you, my son.”

      Ledar smiled gently. “What makes you think I’m a prisoner here?”

      The question came so swiftly, I didn’t realize how deeply it cut until I felt the spasms of horror taking over my being and blocking me from any kind of reasonable reaction. I was frozen inside the pure fire of Ramin, who, in turn, was understandably confused.

      “What… What do you mean?” he asked Ledar, who chuckled.

      “What makes you think I’m being held here against my will?”

      It hit me then why he and his group had not seemed frightened by Ramin’s appearance. I couldn’t speak for every Hermessi child in this place, but I was willing to bet that at least Ledar and those closest to him had crossed sides. That they were ready to serve the ritual Hermessi. To populate new worlds and to fall in line with the new order that would follow.

      I didn’t need my sentry abilities to feel Ramin’s heart slowly breaking, as the realization dawned on him, too.

      He’s not on your side, I said to him.

      “When did they turn you?” Ramin asked.

      Ledar smirked and briefly looked back at the northern entrance, beyond which other Fire Hermessi were standing guard. “We have a rebel intruder in the temple!” he shouted.

      Urgency blasted through us, and Ramin took a step back. “I’m your father! Why would you do this? Why would you do this to me?!”

      “Because I’ve never met you before in my life. Brendel came to me. She took me in. She gave me purpose and meaning. You, on the other hand, you just… bailed!” Ledar retorted.

      Fire Hermessi entered the room, their flames burning menacingly bright. Most of the children moved away, seemingly terrified and aware of what was about to happen.

      “You… You shouldn’t have done that…” Ramin managed.

      I could feel him heating up, as if I’d gotten myself stuck inside a rocket about to be launched into space. Everything burned with pure, unadulterated rage and grief, and I experienced every atom of it as if it were my own.

      “You should’ve remained loyal to your kind. Turns out I’m a better Hermessi than you will ever be,” Ledar said, sneering at Ramin in a way that made me want to break his neck.

      No way I’m letting you become Hermessi of anything.

      I wasn’t sure if that was my thought or Ramin’s, but it didn’t matter. We dissolved into a fireball and shot back out through the southern doorway. The other Fire Hermessi swooshed after us, eager to catch Ramin and deliver him to Brendel. This was betrayal of the highest grade, especially since Ramin now pretty much knew the children’s location and could serve them up to the rebels. No way they’d let him get away.

      However, what they didn’t know was that I was with him, and I was able to guide him through the woods, helping him dodge trees and rocks while he shot fireballs back at our attackers. It was difficult for him to do both and get us out of here alive since he had to do his best to keep the Hermessi at bay—after all, I was precious cargo. We couldn’t get caught. We shot past jagged rocks and swerved between trees, as I focused on an escape route. Behind us, six Fire Hermessi followed at high speed, Inalia included. I doubted she had any other choice.

      What now? I asked Ramin, as the forest around us became a vague mass of green and dark brown. I couldn’t distinguish much at that speed.

      Our vision shifted upward for a moment, as Ramin made me look at the sky above. I recognized the streak of violent pinks and oranges. Stardust, he said. We need to reach the stardust.

      Won’t that take us back to Brendel?

      Not that stream. She doesn’t control them all.

      How the hell can you tell, Ramin?!

      He sighed. I just can. Hold on…

      Flames flew past us—shards of hot orange cast by the Hermessi coming after us. They missed us by inches but exploded violently when they hit the trees. A Fire Hermessi could easily be hurt or destroyed by other Fire Hermessi if that was their intention. That much I’d learned from Ramin. Our visibility was quickly reduced, forcing Ramin to go higher.

      Black smoke swelled beneath us as Ramin gained altitude.

      But the Hermessi kept coming, raging balls of fire just eager to obliterate us. I could tell from their attacks that they weren’t interested in taking Ramin back to Brendel alive. And I was still inside him, vulnerable and equally destroyable.

      They won’t come after us in the stardust stream, Ramin said.

      “Why not?” I asked out loud, panic gripping my very soul.

      We went higher, past the wisps of white clouds. The air thinned around us. The chill of the upper atmosphere took off some of the edge of what I was experiencing. Glancing down, I came to the startling conclusion that he was right.

      The Fire Hermessi, Inalia included, were slowing down.

      Because they have to stay and guard the children, Ramin replied.

      As soon as we breached the atmosphere, it was strangely quiet again. We left Yahwen behind and jumped on the stardust stream. Ramin and I disintegrated into orange sparks as we got sucked into the colorful river. Time and space warped once more, making me lose track of it all.

      But even in this cosmic madness, I found some sense of relief.

      “We’re so screwed,” I managed as we shot through space, riding the pink-and-amber stardust.

      “We can’t go back to Neraka yet,” Ramin said, equally troubled. “Your only advantage, for now, is that the Hermessi don’t know you’re with me.”

      “But you’re done for. You’ll be branded as a rebel. Brendel clearly wants you destroyed.”

      “If I were you, I’d be more worried about yourself,” Ramin replied. “You’re soul-walking, and you can’t do that for too long. Your body will wither and die, eventually, if you don’t get back to it.”

      “Aren’t we looking for a way back? No, wait, you can’t, the Hermessi will be scouring Neraka to find you… oh, hell… what a mess!”

      It wasn’t like he could just fly past Neraka and drop me off without touching the surface of the planet. I needed him to either bring me back to my body, in Infernis, or to my dream state, to our weird meeting spot with gummy trees and all the wrong colors. The dream spot was some kind of appendix to Neraka—a mirror-world that was different and surreal, in-between realities. Ramin had to get me there or directly on Neraka in order for my soul to be reunited with my body, and for me to wake up.

      “We have a bigger problem,” Ramin added, further piling on the salt crushed into my wounds. “I don’t know where we are, and I don’t know where this stream is taking us.”

      So, Ramin had just been betrayed by his own son and officially termed a “rebel.” We’d jumped on a stardust stream leading us who knew where, while my body would stop functioning if I was away from it for too long. We needed to find our way back to Neraka, nonetheless; otherwise, this would’ve all been for nothing.

      Whichever way we went about this, more trouble loomed. I risked death by going back, and I risked death by not going back. The thought of never seeing Caspian again came back to hit me so hard, it nearly disabled me.

      “I take it back, we’re not screwed,” I said, breathless and cold, despite his fire surrounding me. “We’re doomed.”

      Probably even worse.
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      “This is like watching a bad movie and not being allowed to leave.” I was trying to come to terms with what we were witnessing. Deep at the bottom of the Volcrun caves, Kabbah had decided to talk to us, but not in a way that made me feel like he’d help us.

      “I’m not going to ask you again.” Kabbah spoke through Fallon, who’d now become a fully green-glowing figure, matching the color of Nevertide’s Earth Hermessi.

      By now, we’d learned to recognize their shades. But their manifestation had changed. They no longer needed to possess a fae; they could reveal themselves easily on their own—in this case, Kabbah had chosen to take over Fallon to mess with us and to hold some leverage against us. They no longer presented themselves as natural phenomena, such as talking tornadoes, or water rings, or stone or fire figures. They could very well come forth as vibrant, anthropomorphic masses of white, blue, green, or orange energy. In this case, Kabbah had basically morphed Fallon’s body into one such display, and I worried for the vampire-fae hybrid’s molecular integrity, once the Hermessi was done with him.

      Kabbah wanted to know what we were doing here. Judging by the auras around me, we were all startled and fearful of what he’d do if we gave him the wrong answer.

      “We need your help,” I said, my heart practically beating out of my chest. “We know you’re an ancient. We know you were there during the first ritual, and we want to understand what happened and, most importantly, how we can stop it, this time around.”

      “Why would I bother with you?” Kabbah replied.

      “Do you like being controlled by the other Hermessi on your block?” I asked, then stole a glance at the others. Eva watched me with curiosity. Riza and Herakles were cautious and quiet, their eyes fixed on Fallon-Kabbah.

      Scratching sounds rippled from above, though I wasn’t sure where they came from. Surprisingly, my True Sight still worked, despite the restraints, and it revealed nothing worth mentioning. Just trees and rocks and… fleeting shadows. I might’ve been wrong. My nerves were buzzing. I had a feeling there was more trouble headed our way. And our hands and feet were bound with emerald. We were dead meat if something came down after us.

      Kabbah chuckled. “What makes you think I’m being controlled? If you know me, then you’re also aware of how powerful I am, and why no one among my brethren dares to challenge me.”

      “You’re being held back because they’re holding your kid hostage,” I replied. “Your heir, the only one who can replace you in case you meet a fate similar to Brann’s. I know it’s enough to get any potential rebel back on the ritual’s side.”

      Silence fell heavily between us. I felt Kabbah peering into my very soul, and my temperature soared to new heights. I feared spontaneous combustion as I breathed out and carefully measured my senses under his watchful and intense eye.

      “The least you could do is tell us what it all comes down to,” Eva chimed in.

      My heart stopped for a moment. She shouldn’t have spoken. Eva was fodder for something like Kabbah, and I didn’t want anything to happen to her.

      “You’re a feisty little one, future Lady of the Lamias,” Fallon-Kabbah replied.

      “I won’t get to become Lady of the Lamias if the Ritual’s completed,” Eva returned. Her fearlessness made me feel puny and worthless for a brief moment. But my resolve quickly took over, reminding me of why we’d come down here, in the first place.

      “Kabbah, we mean no disrespect. We just want to understand how it all began, and how we can stop it again. Like Death did, so long ago,” I said.

      Fallon-Kabbah seemed to let a sigh out. The emerald withdrew back into the floor and the walls, granting us our freedom. I could feel the rest of my powers released from his influence as well. The same surely applied to the rest of my crew. I wondered if my True Sight was more natural and deeply embedded within my being, since it had resisted the emerald’s blocking.

      However, none of us moved. This was a sign of benevolence from Kabbah, and it wasn’t everything we’d get from him, as he spoke: “Four million years ago, the Hermessi were getting drunk on their power. I’d always considered our rituals and spells to be anomalies, if I’m honest. Unnatural and unnecessary, because the worlds we built had their own system in place. We just nurtured it, made sure life grew or died according to a billion possible scenarios for each planet. This ending ritual was an absolute insanity, to begin with.”

      “Were you there, like we were told?” I asked, hope blossoming in my chest.

      “I was. And I was asked to join those who wanted to complete it. Your young minds cannot comprehend our view of the universe, so I’d advise you to stop trying to understand why they considered the ritual to be necessary. We don’t respond to good or evil. Those are your invented notions, and they mean very little to us. No, the Hermessi think in terms of… necessary and unnecessary. It doesn’t mean we’re always right. But we can be foolishly stubborn about it.”

      “Did you participate in the first ritual?” I replied.

      “At the time, I was inclined to. But Death sent us a message. One day, all her Reapers revealed themselves in every single world we had.” Noticing my confused expression, he smiled. “I take it you’ve never heard of Reapers.” I shook my head in response, and he sighed. “Long story short, they’re agents of Death. They take the souls of the deceased and cart them off into the next world—”

      “Then how are there ghosts? I remember Ben was a ghost at one point. Shouldn’t he have been reaped or—” I replied, but was quickly cut off by Kabbah’s clipped tone.

      “Enough about that! I’m not here to tell you the story of how the universe works!” he said. But more questions built up in my head nonetheless. I saved them for another time. And for someone else—though I wasn’t sure whom just yet. “Now, as I was saying, one day, all her Reapers revealed themselves in every single world we had. They said, in unison, that we should not interfere in the natural order of things. That we were agents of nature and of the universe, not enforcers. The balance in this dimension, in all the dimensions, for that matter, is mostly due to hazard. There is a sense of order in the randomness of things, and few creatures or entities are able to see it. Death made many of us see it, as well. So, no, I didn’t participate. Many of us refused to get involved, but there were just as many who were hard-headed enough to think they could go against Death’s warning.”

      “I take it they went ahead with it anyway,” Eva murmured.

      “Oh yes, they did. At the time, the fae were still primitive but good conduits for the Hermessi’s energy. So the ritual was enacted. The fae started to fall, one after the other. I, personally, tried to intervene. I fought many of my brothers and sisters for it. But Brendel, who spearheaded the ritual… she was determined to make it happen,” Fallon-Kabbah explained.

      “Who’s Brendel?” I asked.

      “The Fire Hermessi of Soder, part of the oldest twenty-planet solar system in the In-Between. Like me, one of the first elementals to come into existence.” He chuckled at our pause. “You’ve been looking for it for a long time, haven’t you?”

      I nodded slowly. “We have, yes.”

      “Even if you find it, there won’t be anything you can do there. Brendel is fierce in protecting her territory,” Fallon-Kabbah said.

      “I want to know about the first ritual,” Eva cut in. “How did it stop, exactly?”

      Kabbah’s attention shifted to her. I could tell from the roses blooming in her cheeks and the yellow tint in her aura that she was scared. Yet she remained unyielding. “I stepped back. I withdrew down here, in the caves of Volcrun. I felt the pulse, though. We all felt it. A massive wave of energy like nothing we’d ever experienced before. It unraveled me. I felt many of my brothers and sisters die, but none of those who’d gone against the ritual, mind you. I know each Hermessi that died in that single flicker in time. Surprisingly, Brendel wasn’t among them.”

      “She survived?” I asked.

      “I don’t know how. She must’ve done something. It sent her dormant, like me. It was only after the Blackout that I resumed my full consciousness and was able to do a tally of sorts, to understand what happened to the others. Most of the ritual Hermessi were destroyed and replaced, to my surprise. The universe has its way of fixing unnatural imbalances, I suppose. Some weren’t replaced, and their planets withered, the remaining Hermessi left with lifeless worlds. I figured they were left like this as supreme punishment for their involvement in the ritual,” Fallon-Kabbah explained.

      “So the bigger their involvement, the harsher the punishment, right?”

      “Sort of. Yes. Planets with all four Hermessi involved suffered one of two fates—one or all of them killed and replaced, or one of them killed, while the others were left to watch their planets die, without Hermessi children to replace them. You see, Death didn’t kill the Hermessi, only. She destroyed their offspring, too. Brendel may have survived, but all that’s left of Soder now is a dried-up rock with no atmosphere, just inner fire.”

      I tried to understand the extent of these punishments that Death dealt out. It seemed as though she knew who’d done the most damage and had modified the penalties accordingly. I figured she considered some of the evil Hermessi beyond redemption, so she destroyed and replaced them. Others, she wanted to let live and suffer. And some, she probably gave a second chance. The Hermessi who went against the ritual, on the other hand, were spared. So there was some notion of right and wrong here, just on a different scale altogether.

      “I resumed my existence after the Blackout, but with Brendel still alive, I knew she’d get the other Hermessi involved in a second ritual. Something was different, this time around. Those who’d once said no decided to work with her. Those who’d said yes and were spared by Death learned nothing and said yes again. She convinced many of the young ones, too. There are fewer rebels today than four million years ago, and, since she’s begun taking their children away, more have reluctantly agreed to help her complete the ritual,” Fallon-Kabbah continued.

      “She’s taking all their children away?” Eva asked, eyes wide with horror. “Not just yours?”

      “Brendel learned a few things while she slept,” the Hermessi replied. “She even got brazen enough to think she could destroy me, but that didn’t turn out well. So, yes, she took my daughter. If I’m destroyed, Nevertide will perish. Therefore, I’m here, quiet. She knows she won’t get me to cooperate, but she also knows how to keep me from interfering.”

      Nevertide will perish.

      The thought alone was too much to bear. My world may have not been the greatest or the kindest, but, dammit, it deserved to live just like the others. My parents’ rule had turned the empire around. People were happy now. At peace. Thriving, even… This wasn’t right.

      “I’m impressed with the rebels’ efforts so far. Despite Brann’s destruction, some refuse to yield,” Fallon-Kabbah continued. “I’m not sure how much good that’ll do. The terms and conditions have changed.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Suddenly, I felt Kabbah grow colder and farther away from me. He was closing himself off again. I’d learned a lot of new things, yes, most of them crucial to our mission, but we’d yet to get to the good stuff. To the “how to save the world” details. And it angered me to see him still unwilling to help on that front.

      “Kabbah, come on… The Hermessi are afraid of my crew for a reason! If we can stop this, you have to tell us how!” I insisted.

      “She’s not getting involved,” Fallon-Kabbah said. “Don’t you see? If Death doesn’t get involved, what can you do to stop them?”

      “Why won’t Death get involved? Tell us!”

      Fallon-Kabbah laughed, but there was a nervous strain in his voice. I wasn’t ready to let go of this yet. He was going to yank our chain for a little while longer, but I didn’t plan on letting him get away with not telling us everything we needed to know.

      A low growl from behind made my blood freeze.

      “Um… Varga… we might have a problem,” Riza breathed, pale as she looked over her shoulder. I followed her gaze to find several Shills slipping through the mine hatch. Slightly smaller and different from the ones we’d seen on Cerix, but certainly not natural creatures of Nevertide. They were hybrids, with furry limbs and huge fangs, multiple eyes, and spikes on their deformed heads… and they looked extremely hungry.

      “Did you think you could hide from them forever?” Fallon-Kabbah muttered.

      “Are they yours?” I asked, my voice shaky.

      “No.”

      Dread enveloped me as I was reminded of something we’d hoped we wouldn’t have to deal with again. The Devil’s Weed concealed our presence from the Hermessi, but it didn’t stop their creatures from searching for us, far and wide. If they caught our scent on one planet, they’d get to us eventually—case in point, this exact situation.

      The second realization hit me even harder, knocking the air out of my lungs. The Earth Hermessi, in this instance, Kabbah, wasn’t the only one with access to pink water. These Shills were local. I recognized their physical traits from different animals of Nevertide. They came from here, and they’d been crafted by one of the other Hermessi of Nevertide, allies of the ritual. Since they weren’t Kabbah’s making, it reminded me of Lumi’s conclusion: any Hermessi could tap into the pink water to create something, not just the Earth Hermessi.

      This was the kind of trouble that none of us had asked for, and judging by Kabbah’s surprised tone, neither had he.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Amelia

          

        

      

    

    
      With no way of reaching out for help or getting ourselves removed from this situation, we were basically trapped. Yamani had caught us in this weird Reaper circle drawn in the white powdered ground, and he was taking his time with us, seemingly trying to decide which of us he’d kill first.

      Telluris didn’t work. The comms were down. I knew Phoenix had his telescope on us from Calliope, but we’d zapped away from our last known location, and I wasn’t sure he’d seen what we’d dealt with, just yet. I didn’t feel like we could rely on GASP for this—at least not for the next few minutes. And those were the most crucial of all time.

      “I think we should start by ridding you of all your worldly things,” Yamani said. He pointed at my backpack, then my weapons. “Off with those, sweetheart. You can’t use them here, anyway.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, trying excruciatingly hard not to lunge at him. It would be a feeble attempt, at best. I knew it, and he knew it. Taeral was down and bleeding, but his side wound didn’t seem too deep. Lumi applied pressure on it, her fingers coated in his blood.

      “He needs our help,” I replied, nodding at Taeral.

      Yamani chuckled. “Oh, there’s no need. He’s going to die regardless. What’s the point? Now, stop stalling. Hand over the bags and your weapons. And those nifty little earpieces, too, while you’re at it.”

      He didn’t spot our breathing masks because they’d been neatly tucked into our pockets since we’d left the pink water. My only hope was that we’d get to use them again and soon. Taeral grunted and pulled his belt off, letting all the pouches mounted on it slip down to the ground. He then tied the belt around his waist, adding more pressure to his wound. The rest of us removed our backpacks, our swords, our knives, and our communication devices and tossed them over to Yamani.

      I wasn’t close enough to Yamani to try anything. The circle had a diameter of twenty feet, and I was currently five feet short of an advantageous position. Stalling was necessary at this point, not only to give GASP time to react, but also to allow myself a better entry angle. I had no intention of letting this maniac kill us.

      Yamani grinned as he pushed the bags and weapons to the side with his foot. The earpieces were lost in the white powder. We only had Telluris to rely on, going forward, but it was useless inside this circle.

      “Now, where were we? Yes!” Yamani resumed his madman dialogue. “Which one of you gets to kick the bucket first?”

      “You really had everything figured out, huh?” I asked, stealing a glance at Raphael. I prayed to all the gods that he would notice my intentions without me having to tell him. Lumi and Eira were quiet and flanking Taeral. Yamani had already dealt with Raphael and knew how to avoid another attack.

      “I told you, buttercup. I’ve been working on an exit strategy for years,” Yamani replied.

      “And out of all the people in the world, we’re the ones you decided on? Gotta say, it doesn’t sound smart,” I shot back with a cold smirk. “You could’ve easily just eaten the soul of any of your reaping targets.”

      “That would get the higher-ups involved much faster,” Yamani said, beaming with pride. “Since your deaths will be unnatural and basically off the grid, it’ll be a while before anyone figures out you’re gone. You continue to prove why you’re not the smartest of this bunch.”

      “Insults are cheap and easy to come by. They’re the weapons of cowards,” I hissed.

      “They get you riled up, though, don’t they?” he retorted, grinning as he raised his scythe at me. “If there’s one thing that really stings, Amelia, it’s when someone doubts your intelligence, huh?”

      “Gah, you’re so full of crap,” Raphael grumbled, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. I had to give it to him: he was remarkably calm for this situation. Even Lumi, ten-thousand-plus-year-old Lumi, seemed more troubled than Raphael. “Just get to the part where you kill us, already. Listening to you speak is torture. I’m pretty sure it negatively influences the gastronomic quality of our souls.”

      Yamani laughed, though it didn’t sound like he was really all that amused. Raphael’s words cut deep. Always. “Even in the face of death, you snicker like a fool.” The Reaper scoffed.

      “Right now, I’d rather get hit with a pulverizer pellet and end it all than have to put up with another second of your maniacal gibberish,” Raphael replied. “We get it. You outsmarted us and the other Reapers. You fooled the system. You caught us. You won. Whoop-tee-doo. Now, get on with it.”

      Yamani was so busy thinking of a reply to throw back at Raphael, he didn’t even notice my two-foot advancement. I needed three more to do what I had planned over the past couple of minutes, so I slowly raised my hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “Hey, if you want to kill someone, you can start with me,” I said.

      “Amelia…” Lumi breathed, her slim brows pulled into a deep frown.

      “What? He said I’m the dumbest, he’s obviously got some animosity toward me. I say let the Reaper get it out of his system, then, and kill me first,” I replied, scowling at Yamani. “Come on. You’re hungry for my soul, aren’t you?”

      The change in his expression made my heart flutter with excitement. I was getting the desired effect. His greed, his desire to consume my spirit, was greater than any of his calculations. Everything he’d done up to this point could crumble, if I played my cards right. Or, I could hit and miss and get myself killed.

      “You’re surrendering?” he asked me, his incredulity glaring.

      “No. Like Raphael said, you’re a pain to listen to. My ears will start bleeding soon. Just end it already.”

      Yamani moved closer. The three feet I needed… He raised his scythe above my head. Needless to say, my heart was pounding. “Fine. Then let’s start with—”

      Raphael moved in and tried to claw his throat out, but Yamani brought the scythe down with lightning speed. The blade slashed through his shoulder. Raphael wasn’t supposed to intervene, dammit! I only had a split second left, as Yamani had his eyes off me.

      I swooped in between them. With one swift hit, I pushed his elbow upward and broke his arm. He squealed from the pain, while I pushed him backward. The scythe was left in Raphael’s shoulder. I quickly pulled it out, gripping the ivory handle firmly. He growled from the pain but held his ground.

      Gasps erupted from Taeral’s side.

      Yamani cried out, his right arm limp by his side. “You bitch! You wretched—”

      “Hey! Language!” I snapped, and pointed the scythe at him.

      In an instant, the color drained from his face. His skin became pale, his eyes darkened by violet rings. Once more, he’d been reduced to the meek creature that Raphael had initially taken down. The scythe’s influence and power was obvious.

      “So, change of plans,” I continued, glancing back at Raphael. He was injured, and it didn’t look like he could use his left arm anymore. Blood trickled between his fingers as he used his right hand to put some pressure on the wound. It was even worse than Taeral’s, and Raphael’s self-healing ability wasn’t working. “Are you okay? Can you move?” I asked him.

      He nodded once. “I’ll live.”

      I shifted my focus back to Yamani. He wasn’t healing, either. “This scythe of yours does a lot of things, huh?” I said in a rhetorical fashion. “I wonder, can I kill you with it? Can one kill a Reaper with his own weapon?”

      “You can put it to the test,” Taeral suggested.

      “Okay,” I replied, raising the blade.

      Yamani sneered at me. “It doesn’t do everything for me. Some things I do myself.”

      Not willing to let him show me, I swung my arm down. Yamani vanished.

      “Oh, crap,” I heard Raphael say behind me.

      The white dust unsettled around us. “Get the gear!” Lumi shouted and rushed toward the backpacks and weapons. The powder burst into a white cloud. A second later, all our stuff was gone.

      I swung the scythe in the air, trying to hit Yamani, but I couldn’t see the creep. He’d switched to his subtle form. I noticed the circle line got broken. Footsteps padding away from us. Everything was happening so fast, I only had time to think of a way out.

      “Tae, get us out of here!” I said.

      “But our stuff—” he tried to reply, but I abruptly cut him off.

      “No time! Dammit, we don’t know what the Reaper can do, even without his scythe. We’ve been here long enough; we need to go. Now!”

      We all linked hands, and Taeral teleported us to the top of the cliff. A few yards to our left was the cave opening from which we’d come out. The pink water awaited beneath. Panting, we took a minute to recover from a most dreadful experience.

      I bit into my wrist and offered my blood to Raphael, who was grunting from the pain inflicted by the scythe. His shoulder kept bleeding, refusing to heal. Raphael drank some of my blood. I then moved to give Taeral a drop or two, to speed up his recovery, but froze when Raphael doubled over and vomited the very blood he’d just taken from me.

      “Oh, that can’t be good,” I breathed.

      My blood was doing more harm than good.

      “How is that possible?” Taeral croaked, unable to believe what he was seeing—much like the rest of us.

      “I… I don’t know,” I said, crouching by Raphael’s side. He was coughing and spitting more blood, on his knees, his shoulder still wide open. “Raph. Talk to me.”

      “It tasted like acid… I don’t know why… I can’t…”

      I glanced at the scythe, then at Taeral, Lumi, and Eira. “I think it’s the Reaper blade.”

      “Guys…” Eira managed, eyes wide as she stared at a distant point behind me.

      We all followed her gaze. The ground shook beneath us. A giant… something pushed its way out from under the city we’d just left behind. The buildings crumbled. The alleys were torn to shreds. A massive figure made of red-hot lava and rocks rose from the middle, fire spurting from its head.

      “Oh, God…” I breathed.

      The earthquake became more violent. By the time we reached out to one another, the entire top of the cliff exploded outward and threw us off the mountain. We tumbled down like loose pebbles, hitting stones and hard dirt along the way. Every inch of my body ached as I curled up in an attempt to soften the landing—it would come soon enough.

      I could hear the others’ grunts and gasps as they unwillingly came down with me. I caught glimpses of Eira, of Lumi and Taeral and Raphael while I twisted and fell hard against every damn chunk of stone that lined the base of that mountain.

      I finally stopped, flat on my belly, my head half-sunken into white dust. Groaning from multiple points of pain, I realized that our hell was only just beginning. It took me a minute to regain my full consciousness, while the something I’d spotted earlier roared and gargled. It sounded much closer than before.

      Fear crippled me, blocking my joints. Or maybe the fall had had a part to play in this particular sensation. I managed to raise my head, enough to see the lava and stone abomination make its way toward us. Each of its steps covered about a mile or two, and it seemed pretty spry for its titanic size. I knew then that this entity’s appearance was not an accident or a coincidence. I patted my bodysuit and felt the sprig of Devil’s Weed still there.

      “That’s a message from the Hermessi,” Lumi said, her voice faltering somewhere to my right. I glanced around and felt a sliver of relief to see everyone still moving. Taeral was the first to get up. He rushed over to Eira’s side and brought her to a vertical position, next.

      My pulse quickened as I pulled myself up on all fours and scuttled toward Raphael. I needed to get him standing, as well. “This isn’t right,” Eira replied. “We’ve got the Devil’s Weed. We didn’t make any unnecessary noise.”

      “Yamani might’ve had a hand in this,” Raphael suggested as I helped him up. He leaned on me, and boy, was he heavy! I had extra weight on my knees, now, and my legs were weak. I leaned back into him, in an attempt to balance us both without toppling over.

      “So now they’re making Titans?” I snapped, overwhelmed by everything.

      “You are really good with names. Have I told you that?” Raphael replied, slightly amused.

      That monstrosity reminded me of ancient Greek titans, hence my decision to name it so. Only, this one was made by the Hermessi—yet another display of violence and grandeur aimed specifically at us.

      “We need to get back up there and… oh…” Taeral’s voice trailed off as he looked up. Half of the mountain had come down. Some jagged rocks were still tumbling down, but most of the cliff’s top had reached the bottom around the same time as us.

      “That can’t be right,” I huffed. Even my brain couldn’t keep up with all this.

      Fires burst from the white dust around us. Tall and thick blazing columns that formed a tight circle around us. The lava-and-stone Titan was still coming, now halfway across the field.

      “So the Hermessi definitely know we’re here,” Eira said, pale as a sheet of paper.

      “Oh, hi there!” Yamani reappeared in front of us, on the other side of the fire columns. His smile was flat and strained, and he was pale and almost lifeless without his scythe, which I’d yet to let go of—to my own surprise.

      “You did this?” I gasped.

      He shrugged. “More or less. I had some help.”

      Raphael caught my hand. I noticed he was linked to Taeral and the others. We vanished.

      A second later, we reappeared on the western ridge of the partially demolished cliff. The lava monster was still very much there, growing larger with every ginormous step it took. Bright flashes burst from its body. Orange pellets hit the white powdered ground. The pristine dust was quickly turned to soot and ripples of black glass from the high temperature of lava spurting from this monster.

      Fire burst around us again.

      “Excuse me, I’m not done!” Yamani laughed, making himself visible once more.

      “He’s really getting on my nerves, now,” Taeral said, gritting his teeth.

      We didn’t let go of each other, and he tried to teleport us again. The fire columns released a flurry of sparks. They all burned white hot and made us scream from the pain. I could feel them eating away at my bodysuit and even my skin before they faded. This was a warning. Don’t teleport again. We’re not done with you.

      If dying by rogue Reaper had scared the life out of me, then ending at the hands of Hermessi was even worse. We’d worked hard to avoid this exact scenario.

      The earth’s tremors didn’t stop. The winds began to rise. All the elements still living on Hellym were letting us know that they were here and eager to destroy us. After all, only the Water Hermessi had been killed. Earth, Air and Fire were still alive, stranded on this dead world. Like Cerix would’ve frozen, with Air, Water and Earth stuck on it, had Inalia not taken Brann’s place. Well, Air, Water and Earth would’ve had the option to leave, like Brann had, but I didn’t remember it being a permanent solution. The Hermessi was naturally bound to its home planet. Part of it would always be there, keeping the elements flowing.

      “I didn’t want to have to do this but you pushed me!” Yamani spat. “I had to reach out to the Hermessi for help.”

      “Well, they want us dead, you want us dead… I’m surprised you didn’t think of this sooner,” I retorted. Parts of my face burned, where the sparks had hit me. I’d heal soon enough, and it wasn’t enough to incapacitate me. My survival instinct was kicking in once more, this time stronger than ever.

      “The Hermessi are a little too loud for my taste.” Yamani sighed, sounding disappointed, his gaze fixed on the scythe. There was a mixture of concern and anticipation coming off him, and it was directly related to his weapon, now in my possession.

      The fire beams swelled around us. He didn’t need to kill us himself, now. The Hermessi could do it for him. All he had to do was be here to eat our souls. But then it hit me why Yamani was uncomfortable with this decision. I couldn’t help but grin.

      “The Hermessi killing us would alert the Reapers sooner, huh? It’s not something you can sweep under the rug,” I said.

      And hit the nail on the head, judging by his expression.

      Empowered by this knowledge, I understood that every second we had was now essential to our survival. It’s not over yet.

      “Telluris, Viola,” I murmured, my eyes set on Yamani. I wondered if our soul connection had resumed, now that we were out of the circle. It wasn’t a certainty, since we were still surrounded by the Hermessi, and they, too, had a knack for interfering with our communications.

      “Amelia?” Viola’s voice came through, and my heart almost exploded.

      “Viola, get GASP over here ASAP!” I said. “Make all the noise you can. We’re being hunted by a—”

      I froze. I couldn’t feel Viola anymore. I couldn’t feel the thread of hope I’d been hanging on to. But we’d come too far, already. It’s not over yet. It can’t be over…

      However, none of us had a way out. The fire pillars wouldn’t let Taeral teleport us anywhere. He was also tired and wounded, and I doubted he’d last much longer, zapping us around like this. The Hermessi had locked on to us, and Yamani was determined to consume our souls and complete his longstanding mission. I couldn’t get Viola. Our Telluris link had gone dark, and I worried something might’ve happened on her end, as well.

      As if that wasn’t bad enough, there was a big-ass Titan headed our way, spouting fire and lava like a pierced, sentient volcano. Yeah, not over yet, but not lasting much longer.
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      The tension was high on Mount Zur.

      All our prisoners were down in deep comas. The Hermessi had found a way through, hurting them and making their hand casings unbearable. They were all useless in terms of gathering intel, but GASP’s teams were still out hunting them. Even that wasn’t enough, since the more we caught, the more seemed to pop out. The Hermessi were no longer discriminating among their disciples, and we had an increasing number of reports mentioning other species besides the fae becoming cult members.

      We’d lost contact with Taeral and his crew, and my telescope hadn’t captured much. Varga was offline, as well. Harper was on her mission with Ramin, but we’d had no cause for concern about her just yet—I didn’t even dare have a single pessimistic thought about my sister, at this point. Whatever she was doing, it had to work. It had to give us something, because we were stretched too thin, running on fumes, and losing more fae on a daily basis.

      I was just about to head back into my office and view the rest of the footage I’d downloaded from the telescope aimed at Hellym. I’d been called back to the other side of the base to assist with locking the prisoners down, while some of our officers—mainly the witches—were busy securing the crystal casings and rebuilding the collapsed section.

      Jax and Hansa joined me on the way back, having left Heron and Anjani to cover what was left of the heightened security measures. “I just couldn’t find any other use for myself back there,” Jax said as we advanced through the corridor leading straight to my office/observation room.

      “It’s okay, maybe a fresh set of eyes can help me dig through the footage,” I replied, pushing through the door. The screens were lit up all over the wall, while three telescopes were pointed at the floor-to-ceiling window. One was trained on Nevertide, the second on Hellym, and the third on Neraka—the latter was generally focused on the patch of land that sat above Infernis, but it didn’t offer me a clear view, since none of the lenses were able to see through opaque surfaces.

      “I’ve programmed the telescopes with Corrine’s help to send through footage every other hour or so,” I said as the three of us settled in front of the screens. “I want to send everything we have over to Derek and Sofia, but first I would like to go through it all, frame by frame.”

      “Where’d you last see Tae?” Hansa asked, while I pulled up the video footage from Hellym.

      “Here,” I replied, revealing an aerial view of the ancient city they’d discovered. I fast-forwarded through the video, then slowed down closer to the last time we’d heard from them. “All five were last spotted here, not far from that round section they’d just uncovered. But I haven’t heard from them since, and, given that I was called back to help you guys, I haven’t had a chance to… whoa…”

      My voice trailed off as I noticed a brief scuffle and six figures appearing out of nowhere. The lenses were detailed enough to help me discern between team members, but I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand where the sixth individual had come from, or what he was doing there.

      “Is that… that’s a male, right?” Hansa murmured, eyes wide as she stared at the screen.

      “How long ago did this happen?” Jax asked.

      I checked the timestamp, then my watch. “About forty minutes,” I said. “More or less around the time they last talked to us via the comms system.”

      “Where the hell did he come from?” Hansa blurted. “There were five of them. Eira, Taeral, Lumi, Amelia, and Raphael. Hellym is uninhabited, right? No Water Hermessi and so on.”

      I kept going through the footage, until the five members of our team vanished, leaving the sixth behind. “Hold on…”

      Then the stranger vanished, too.

      I didn’t have any clue as to where Taeral’s crew had gone, but Jax was pretty much on the same wavelength as me. “Go back to the cliff. The pink water. Maybe they zapped back there. Maybe that sixth fella was a hostile.”

      “From where?” Hansa insisted, and she had every reason to.

      But we didn’t know. By the time I spotted the circle drawn in the white ground, we were all startled by a distant boom. It was the kind no one wanted to hear. It was loud and intense, despite being far enough away to not cause any structural damage to our mountain—the desk shook in ripples, a reaction to a massive explosion.

      I instantly jumped from my chair and headed to the large window. The entire mountain shook, from the bottom up. I placed my hands on the glass to regain my footing, while Hansa and Jax came by my side. A massive cloud rose in the distance, about three hundred miles away. It was across the ocean, and we weren’t high enough on Mount Zur to see better.

      But I had the telescope I’d trained on Neraka. I decided to put it to better use.

      “Phoenix…” Hansa mumbled.

      I was too busy to look at her, as I reset the lenses and pointed the telescope toward the mushroom cloud that continued to swell, far from our location. The closer I zoomed in, the tighter the knots in my stomach. I began to make some troubling geographical connections.

      “Phoenix, that’s Mount Agrith,” Hansa said.

      I broke into a cold sweat as I finally focused the lenses on the twin peaks of Mount Agrith. Only, the peaks weren’t there anymore. Orange flames blossomed from the top, black smoke swallowing everything around it, both up and down the mountain. It all came down in devastating chunks that shaved down entire swaths of the forests at the base. A reddish light erupted from inside the mountain.

      Terror gripped me by the throat as I understood what I was seeing. Jax voiced the unsettling facts for me.

      “Mount Agrith just came down, didn’t it?” he asked, not having seen what I’d just observed through the lenses. “Isn’t Viola there?”

      I stepped back from the telescope, my eyes bulging. I placed one hand on my chest, feeling my breath as it slipped away from me. “Viola… baby… can you feel me?” I whispered, hoping that my soul connection to her would wash away all the fears that were threatening to burn me to the core. My entire body hurt, but it was a strange sensation, something I’d not felt in a long time. This wasn’t my physical pain. It was Viola. She was alive, but everything she was experiencing began to pummel me until I stood still, no longer able to react.

      “The Daughters!” Hansa gasped, pointing out the window.

      We all saw the pink flashes converging on the massive cloud. Viola’s sisters were reacting to what had just happened, and I knew I couldn’t be here for another second. Hansa grabbed me by the shoulders—only then did I realize how lethargic I’d become, unable to move or utter a single word. “Take Jax with you. I’ll stay here and send all this footage to Derek, okay?”

      I nodded vaguely, while she turned her attention on Jax. “Find Viola. Get Heron and Anjani and everyone else to help. This takes the highest priority.”

      “Let’s go!” Jax replied, then caught my arm and pulled me out of the observation room. Everything seemed far from me, as if reality had just detached itself, leaving me in a sort of limbo where I couldn’t do or say anything. My discomfort became focused on certain parts of my body—my shoulder, part of my chest and my hip. Viola was dealing with something, for sure, and our soul connection was making me feel everything despite the distance.

      The world moved in slow motion as Jax dragged me down the corridor. I had a feeling we were looking for one of our jinn lieutenants to take us to Mount Agrith. But I couldn’t even think anymore. All I had was an image of Viola in the back of my head, and a desperate need to reach out to her.

      How did this happen?

      Had Wei, Calliope’s Earth Hermessi, finally turned on us? Why would he? It couldn’t have been him. “This isn’t real,” I managed.

      But it was. And I had to find Viola.
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      Fortunately, we weren’t short on jinn agents on Mount Zur. But nothing could have prepared us for what we were about to step into, as one of them teleported us across the ocean and to the very base of Mount Agrith. Dozens more GASP officers had come to survey the disaster—and what a mess this was…

      Half of the mountain had already come down, and lava rivers spurted from wide-open cracks along the eastern and western ridges. Toxic vapors rolled out with the liquid fire, prompting us all to put our masks on.

      The Daughters were above, swooshing left and right and leaving pink streaks of dust behind them. They were looking for someone. Viola.

      I held Phoenix’s arm, realizing his state of shock. But I couldn’t leave him behind. He would’ve never forgiven himself if he weren’t here, at this precise moment in time. I glanced at the other jinn agents nearby, each of them accompanied by groups of four to eight incubi, succubi, and vampires.

      “Check the northern and southern ridges first! Assess the damage, then pull back to the base. Once this mountain starts pushing out the ashes, it’ll become impossible to breathe here,” I ordered them, then proceeded to move up the mountain with Phoenix and our jinni colleague, whose name I didn’t even remember.

      “Viola… Viola!” Phoenix started shouting.

      I had a feeling that he was finally coming to. That he was now able to voice the horror that had been building up inside him. Mount Agrith was partially destroyed, but the unsettling rumbles and moans that continued to come from within made me think this wasn’t over yet.

      “Viola!” Phoenix continued to say her name, over and over, as he turned around—left, right, repeatedly, looking for her. As if waiting for her to show up. My heart broke for the guy, but I had to stay focused. We had to find her.

      “Can you feel her?” I asked him, my senses heightened.

      He stilled, then nodded slowly. “I couldn’t… A minute ago I couldn’t. But…”

      “Phoenix.” Rubia’s voice cut through the smoke that continued its descent toward us. A few moments later, we all saw her emerge from the dark haze, holding an unconscious Viola in her arms. Tears streaked down Rubia’s cheeks.

      The other Daughters screamed from above. Their shrill cries pierced through my chest and made my whole body shudder. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how they were experiencing all this. Mount Agrith was their home, their point of origin, their most precious possession.

      The sound of trickling water made my ears twitch.

      Phoenix rushed over to Rubia and took Viola in his arms, briefly checking her vitals and kissing her face. Relief washed over him as he glanced at me and our jinni colleague. “She’s alive,” he said, squirming from pain—his sentry nature made him feel everything his soulmate felt.

      “She’s hurt,” Rubia replied. “But she’ll live.”

      “What the hell happened?” I asked, then turned my head to see where the sound of rushing water was coming from. My heart skipped, then stopped. Pink liquid trickled down nearby stones. The precious primordial fluid was basically leaking from what was left of Mount Agrith.

      As soon as Rubia opened her mouth to respond, explosions tore through the eastern ridge. She exhaled sharply, her lower lip quivering. “Firr, The Fire Hermessi, is no longer on our side,” she said in an uneasy voice. “He’s turned against all of us, all the worlds that had hoped he’d fight against the Ritual…”

      Safira appeared next to her, equally pale and terrified. I’d never seen the Daughters like this. And it wasn’t a pretty sight at all. It reminded me that even they weren’t all-powerful, especially not before the Hermessi.

      The smoke thickened. It covered the sky above, and it threatened to eat us all up. Our time here was running out. The entire mountain groaned before another wave of explosions followed, this time on the western ridge. The ground shook and nearly threw us all down.

      “We need to go,” Safira breathed. “There’s nothing we can do here.”

      A moment passed as the jinni linked hands with Phoenix, Viola, and me. Rubia gave us a brief nod. “We’ll be with you shortly.”

      “Please, get the other agents out,” I said, then vanished.

      

      We reappeared inside Phoenix’s observation room. Hansa jumped from her seat and rushed to Viola’s side, as Phoenix gently settled her on the ground, carefully measuring her from head to toe. Tears dropped from his eyes. Each splashed against Viola’s delicate skin. Her eyes moved beneath their eyelids.

      “She’ll be okay,” Phoenix said, then exhaled sharply and smiled, wiping his eyes with his sleeves. “She’ll live.”

      “What happened out there?” Hansa asked me.

      “According to the Daughters, it was Firr, the Fire Hermessi,” the jinni agent said. “He’s the ancient we’d thought to be a rebel. He’d met with Ramin and the others. But the Ritual Hermessi got to him, it seems. There’s no other explanation.”

      “What about the others, Fahad?” Hansa replied to him. I finally had a name for the guy. In the midst of all this chaos, I needed to know his name. It was a small and perhaps insignificant detail to most, but given the many unknowns we were already dealing with, I didn’t want the absence of his name to pile on top of it all. It was the little sense of order I seemed to need in order to continue to function, because fear was threatening to shut me down completely.

      “I’m not sure. Wei used the pink waters to make the Daughters but… I don’t think he had a say in what just happened. It must’ve been Firr, making one heck of a statement against us,” Fahad said, his shoulders dropping. “Against Wei, too.”

      Rubia materialized in the middle of the room, shaking like a leaf. Countless other booms erupted in the distance. “It’s done,” she sobbed, gazing out the window. “Mount Agrith… it’s gone.”

      I couldn’t believe this. Rushing to the telescope, I looked through its lens. A most horrifying event unraveled. I hadn’t even known there was a volcano in Mount Agrith. Then again, maybe there wasn’t, but the Fire Hermessi’s power could easily have brought one to life. Lava was already coating what was left of the mountain, covering it in a thick layer of glowing amber. The fires went out. The black smoke began to dissipate. Rubia was right. It was over.

      “Were any of you there?” Phoenix asked her.

      Rubia shook her head. “We were here, but we felt something burn inside us. It was unnatural. By the time we all went over there, it was too late. We’re connected to the mountain. We sensed its pain as it came down.”

      “The Fire Hermessi turned against us, then,” Hansa concluded, her eyes wet and ready to shed more tears for what had to be Calliope’s most traumatic loss. “I suppose that puts Wei at risk too.”

      “I only hope the Hermessi don’t force him to summon us against you,” Rubia murmured. That was the worst-case scenario, one I dreaded with every fiber of my being. Only Wei, the Earth Hermessi, could control his creations—the Daughters. If Firr or the others dragged him on the offensive, Rubia and her sisters turning against us was a terrifying possibility.

      “And no word from Taeral’s crew,” I added, looking at her.

      “No. But I looked through what was left of the footage and sent it over to Derek. There’s something weird going on by the pink water cliff on Hellym, too,” Hansa replied.

      With everything that had happened, I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the screens. The Hermessi had hit us too close to home, this time. Deep down, I knew it was a good thing. It meant we were scratching and poking in all the right places. But at what cost?

      The Daughters were clearly devastated. The pink water was probably compromised, or at the very least, sealed off by all that lava. The Hermessi knew what we were up to, and they’d gone to new lengths to stop us. Viola was unconscious, and her Telluris link to Taeral’s and Varga’s crews could shed more light on the situation.

      We were overwhelmed, and, for the first time since this debacle had begun to unfurl, we lacked a certain direction. And the last thing I ever wanted was to go blindly into a war with forces we’d yet to fully comprehend.
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      Updates were beginning to pour in from Calliope, and each was more shocking and terrifying than the previous one. I stayed silent by Derek and Sofia’s side, with Seely right behind me, listening to everything they said.

      While the witches were busy looking after our crystal casings, the rest of GASP was in a phenomenal uproar. The cult members were knocked out, compromised by the Hermessi. There was still no word from Varga’s or Taeral’s teams, and worst of all, something horrible had happened to Mount Agrith.

      Rose and Caleb came in, paler than usual.

      “What do you know?” Derek asked. “I couldn’t get much out of Jax or the others, besides the fact that the Fire Hermessi of Calliope tore down Mount Agrith.”

      Rose nodded, then handed over a tablet with what looked like video footage. “Firr is no longer on our side,” she said, her breathing rushed.

      “Avril’s gone back to help them, but… what did Firr do, exactly?” Sofia replied.

      “He tore into Mount Agrith, like you heard. The pink water is sealed under a thick layer of hardened lava now. The twin peaks are gone,” Caleb said. “Maybe he took this occasion to give Wei a message. The Earth Hermessi might’ve refused to attack us. Then again, none of us here were considered a threat until now. They’ve been focused on Taeral’s crew. I worry their attention might’ve shifted to the rest of GASP.”

      “Viola’s recovering, but it’ll be a while before she wakes up,” Rose added. “It looks like she was by the pink water’s edge when the explosions started. It took her by surprise. The other Daughters sensed that there was something wrong, but they didn’t make it there in time.”

      “Oh God,” Sofia said, tearing up. “I can’t even begin to imagine how they must be feeling. Is Phoenix okay?”

      “Yeah, fortunately no one else was on Mount Agrith at the time, except Viola. Everyone’s back at the base on Mount Zur, trying to make sense of what happened. If we have a hostile Fire Hermessi right in our midst, it’ll make our work harder,” Rose replied.

      “And we no longer have access to Devil’s Weed.” Caleb sighed. “Unless we find other pink water sources on neighboring planets, or Neraka, or here on Earth.”

      “Where would they even begin to look?” I wondered aloud.

      Sofia sucked in a breath, covering her face with both hands, while Derek frowned, checking the tablet footage. “Taeral and his team went through the pink waters of Mount Agrith. They only have the interplanetary spell to rely on, now.”

      “That’s not even their biggest problem,” Derek muttered, eyes on the screen.

      “What do you mean?” Sofia asked.

      We all gathered around him, stretching our necks to get a better look at the footage. Even Seeley was watching, his brow furrowed. He was as curious as me about what would happen next.

      “Taeral and his crew were last spotted here,” Derek said, manipulating the footage speed. “In that ancient city, with the mural.”

      “Okay,” Sofia murmured, waiting for him to continue.

      “But they weren’t alone. There was a sixth creature present, though this angle doesn’t give us much to go on, other than the fact that he’s male and dressed in black and… can vanish. He showed up out of nowhere, too, after Raphael tackled him.”

      “The Perfect must’ve sensed him,” Caleb said.

      Derek nodded. “Then, our crew vanished, leaving this guy behind.” He went through the footage as it finally found Taeral and the others again. “They reappeared here, at the base of the cliff, but so did the stranger, who then did this… and they all vanished. There’s been no contact via the comms line since.”

      I nearly lost my balance watching the scene unravel. The stranger had a metallic object—I could tell from the light reflections—and he’d drawn a circle in the white dust before they all disappeared. The circle remained.

      “What the hell?” Seeley blurted, clearly shocked.

      “Care to share?” I asked him, eyebrows raised.

      “That’s a Reaper Circle,” he replied. “That’s not just a stranger. That’s a Reaper.”

      “Then look here,” Derek said, drawing us back into the footage, too. “From about twenty minutes ago. They reappear in the circle, but the line is smudged, see? And the stranger is gone. Taeral and Raphael seem injured. And still no communication from them.”

      “Oh, my Lord,” Rose managed. “What the hell is that?!”

      We all saw it. The image shaking. The fires bursting around our friends on Hellym. The ancient city torn apart as the giant fiery creature emerged from beneath in a wider angle shot. My blood ran cold as I instantly made the connections. I looked at Seeley. “Those are Hermessi, Seeley.”

      “I know.”

      “And one of your Reapers was with them. What aren’t you telling me?!”

      Seeley was as stunned as I was. “That’s not supposed to happen.”

      “What do you mean?” I cried out, literally at the end of my wits.

      “I… I think I know who that Reaper is,” he muttered, then glanced around, his focus settling on Caia’s crystal casing. It didn’t take long for me to put two and two together.

      “The one who left Caia? Is that what you meant by ‘not supposed to happen’?”

      He nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. “That Reaper isn’t supposed to be there.”

      “Why not? Because he’s meant to be with Caia?” I asked, increasingly frustrated that I had to pull the answers out of him like this. It strained me.

      “Because if any of Taeral’s crew were supposed to die, we’d all know it. They’re high profile in our plane of existence. Have been so since this entire Hermessi incident began and they left for Cerix.”

      I blinked several times. I had so many questions based on this single response, but the obvious urgency of Taeral’s situation beckoned me to take a stand.

      “You have to do something, Seeley,” I said firmly. “You may not get involved in the natural course of things, but you said it yourself. That…” I pointed at the tablet screen. “That isn’t normal. Fix this, Seeley!”

      He thought about it for maybe a fraction of a second, then gave me a half-smile.

      “Hang tight, Vesta. I’ll be right back,” he said, then vanished.

      I was left with Derek, Sofia, Rose, and Caleb, as they continued to watch the footage, over and over. Hansa would send more, but, until then, all I could do was stare at those fiery dots across the white powdered land of Hellym, praying that Seeley wouldn’t be too late.

      It was troubling enough to know that a Reaper had stepped out of bounds, and that, for some reason, Taeral and his team were, according to Seeley, “high profile” among the Reapers. I needed them all back in one piece, because this clearly came down to them. The Hermessi feared them, the Reapers considered them important…

      If anyone could save me, along with billions of others, it was Taeral.

      It had to be Taeral.
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      To say that we’d been on a psychotic emotional rollercoaster until now would’ve been the understatement of the millennium. My side burned in waves of paralyzing pain, but I couldn’t give in. We were trapped here, surrounded by fire beams and helpless against the Hermessi who had cornered us—thanks to Yamani.

      I couldn’t teleport anymore. The fire beams wouldn’t let us touch, sending showers of sparks out as a warning, while the Titan kept trotting toward us. The ground continued to tremble beneath our feet, and Yamani stood on the other side, sneering and waiting for that stone-and-lava abomination to reach us and smash us to bits, thus doing the dirty work for him. All this… because Yamani didn’t want to be a Reaper anymore. He actually wanted to be a ghoul. Bleepin’ crazy freak.

      “I can’t get a hold of Viola anymore,” Amelia whispered, not taking her eyes off Yamani.

      “We have to find a way out of this,” Lumi replied, her hands glowing orange.

      “Don’t,” I said to her. “You saw how the fire reacts.”

      “Tae, you get out of here,” Amelia replied. “We’ll manage. You need to keep going.”

      I didn’t even want to know where all this was coming from, because I sure as hell wasn’t ready to leave anyone behind. We were in this together.

      “Get that out of your head,” I shot back.

      I could see her wary gaze. Her nostrils flaring. Her chest rising roughly with each breath that she took, while the Titan roared louder ahead, closing the distance between us. Amelia’s brain had already processed all the scenarios. She knew what the stakes were. And she was ready to sacrifice herself for this.

      “We can’t all die here,” she whispered. “Do it, Tae. Go. Now.”

      “You crazy woman,” Raphael interjected, glowering at her. “I didn’t get myself cut with a Reaper’s blade for you to get killed here.”

      “She might have a point,” Lumi murmured.

      I couldn’t believe this. And neither could Eira. “You’ve all lost your minds,” she said.

      “Any minute now,” Yamani squealed, rubbing his hands together.

      Amelia grinned at him, raising the scythe at eye-level. “You’re pretty much useless without this, and that big-ass thing is about to crush us. Are you sure you want to be here when it does that? It might not differentiate between us and you.”

      Yamani laughed. “Oh, honey, dumb as ever. First of all, I don’t need to worry because… you know, this.” He vanished, then reappeared after a few moments. “Second! I won’t need my scythe after I eat your souls.”

      The way he said it made me wonder. “Or maybe your scythe won’t need you?”

      It seemed reasonable to assume that he’d lose his right to a scythe. Yamani had said it himself. A Reaper was immediately relieved of his duties if he succumbed to temptation and ate a soul.

      “It doesn’t concern you anymore,” Yamani grumbled, his gaze set on the scythe again. His interest in the blade seemed to increase whenever Amelia brought it closer to the fire beam nearest to her.

      The funny thing with adrenaline was that it helped one’s brain, no matter how feeble, make the strangest connections, pushing a desperate creature to try almost anything in order to survive.

      “Amelia, stop thinking about suicide and cut the fire with that scythe,” I said.

      Yamani nearly collapsed at the sound of my words. His jaw dropped. Oh, I was on to something all right, and Amelia could see it. She did as I asked. The scythe cut through the fire beam, which instantly vanished. The others crackled brighter and angrier. Amelia’s eyes widened as she looked at me. A devilish smile stretched her lips.

      If we were to get out of here, we had to get rid of the fires, first, and they seemed extra sensitive to the scythe’s peculiar blade.

      However, Yamani wasn’t ready to let us go yet.

      His desperation pushed him. “You’re not going anywhere, smarty-pants,” he snarled, then lunged at her. Amelia stepped back, scythe ready to hurt him, but never got the chance.

      Yamani smacked into something invisible, then fell backward. The Titan’s roars were becoming unbearable, making me squirm. He was about a hundred yards away, and we’d definitely reached our expiration date here. But the air ripples in front of a fallen Yamani made me stare, unable to do much else. In my defense, I wasn’t the only one. The rest of my crew was equally befuddled.

      “No… How did you know?!” Yamani moaned, his face contorted in pain and terror.

      A tall figure became visible. The same type of suit Yamani wore. A scythe in his hand. His black hair slicked back. His frame broad. He glanced over his shoulder at us. I could see the night sky in his eyes, and I felt shivers running down my spine, as if I’d just become acquainted with the very depths of the universe.

      “Another Reaper,” I said.

      The stranger towered over Yamani, who was now crying and begging for his life. “Don’t… Please, you’re better than this. I deserve a fair trial, at least.”

      “No, you don’t. You interfered in the natural order of things. You were about to take five lives before their time,” the new Reaper replied dryly. “You don’t deserve any kind of existence.”

      Yamani didn’t get the chance to speak again. The Reaper caught him by the hair on the top of his head, then dragged him upright and slit his throat with the scythe. There was no blood. There was no sound coming out of Yamani. Nothing. In an instant, the psycho Reaper turned to ashes, whisked away by the swelling winds.

      A wave of relief crashed into me, but it was still too soon. The Titan was coming. And the Fire Hermessi still had a partial grip on us. The new Reaper looked at us. His expression was cold and sharp, his gaze ironclad and merciless. I had the vague feeling that our fate belonged to him, now.
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      I had to admit, meeting two Reapers in one day was quite the present from the almighty universe. I would’ve loved it if the circumstances were different, but a swamp witch had to settle for what she got—even if one of said Reapers was a murderous psychopath who’d just brought the Hermessi to our doorstep. This second fella, on the other hand, was a different breed altogether.

      “Use his scythe. Get rid of the fire. Go back down to the pink water, and get out of here,” he said to Amelia after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence.

      “What in the world is going on here?” she mumbled, utterly shocked.

      “Did I stutter?” the Reaper shot back.

      “You don’t want to piss this guy off,” Raphael interjected, looking at her.

      Amelia didn’t wait to be told twice. She cut through the other fire beams with Yamani’s scythe, giving us the reprieve we needed to link hands. The Reaper got busy as well, and, despite the ensuing threat of the giant lava-man, we couldn’t help but watch him as he drew a triangular symbol in the white powder with the tip of his scythe.

      “I’m sorry, what are you doing?” I asked.

      The Reaper sighed, then straightened his back and looked at us. In a strange coincidence, the lava and stone titan was behind him, still a couple hundred yards away but framing the Reaper in a fashion that made him stand out even more. “Are you people suicidal?” he asked, then stomped his black shoe against the symbol.

      The triangle lit up white with an intensity that made me shiver. It felt so… familiar.

      I must’ve seen this before. In another time. Somewhere else. I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was like a most precious thought, stuck on the tip of my tongue, unwilling to roll out. Determined not to reveal itself.

      I couldn’t help but smile. This was something only the Word could conjure up, only… the Reaper didn’t utter a single word to voice a spell, as the Word’s magic demanded. No, he’d just set his foot in the middle of the triangle, which now glowed brighter and hummed.

      “I’m solving a problem,” he said.

      As soon as he spoke, a powerful pulse exploded outward from the triangle. It was extraordinary and unlike anything I’d ever seen, rippling across the white powdered land, skewing the very fabric of space. It hit the Titan hard enough to bring it to a halt, but not enough to break the gigantic monster.

      “Can you people get out of here, already?” the Reaper continued, seemingly frustrated.

      “Yeah, no need to linger,” Raphael grunted, reminding everyone that he was still severely injured and not healing anytime soon.

      We linked hands, and I gave the Reaper a soft smile. “Thank you,” I said quietly, then vanished with Taeral and the others. I had no idea whether we’d see him again, but, looking at Amelia and the scythe she was still holding, I figured this wouldn’t be our last encounter with agents of Death.

      We were back beneath the cliff, its underground pink water still intact. “We can’t stay here,” Eira said, frowning. “I can feel them mobilizing. That thing is still out there, too.”

      “At least we still have our breathing devices.” Taeral sighed, putting his on.

      “Where to, then? Back to Calliope?” I asked, the adrenaline finally wearing off and leaving me a dangerously soft mess.

      Amelia scoffed. “We should keep moving, no matter what. Why go back? We still need to find Death, don’t we?”

      “Without comms, weapons, or spell paraphernalia, we’re quite limited in our approach,” I said.

      Something dropped in the water. It was followed by a brief hiss and a wisp of smoke. We all looked up and froze. Coming down the now-gaping mouth of the cave was a disturbing amount of lava. The Titan had found us already. All the Reaper had done was buy us a few precious seconds, as the pulse seemed to have temporarily stopped the Hermessi, not their creation.

      “Let’s go,” I said, then put on my breathing device and jumped in.

      Amelia held Raphael tight, and they both came in after me, followed by Taeral and Eira. Just in time, too, as more lava droplets came down. They turned into glowy amber pebbles as soon as they touched the water, but I doubted the Titan wouldn’t at least try to come down in full, just to catch us.

      We swam downward against the hostile current, hoping to reach the other side safely. I had no idea what we’d have to do next, but it was too late for us to turn back now. Our only choice was forward. Ever forward, until the end of time.
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      Before we knew it, there were five Shills down in the chamber with us, and several more up the mineshaft. I had a feeling dozens more would be waiting for us outside. It would’ve been an understatement to say that we were done for, so I kept my mouth shut. My only comfort was that maybe, just maybe, Kabbah would help us.

      Then again, why would he? He’s a neutral.

      “Do you find it okay that other Hermessi, your own brethren, are doing this?” I asked, my pulse racing as I drew my sword.

      “And do you not understand that they have my daughter?” Fallon-Kabbah replied.

      Eva stepped toward the Shills, who were now displaying their sharp fangs, strings of drool dripping from their jaws.

      “Is that a good excuse for being a coward?” she demanded, preparing herself for what was sure to be a brutal offensive. Kabbah was holding Fallon hostage. Riza couldn’t just zap us out of there without taking him with us.

      I braced myself for the fight, flashbacks of our previous encounters with Shills on Cerix reminding me that these monsters were more than likely able to teleport across short distances with us. They’d obviously caught our scent.

      All five of them pounced at the same time. Emerald beams shot from above us, extraordinarily sharp as they pierced through the creatures and pinned them down. They screamed and wailed, as more of them tried to come down and take over. We all heard the slashing of crystals as they were released in the upper chambers and down the mineshaft. The pained growls of defeat.

      Blood began to drip from the opening in the ceiling. I had a feeling all the Shills inside the mine were dead. Using my True Sight, I was bombarded by an overwhelming chill. Dozens of these monsters had been impaled by raw, precious crystals. Many hung in the air, basically, pierced so fast by the gem stakes that they didn’t even have a chance to react.

      I turned back around, setting that image aside. I would never forget the bloody caves of Volcrun. Kabbah smiled through Fallon, prompting Eva to chuckle. “Nothing like a bit of negative reinforcement to get you to do the right thing,” she said.

      “I didn’t do it for you,” Fallon-Kabbah replied. “You insolent little snake.”

      “Then why’d you help us?” I asked.

      “They were on my turf. I don’t react kindly to other Hermessi’s impudence,” he said.

      “But they were coming for us,” Riza managed, having finally regained her voice in front of this ancient and clearly powerful entity.

      “In my house,” Fallon-Kabbah snapped. “Anyway, they’ve clearly locked on to you. Nevertide is no longer safe.”

      “Well, thank you,” I said. “I know you didn’t do it for us, but thank you nonetheless.”

      Herakles pressed his earpiece. “The comms are down. Telluris, Viola!”

      Fallon-Kabbah laughed wholeheartedly. “You must be joking.”

      “You locked us out?” I replied, suddenly alarmed.

      “We’re having a private conversation, and I’m not done,” he replied. He wiggled his fingers, and before any of us could react, we were trapped again, ankles deep in emerald clusters that sprang from the ground.

      I had a feeling he had, indeed, helped us, that a bunch of Shills in these caves didn’t mean enough to anger him. Kabbah had been a neutral until now, demonstrating zero intention to interfere. Otherwise, we would’ve heard about him sooner, especially from Harper and Ramin, who’d already been in contact with the rebel Hermessi. But I also knew that Kabbah had a certain pride that probably came with his age. Who knew how many millions of years he’d been around? The things he’d seen…

      So, I decided not to bother with the fact that he’d cut off our comms and Telluris. I’d gotten used to this over the years, and I’d learned not to rely on anyone but myself and my crew if push came to shove. I wasn’t startled by the emerald entrapment, either. It was his way of showing off.

      And Eva deserved an award for her composure thus far. I was simply in awe of her.

      “What now, then?” I asked Kabbah.

      “I’m a little irked by those abominations,” he said, nodding at the dead Shills behind us. I could still hear the blood dripping from the others above. Tick, tick, tick… It scratched my nerves. “I find it only fair that I should retaliate. Only, I’m not into starting fights with my own brothers and sisters. Nevertide will suffer, and it’s not why I exist.”

      We said nothing in return. Practically on the edge of our seats, we all knew, by now, that we were about to get something good from Kabbah. I could tell from the auras around me—hope, quietly growing and swelling inside each of us.

      “Word is, you’re looking for Death.” Fallon-Kabbah chuckled. He knew it already. We’d told him. “Consider this my retaliation against my brethren’s rude gesture: Death has been holed up on a planet called Mortis for about four million years.”

      “Since the first ritual was disrupted,” I mumbled.

      “It’s in the Nekronos solar system. You won’t have trouble finding it; it’s an anomaly, much like Neraka’s,” Fallon-Kabbah continued.

      “In what sense?” Eva asked.

      “It orbits around three suns—only these are giants, big and bright and white. You cannot miss them. The galaxy itself isn’t too far from Calliope,” Fallon-Kabbah replied. “I’m sure one of you will find it.”

      A few seconds went by, as the revelation sank in. We had it. We had a location for Death. I felt my lips stretch into a satisfied grin. This whole trip had finally amounted to something more. We had a destination!

      “You’d better not go there unprepared,” Fallon-Kabbah added with a cold smirk. “Death is unpredictable by nature, but she’s been even more volatile since the first ritual attempt.”

      “What happened to her?” I replied.

      “I won’t go into details. This is all you’re going to get from me today,” Fallon-Kabbah said. “Let’s just leave it at this: you’ll want to tread carefully around Death, if you want to survive that encounter. No one has ever sought her out like this before. No one among the living, breathing creatures, anyway. You people have no idea what you’re getting yourselves into.”

      By his words, I concluded that a Hermessi might’ve approached Death before. After all, the elementals didn’t fall into the “living, breathing creatures” category, but rather in the “entities” section.

      “This is important. We have no choice but to talk to her,” I replied.

      “I think you’re going to get yourselves killed, but I don’t have a bone in this fight. I’m simply reacting to what my brothers and sisters just did, on my territory.” Fallon-Kabbah scoffed.

      Eva let out a mocking laugh. “Oh, really? No bone whatsoever? Is that how you choose to describe your cowardice?”

      It earned her a glare from Kabbah, but Eva wouldn’t let go of it. Riza and Herakles tried to get her to stop, but she cut them off as soon as they opened their mouths. “No, it’s true. He’s a coward,” she continued, moving her attention back to him. “They have your daughter. They’re marching around on your territory, attacking your creations and hurting your world, not just ours. And you choose to stand back because you’re… what, exactly? Afraid of Brendel? They know they can’t destroy you so easily, so they’re using your daughter against you, and you’re playing into their agenda, Kabbah. You’ve got the juice to stand up to them, that much is obvious. Maybe it’s time you stop being so afraid and start doing something about it.”

      He didn’t say anything. His expression remained sour, but firm.

      For a moment, I thought he’d smack her around a bit. I didn’t even bother to try and get Eva to not speak her mind, because I knew her well enough already to understand that, when she had something to say, she said it. Fearless. Determined. A tornado of fire and brimstone if ever crossed. If Kabbah no longer scared her, he’d already lost his edge—and he seemed to know it, too.

      Instead, he left Fallon, who exhaled sharply and resumed his original form. The green glow was gone. The skull-crumbling tension suddenly evaporated. We were alone again. Kabbah had vanished from the Volcrun caves. Our emerald restraints dissolved into the ground, our freedom returned to us for the second time today—and one too many times for my comfort.

      “I never want to do that again!” Fallon said, coughing and wheezing as he regained his bodily functions. Remembering Vesta’s Hermessi possession experience, which she’d described as constantly drowning, stuck in the back seat of her consciousness, I understood the discomfort that Fallon must’ve experienced just now.

      He rushed across the crystal ground and rejoined us in the emerald chamber, frowning at the sight of dead Shills. “I take it you all got busy ‘round here, huh?”

      “You don’t remember anything?” Herakles asked.

      Fallon shook his head. “I felt as though I was buried deep underground. Kept clawing my way through the dirt, trying not to choke… trying to get back to the surface.”

      “It’ll please you to know, then, that we’ve got Death’s location,” I replied. If Kabbah had kept Fallon in the dark, it meant that his possession took more out of the host body, compared to, say, Aya’s possession of Vesta. Kabbah was a big ol’ Hermessi, the kind that occupied Fallon’s entire consciousness. I didn’t even want to imagine what that was like. His description had been enough.

      Fallon grinned. “Yeah, feels like it was worth it. Well done, gang!”

      A familiar crackle made us all still. “Varga, come in. Varga, Eva? Anyone?” River’s voice came through the comms system. “Come on, guys… Please…”

      I pressed my earpiece button. “We’re here! Sorry, I think we got cut off by Kabbah. We found him, he—”

      “You need to get back to base on Mount Zur, ASAP,” River interrupted, stopping me. “Something terrible happened.”

      I sucked in a breath and glanced at Riza. “We have to go. Now.”

      My reprieve had been brief. More trouble loomed just around the corner. But we’d come out of this with something important. Something that could eventually shift the balance of power. Something that could maybe save us all…
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      Being surrounded by pink water again felt like a momentary relief.

      We knew the drill by now. We kept swimming downward until we squeezed through the bottom tunnel, then reached through the light. As my hand passed through the bright white mass, I wondered when we’d find Death. Time was still flowing against us, and all we’d done so far was discover that there had once been a Druid-fae hybrid civilization on Hellym, and that Reapers were real. The lore that came with them was troubling, to say the least, but in a way, they led us back to our ardent necessity to find Death.

      As the light swallowed me whole, I felt Raphael’s arms around me. He was a little whiter, having lost a significant amount of blood, but there was still some strength left in his embrace. I peered into his eyes, finding peace and solace. He gave me a weak smile, as if a thousand words were already exchanged between us, as if he was simply reiterating that everything would be okay. But how could it, if we’d yet to find Death?

      We broke through to the other side, quickly reminded to breathe through our nasal devices as the pink water current pushed us upward. I saw Taeral and Eira and Lumi above us. They got caught in a liquid whirlwind, before shooting to the surface. A moment later, Raphael and I joined them.

      Our heads poked out. Wheezing and coughing from the sudden temperature change, we glanced around, slightly confused.

      “This isn’t right,” Lumi managed, steam rolling from her lips.

      We hadn’t resurfaced into Mount Agrith. This wasn’t the pond we’d thought we’d come through.

      “What the hell?” Taeral gasped. He swam to the rocky edge and helped Eira out, then Lumi. Together, they got Raphael and me onto the dry stones. I couldn’t help but smile when I noticed Taeral and Raphael’s wounds finally beginning to heal. The pink water worked, even when my blood didn’t.

      This primordial wonder was nestled between sharp formations of blue rocks—the strangest I’d ever seen. The blue itself was peculiar, riddled with uneven white streaks. Nature was the finest of artists, I thought, as my gaze followed the streaks upward. This was an underground cave, and there was very little light coming through from the narrow, circular opening above. Most of the glow came from below the surface, but that was quickly fading as the natural portal closed behind us.

      Mere moments later, we were drenched in pink water and darkness. Taeral snapped his fingers, causing a bright orange flame to erupt and settle in the palm of his hand. There was light again.

      “We need to get topside,” he said. “But I don’t know where topside is.”

      Lumi got up and put her hands to her lips as she whispered a spell. A feeble white spark formed and flew through the ceiling opening. She counted under her breath, her skin shimmering as the spell worked its way out.

      “I don’t have any paraphernalia to get us out of here, but I still know a trick or two,” she murmured, looking at Taeral as her skin returned to its natural, discreet sheen. “Five hundred feet up, Tae. Can you teleport us with that estimate?”

      Taeral nodded. “I can certainly try. It’s just easier when I know where we’re going, when I can see our destination,” he reminded us.

      There was no time to waste. We linked hands, and Taeral closed his eyes.

      We vanished. A moment passed in darkness before we reappeared in the air, the ground about ten feet beneath us. I yelped—and wasn’t the only one!—as we all dropped and landed with a thud.

      “Mother of…” Raphael grunted, rolling to the less painful side. His wound was healing faster now, but certainly not at lightning speed. The poor soul. It still hurt him to some extent.

      “I’m sorry,” Taeral replied, eyes wide and cheeks flushing.

      “Might’ve been my fault,” Lumi said. She got up and dusted herself off. “I was off by a couple of feet.”

      “A couple?!” Raphael snapped. I reached him quickly and helped him up once more. He grimaced from what seemed like mild physical discomfort, but I still breathed a sigh of relief. He’d be okay soon enough and so would Taeral. I glanced down at the scythe attached to a leather loop sewn into my bodysuit. What kind of blade is this, to do such damage in a Reaper’s hands? Or is it the same in anyone’s hands? It’s reduced them both to the healing speed of a human.

      “Okay, we obviously have a problem,” Eira said, looking around. “This definitely isn’t Mount Agrith.”

      We were at the top of a modest cliff made entirely out of blue stone with white streaks. But that wasn’t even the weirdest part of our landscape. We were surrounded by a breathtaking view—a seemingly endless forest of aspen and bamboo-like trees, tall and green and vibrantly lush. They covered everything and rose hundreds of feet above our heads. Giants of nature, and like nothing I’d ever seen before.

      Trills emerged from the woods. Curious tinkles of unfamiliar sounds. Birds of some kind. Branches broke, somewhere in the distance, followed by a nervous swoosh. Some type of land animal, judging by the padding noises.

      There was a little bit of room around the cliff, enough to give us a partial view of the sky. Five planets, or maybe moons, shone up there, scattered like beads across the small canvas we could see. It was quiet and significantly warmer here. A comfortable humidity lingered, making my muscles relax.

      We’d been through a whole new kind of hell earlier.

      “Where the hell are we?” I heard myself ask, as I wondered if this was simply the quiet precursor to another infernal chapter in our quest.

      We took our time analyzing our surroundings, capturing every sound, every movement, and every breath of the forest around us. I stayed close to Raphael, my arms tight around his waist and unwilling to let go. I could hear his heart thumping when I pressed my ear against his chest.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked him.

      “Better,” he replied, his voice low. “I’m just glad I didn’t die back there. Would’ve been a shame.”

      He sighed, resting one hand on the back of my neck as he held me close. My soul sparked multiple fires, but I was content to stay like this. I no longer worried over the effect that Raphael had on me. I’d learned to accept that something was happening to me, where he was concerned. And it wasn’t so bad. On the contrary, it threatened pure bliss if I continued to pursue this avenue. Given what we’d just experienced, I figured a little bit of the good stuff certainly wouldn’t hurt either of us… and Raphael didn’t seem to mind.

      “Your bleeding has stopped,” Lumi said, looking at Taeral first, then at Raphael. “Glad to see the pink water healed you when you needed it. Your wounds will probably close and vanish within the hour, judging by the regeneration speed I’m seeing now.”

      Taeral nodded and took a deep breath. “We still need to figure out where we are.”

      “No comms, though,” I observed, extra thankful that Yamani had been reduced to a pile of ashes. He’d made our stuff disappear—probably hidden it somewhere—but we’d had zero time left to look for it all, given the freaking Titan that was still out there on Hellym, looking to obliterate us.

      “Semper-Telluris, Viola,” Taeral called out.

      Nothing happened for a while, and concern began to gnaw its way through my stomach once more. Taeral tried again and again. On the fourth try, his face lit up, and we could all hear Viola’s voice deep inside our heads. She sounded so soft and distant.

      “Tae… Amelia… Lumi… Raphael… Eira… Are you all there?”

      “Yes, yes, we are,” Lumi replied, smiling. “It’s so good to hear your voice.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “You don’t sound okay.”

      “There was an incident, but I’m fine now,” Viola replied.

      “Wait, what does that mean?” I asked, once again strapped into an emotional tumble-dry machine that had zero empathy for my weary soul.

      “Varga… Eva… Fallon… Riza… Herakles?” Viola said, reaching out to the others in our crew, each of them connected through this modified Telluris.

      “We’re here, Vi,” Varga came in, slightly faded as well.

      “Varga, my man, thank the stars you’re all alive!” Taeral exclaimed, beaming like the happiest creature on this planet, wherever this was. We obviously had a lot of catching up to do.

      “What happened? Where are you?” Eva replied.

      “It’s good you’re all alive,” Viola interjected. “We need to talk. A few things have happened…”

      By the time Viola was done bringing us all up to speed with what had happened on Calliope, we’d all lost our voices. Mount Agrith was down. The cult prisoners were down. And Firr, once a rebel, had turned against us. Calliope was no longer safe for us.

      It was a lot to take in, but I measured my breaths and processed everything we were told, compartmentalizing and trying to make sense of it all. More questions were popping into my head, but I knew this wasn’t the time for them yet. We’d yet to hear a few things, as Varga took the lead—he told us about their trip to the Volcrun mines of Nevertide and their strange encounter with Kabbah. Despite the rampant display of violence and danger from the ritual Hermessi, and even though they had his daughter, Kabbah was able to come through. We finally knew where we’d find Death.

      A few minutes passed. It was our turn to update everyone. The rest of the crew had already been briefed on what they’d seen through Phoenix’s telescope. The circle in the white dust, the sixth individual that had appeared among us, the Hermessi’s involvement.

      Taeral and Lumi took turns explaining everything that had happened with Yamani and that second, unknown Reaper. It all just piled up on top of everything else, as GASP was now made aware of the existence of Reapers, agents of Death. It troubled us all that some could manifest as absolute psychopaths like Yamani, and it was even scarier to know that Reapers who ate souls devolved into ghouls. This was a whole new dimension we’d never even asked to tap into. It had smacked us all over our heads, and now, we had to deal with it.

      “Where are you now?” Viola asked. “Are you safe?”

      “We’re not sure,” Lumi replied. “We went through the pink water, but it obviously didn’t take us to Mount Agrith.”

      It couldn’t have. Mount Agrith had been sealed off by Calliope’s Fire Hermessi, and that boggled my mind. I gave Viola a brief description of what we were seeing, but Phoenix didn’t find anything in the star systems he’d recorded so far.

      “We only saw you guys vanish, but we had no idea where you’d gone,” Viola said. “Do you recognize anything in the sky? Stars? Moons?”

      “There are five bodies up there, but no, I don’t think I know them,” I replied. “And we’ve got no interplanetary spell supplies to get back. We’re basically stuck here.”

      “I’m honestly confused as to how the pink waters work.” Varga sighed. “They don’t seem to have the same destination. Or maybe the destination changed after Wei took down Mount Agrith?”

      “It’s a possibility,” Lumi said, “but we shouldn’t make any assumptions about the pink water. So far, nothing has been certain about it. We’re shooting in the dark, here.”

      I was dangerously close to a panic attack. I didn’t even realize it until Raphael started squeezing the back of my neck. “Deep breaths, in and out,” he whispered in my ear. His hot breath tickled my skin, but it had the desired effect. I was able to focus again.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Lumi said. “We’ll give you all the details we can about this place. Star positions, everything.”

      “Phoenix will dedicate every second of his time to this,” Viola assured us. “Since Kabbah wouldn’t tell us where the twenty-planet solar system is, there isn’t much else we can do on that side. Finding you is a priority now. In the meantime, just sit tight and stay together. Telluris is working, for the moment. Do you still have Devil’s Weed?”

      “We do. We haven’t had the patience to check this side of the pink water for more, but I’m sure we’ll find more sprigs here, if we need them,” Lumi replied.

      Varga’s voice cut in. He sounded troubled. “We have another problem.”

      “Oh, goody. More problems,” Herakles grumbled, making Raphael chuckle.

      “Just heard from Fiona,” Varga continued. “Harper isn’t waking up.”

      “How long has it been?” I asked, my eyes wide as new issues seemed to emerge.

      “About twelve hours,” Varga said.

      Raphael sighed. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

      “How long was that potion supposed to keep her down?” I replied.

      Varga’s answer was swift and all the more troubling. “Eight to ten.”

      What if something had happened to Harper, too? Out of all of us, she’d taken the most dangerous route. Soul-walking separated her spirit from her body, leaving her vulnerable. Even with Caspian, Fiona, and Zane by her side, she was still a good target for the Hermessi—if they figured out what she was doing.

      “Fiona says her body is starting to get cold,” Varga added.

      I stifled a moan, feeling the weight of a lead ball pushing down on my stomach. I was going to be sick if we kept this up. We couldn’t even celebrate the fact that we’d found Death’s actual location. The Hermessi’s offensive had intensified. Taeral’s crew was no longer the only group at high risk. Calliope was becoming hostile. And on top of that, Harper’s soul was basically missing in action, and we had no idea where the hell we were.

      I didn’t even dare ask how this could get worse. I didn’t want to tempt fate, because it could always get worse, and we certainly weren’t prepared for more.
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      I’d lost track of time watching Harper sleep. Updates had begun pouring through the comms system, most of them downright unpleasant, but I couldn’t react to any of them—not even after Varga’s and Taeral’s teams came through, confirming they were still alive. My attention was focused on Harper.

      My wife. The love I’d thought I’d never find. I was her husband and her protector, her friend and her ally. And she was all that to me, as well. We were in this together, and so I’d had a hard time watching her fall asleep this time around. I’d worried that she might not wake up again. That her soul might be lost somewhere… that Ramin would fail to keep her safe, like he’d promised.

      And with every minute that exceeded the potion’s active timeframe, the danger increased. I felt my heart curl up into a corner and shiver from the cold—her skin chilled me to the bone, as her temperature continued to drop. But I waited, patient and quiet, by her side, hoping she’d come back to me. What other choice did I have?

      I couldn’t soul-walk into outer space after her. I didn’t have a rebel Hermessi friend with whom I might establish such a connection. Most importantly, I had to stay here and keep her body safe. I was in charge of protecting this physical treasure, and I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Still, angst refused to loosen its grip on me, even as I tried Harper’s slightly more optimistic approach, hoping she’d wake up on her own. I was beginning to think that she might not come back to me, after all. That I’d heard the last “I love you” that would ever leave her lips. I’d lost my parents. My closest friends. I’d nearly lost everything here, on Neraka. Nightmares from my childhood were coming back to haunt me, reminding me that Neraka had never been my home, that it had always been that mind-numbing void that sucked everything out of me, leaving me dry and barren on the inside.

      “Lumi thinks we shouldn’t try to jolt her out of it,” Fiona said after she was done liaising with Varga. She couldn’t speak to Lumi directly, since they’d lost their earpieces on Hellym, and Fiona didn’t have a direct Telluris connection to her, but she could still get advice from her via Varga’s Telluris link to Lumi. Which, technically speaking, was better than nothing. “But that we should keep her warm.”

      I glanced up at her, partially absent from the conversation. Part of me was out there, in the great unknown, searching for her. Of course, that was just a weak metaphor. I was powerless, and that hurt me the most.

      “Keep her warm,” I repeated after Fiona. I looked down at my beloved.

      She looked so peaceful in her sleep, though her skin had begun to fade to a deadly shade of white. Her lips had lost their rosy glow. The contours were purple. Her chest barely moved with weak, uneven breaths. It was only a matter of time before her lungs would stop functioning altogether, and I had no idea how much time she had left.

      “I should be angry,” I added. “I should be shouting and thrashing and saying this isn’t right.”

      “But you can’t,” Zane replied, giving me a sympathetic half-smile. “You can’t, because you’re smarter than this. You know it’ll do nothing to help her.”

      I nodded. “What can I do?”

      “I’m not sure. But Lumi’s on to something. If Harper is out there somewhere looking to get back, we need to make sure she still has a body to get back to.” Fiona sighed. “If she gets too cold, her vital functions might start collapsing.”

      “I can’t have my wife wandering around, huh?” I muttered.

      “That’s certainly not the way of a Kifo, is it?” Zane remarked. He knew me better than most, long before Harper and her crew even arrived on Neraka. He understood me. Zane was aware of the darkness inside me, a mass of anxiety and sadness that only Harper had been able to cure, the moment she’d rammed into my life.

      And he was right. There wasn’t anything I could do to help her, but I could at least make sure she was comfortable. I could make sure I’d be here when she woke up.

      I scooped Harper into my arms and rose to my feet, my eyes locked on Zane’s. “I believe you can show me to the hot springs. You’ve got to have hot springs in Infernis.”

      We’d been here countless times, but we’d yet to explore Infernis’s most precious resource: hot, mineral-infused water that gurgled from the very depths of Neraka, heated up by the lava lakes surrounding the city.

      “If anything can keep her warm, that’ll be it,” Fiona replied.

      They both escorted me out of the room. I held my wife close and walked with a sense of determination. This wasn’t over for us. It couldn’t be. I hadn’t survived pure hell on Neraka only to lose Harper.

      And falling prey to despair wasn’t the Kifo way, after all.
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      Ramin and I continued to wander along seemingly infinite threads of colored stardust. The cosmos was quiet. Stars flashed around us. Suns that held a plethora of planets close to them—worlds that needed saving from this Hermessi nightmare.

      But before we could do anything about that, we needed to find our way back to our dream spot or Neraka, which were somehow, more or less, the same thing, it seemed—quantum physics be damned. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been gone already, but Ramin had made it painfully clear. I couldn’t stay out forever. My body would eventually wither and die, leaving my soul stranded… a ghost out in hyperspace.

      What hurt the most was the thought of never seeing Caspian again. Part of my heart was still with him. A good chunk of my being. And I knew he’d suffer too much. He’d beat himself up over this. He’d never be the same if I left him on his own. I couldn’t bring myself to imagine him without me, just as I couldn’t see myself without him.

      I thought about never seeing my family again. That just inflated the pain through me, threatening to shatter whatever focus I had left. Mom, Dad… Serena and Phoenix. My friends. My colleagues. All the creatures out there who depended on me to make a difference. As Ramin and I rushed along the stardust current, I sought a resolve to cling on to. I remembered that he was suffering, too, just as badly as I was, if not worse. His son had just betrayed him. He’d lost his cover among the Hermessi. He was compromised.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked him.

      “I’m lost.”

      “Quite literally, if you think about it.” I chuckled.

      “That’s what I meant. That I’m lost in space. I don’t know which way home is, and home is dangerous now, anyway.”

      I didn’t let him brush past what was really troubling him. We were one, for the time being, and that meant I had access to his emotions, too. As a Hermessi, he didn’t seem to radiate much, but what he did feel, I felt, too. “It hurts, about your son. I know.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I murmured.

      “What good would it do? What could it change? My son was swayed into the ritual, and he exposed me. The only silver lining I see here is the fact that your presence is still a secret. Otherwise, your husband and anyone standing next to you right now would be in mortal peril.”

      I had to feel grateful for that. We had no idea where we were going, but at least Caspian, Fiona, and Zane were relatively safe.

      “On top of that, unless they warm your body up a bit, you’ll die before we even find our way back,” Ramin added. “I’d be more worried about that than my son’s deeds.”

      “There’s nothing I can do to change my predicament,” I said. “But I can help us keep pushing. We left Yahwen with a ton of useful information. If we get back, I can assist Phoenix in finding that twenty-planet solar system. We can get closer to some kind of victory.”

      “Unless your friends find Death, our efforts will be useless.”

      The Hermessi were fifty shades and then some, I realized. While most of them didn’t adhere to our notions of good or evil, they did react to circumstances. They took certain things personally. And they sure cared about their children. I was convinced that, if we got the Hermessi children back, we could sway more of their parents back to the rebel side. If we could at least even the odds a little bit, maybe Brendel would have a harder time completing the ritual.

      But Ramin also had a point. We were of no use to anyone out here, aimlessly darting through the cosmos, wondering where the stardust would take us. I’d finally found my resolve, as I glanced forward.

      “Ramin, wherever this leads us, we need to be ready.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, this won’t last forever, will it?” I said. “We can stop somewhere. Regroup. Gather our thoughts. Maybe even find an ally or someone who could help us get back to Neraka or Calliope. But we might also come across hostile forces. Either way, this limbo isn’t permanent, and we have to mentally prepare ourselves for what comes next.”

      Ramin lit up from the inside. He’d been fading, recently, and I’d blamed this loss of intensity on his son, Ledar. Yes, we were screwed, but we were still capable of bouncing back.

      “It’s not over yet,” he said after a while. “You’re right. It’s not over yet.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I cheered him on. What else could I do? I had a husband and a family to get back to. No way I’m dying out here.

      “I won’t let you die here, Harper,” Ramin replied, picking up on my thought.

      “That’s right. You won’t,” I said. “So, what do you say? Shall we find ourselves a safe spot somewhere in this vast universe and get our bearings?”

      He didn’t have to answer that. I could feel him powering up. Our speed through the interstellar dust soared. We burned together like a shooting star, dashing through the In-Between, looking for a way back.

      For we were lost, but not forever.

      This isn’t over yet.
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      Opinions in the Shade sanctuary were split on the amount of trouble we were in. The rather pessimistic among us felt that we were headed down a dark and dangerous path. Harper wasn’t waking up, her soul traveling who knew where. Varga and his crew had barely escaped with their lives from the Volcrun caves. Taeral and his team were still alive, but nobody knew where—not even them. Mount Agrith had been torn down and sealed in amber lava, a sign that the Fire Hermessi of Calliope was no longer a friend. We’d lost access to the pink water there and had no idea where the other sources of primordial liquid could be found on the rest of Eritopia’s planets.

      “We’ll hit three million fae under the Hermessi’s influence by morning,” Derek said at an impromptu meeting by his son’s crystal casing.

      Rose, Caleb, Sofia, River, and Corrine were also present. The rest of GASP was still scrambling on multiple fronts across the known worlds. As usual, more than two thirds of the federation focused their efforts on capturing cult members and protecting the remaining fae. The rest of the agents had a multitude of tasks to cover: securing the cult members in their prisons, finding the oldest twenty-planet solar system in the In-Between, digging through piles of written lore from all over the civilized parts of the universe in an attempt to find previously undisclosed information about the Hermessi. Nothing we did seemed to get us any closer to a solution.

      It was becoming increasingly difficult to stay optimistic about all this. Hope was all I had left, and there were mere droplets remaining somewhere in the depths of my consciousness, as I listened to these conversations unfold.

      I worried about Taeral and his crew. I was terrified for Harper. And that left me with little time and energy to be concerned about my own wellbeing. At least my body was sealed in a crystal casing. I wasn’t going anywhere, for now. Zeriel was out with a team of GASP agents, somewhere on Calliope, hunting down cultists. He felt useless here, and he couldn’t bear the sight of me like this. It hurt not to have him here, but I took comfort in the thought that he was at least making a difference out there.

      “How much longer till they hit five million? Given the current rate of infection?” Rose asked, glancing around the room.

      “We’re not sure,” Corrine replied. “The intensity in attacks varies. We’ve certainly slowed them down a bit with the hunting parties and quarantine areas, but we’ve yet to stop them.”

      “It’s getting worse, actually. The Hermessi are recruiting non-fae in their cults, now, because of the actions we’ve taken so far,” Sofia said.

      “There is a bright side to all this,” Caleb chimed in. “We know where Death is.”

      Derek let a deep sigh roll out of his chest, his arms crossed as shadows settled over his eyes. “We’ll have to be careful how we approach her,” he said. “We also have to find a way to reunite Taeral’s and Varga’s crews. I think they’re our best weapon against the Hermessi, though I’m not sure why they scare the elements so much. We’re all working against them, yet they’re the ones being viciously hunted.”

      “True… but how can we get them together, if we don’t know where they are?” River asked, occasionally stealing glances at Ben, who was, like me, in a peculiar deep sleep, his soul somewhere nearby, unable to reach out to her. Again.

      “We’re not out of options yet,” Sofia said. “We’re not stopping, and we’re not retreating. Despite the monstrous hiccups, we’ve made crucial progress. We know about Reapers, too, which will be something we’ll need to look into as soon as possible.”

      Kailani came in, apparently in a good mood. I had to admit, she was a sight for sore eyes. “I think I might be able to help on the Reaper side. Well, the witches could help.”

      That got my attention.

      “What do you mean, honey?” Corrine replied, then stopped Kailani before she could respond. “Oh, the pencil case!”

      Kailani chuckled and nodded in agreement. “The pencil case, Grandma.”

      “What pencil—oh! That pencil case!” Sofia gasped.

      “Herbert!” Kailani exclaimed. “I’ve never met him, but I’m pretty sure we still have him.”

      “What the hell are they talking about?” I grumbled, clearly out of the loop here.

      “The witches caught and sealed a ghoul inside a pencil case a long time ago,” Seeley said, startling me. I jumped to the side with a shriek.

      “What the hell, dude?!” I snapped. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      He’d been gone for a while, and I’d forgotten about his bad habit of popping up unexpectedly. He gave me a brief smirk and nodded at Corrine. “The case is somewhere in their Sanctuary, in the Supernatural Dimension.”

      “So, they have a ghoul,” I said, tuning out of Derek and the others’ conversation. I had more interest in what Seeley had to say, especially since I was pretty sure I knew where he’d been until now. “How does that help?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you were told about a time when witches used to exploit the ghouls they caught. Some had them killing the prisoners they brought in. Dark times. Anyway, Herbert’s kind of a lost artifact in the witches’ Sanctuary now. He’s there somewhere, because none of my people ever caught him. My guess is they’ll try to get him out of the pencil case and under some kind of spell to keep him down and submissive,” Seeley said. “I assume they’ll want to ask him some questions. They know about Reapers turning into ghouls, so he’s a viable lead, if you think about it. Provided he talks.”

      “Huh?”

      “Well, they’re ghouls. Animals. No, wait. Worse than animals. Mindless. Useless. You get the point,” he said and quickly surveyed the room. A smile fluttered across his face.

      I couldn’t stop myself from grinning at him. It didn’t take long for him to notice. He frowned at me and raised an eyebrow, as if asking me to just spit it out already.

      “I take it there’s a new Reaper for Caia? I’m guessing that’s why you smiled just now,” I said.

      “You’re too smart for your own good.”

      “I do want to say thank you,” I replied.

      “For what?”

      That made me laugh. “Oh come on, Mr. Sulky. I know you’re the one who saved Taeral and my friends out there on Hellym. I saw the footage.”

      “How do you know it was me? That aerial view from your telescope isn’t that accurate,” he said. I giggled and brushed some of the white dust off his suit. I could feel him, the smoothness of his jacket under my fingertips. I’d longed to experience something like this again. It reminded me that I wasn’t dead yet. “Oh,” he muttered, out of denials. “Just doing my job, Vesta.”

      “True. But it says a lot about you, too,” I said.

      “Really?”

      I’d caught his interest. It was time to communicate my conclusion. “It means you Reapers aren’t all jerks. It gives me some comfort.”

      He chuckled softly, hands in his pant pockets. “What Yamani did was reprehensible, to say the least. Unfortunately, I’m one of the Reapers tasked with eliminating such threats. I was the one closest to Hellym earlier. I had to do something.”

      I nodded, looking at Derek and the others for a moment, deep in their planning discussions. I admired them for their self-control and resilience. Even in the face of all this trouble, even with the entire universe at risk, they were still able to put their heads together and focus on a solution. It took great strength of character to pull off something like this.

      “By the way, you should know, since you were out until now and I’m not sure whether you’ve been told already, but we finally got a location on Death,” I said. That piqued his interest, but it also seemed to startle him. “She’s on Mortis, a planet in the Nekronos system, apparently.”

      Seeley didn’t answer straightaway, but I could tell he didn’t like hearing this. It was supposed to be good news for us, so why wasn’t he a bit more upbeat about it? Surely, he was on Team GASP, not Team Hermessi…

      “That’s not good,” he finally replied. “They plan to go there?” I nodded again. “Oh, that’s not good at all.”

      “I thought you’d be glad to know where your boss is,” I murmured.

      “Sort of. Thing is, she’s extremely dangerous. We were told to stay away for a reason. Reapers have gone to her and gotten themselves whacked in the process. Your friends have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.”

      Normally, I’d have let that kind of statement scare me. But we’d been through so many near-death situations before that I barely even flinched. Instead, it irked me.

      “You know what? I’ve had about enough of all this cowardice,” I snapped, before mimicking him in a rather insulting fashion, implying Seeley was a crybaby. “Boo-hoo, don’t go there, it’s dangerous. Waaaah, I don’t wanna get involved, it’s not allowed.” It was enough to stun him silent, his eyebrows arched in disbelief. I switched back to my normal, pissed-off voice. “While you and your ilk are clutching your pearls about what’s natural and what isn’t, we’re out here fighting to restore some kind of balance to the In-Between. While y’all quiver before your master, we’re actively trying to basically do her job for her! So, you know what? I don’t care that it’s dangerous. And my friends don’t care either! They’ll go out there. They’ll find Taeral and his crew. And then, they’ll find Death. They’ll save us all.”

      Once again, Seeley had been rendered speechless by my outburst, while I was shocked by my own words. I’d been holding that in for a while. It had finally bubbled up to the surface. I expected Seeley to talk down to me or reprimand me, but he didn’t. He smirked.

      “I should tell you now that there’s sort of a bet going around my ilk, these days,” he said.

      “Oh?”

      “Mm-hm. Just so you know, most of my ilk—”

      “Okay, I get it, that was somewhat insulting. Sorry,” I said.

      He laughed. “Let me finish. Ahem, like I was saying, just so you know, most of my ilk are betting against you.”

      I blinked several times, fast enough to turn reality into a string of flickering still photographs, as I internalized what he’d just said. Then came the million-dollar question, as Amelia would put it.

      “And what about you, Seeley?”

      “My money’s on you.”

      Suddenly, I found that the little bit of hope I had left was beginning to swell, filling me up on the inside. So what if another link on my life-chain had turned black? So what if Mount Agrith had been destroyed? So what if five million fae risked losing their lives before at least two dimensions were leveled, once the ritual was completed? So what if Harper was sort of missing and Taeral had no idea where they’d gotten themselves stranded? So what if the end of the world was nigh?

      There was at least one Reaper between worlds who still thought we had a shot at winning, so much so that he’d actually bet on us.

      It was a good enough vote of confidence for me.
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